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Friends and colleagues asked for a collection of themes relating to
the current issue of the Journal and I am grateful to share here
sparse thoughts and insights. Where reunification takes hold,
some experienced indications may help, for the way should be
consciously practised and not only thought about. Theorizing is
looking afar, further than our own nose, as theoria and praxis
squint on the intersected plane. A ventriloquist speaks with its
belly, voicing something apart from the character on stage. In
orderly gait, one step after another, we are proceeding as witness
of our times, riding the tiger on a razor blade, fully aware that
either ways we may fall in disdain and be bound to renewal
until our whole lot is done, free and ready for the next leap.

*
*     *

The best ideas are common property.
SENECA, Moral Letters to Lucilius, XII:11.

IAO, IT IS A REAL PLEASURE TO GET ACQUAINTED

with you. My name is Big Bang, Big being
my given name, Bang my family name. I am
delighted to find out that we share common

concerns: transmutation and development, inner
growth and all its innervations into the mundane
world dynamically balanced in the mesoteric
dimension1, where we are heading to lie down
before Atropos snaps the tread. In the meantime,
I am enjoying offering what I have received so
far. I’m a good listener, and a few words I can
still spell, a spell in the air and a spell in a spell.
This written communication is annoying at
times, annoying in deeds.
The brighter the light the darker the shadow,
utopia is a cavatina preceding the final master
aria, unbound for madrigals, sonnets or rhymes,
but to unveil the benefits beyond self-interest
whither humanity is leaping: the fresh dash (-)
uniting the spiritual-material experience, coupling
the esoteric to the exoteric planes by the umbilical
cord of a quantum entanglement. Definitely not a
condition granting much friends and acquain-
tances, attracting to an unattainable perfection,
pulling consciousness further into its advanced
dimensional mode, not as a by-passed station on
the rails of an unsolved life, but as a gifted brace.
Culture, derailed by an unexpected routine is now
back on track. Poetry [un]veils obscure allusions and

with music conspires to fashion the world.
Melpomene, Calliope and Euterpe are bygone
archetypes; stone, bronze and iron Ages are over,
new Age is already gone: this is the mesoteric
spiritual-material age, past the Palaeozoic and
Mesozoic eons. The human archetype has always
dwelt in it as a persona of the conscious I. The
arrogance of the capital I to stands over its
minuscule peers is now lessen to a tiny i almost
perishing under its own volatile weight. The shift
of consciousness to this new stage of the being
rebounds on the temporal plane and affects both
individuals and humankind alike. Time is the
delay accumulated by the I in gaining awareness
of being conscious of itself. The mesoteric plane is
where space and time collide to transmute into the
fifth degree of the being, the fifth house of soul2.
Next to the material, the vegetal, the animal, and
the human, comes the true human nature embracing
in itself all the previous ones, attentive, patient, humble
and sincere, discharged of time. No geological time
will further the Cambrian clock, the mesoteric age is
chasing Maya away. Sumerian, Egyptian, Greek, Veda
and Olmec long since revised the categories of thought
still carrying some freshness of truth, occasionally
accepted or rejected by many or by few. Acts led off by
the true human nature do not leave debris behind, no
negative karma is produced by an action performed
from this stage, these are ‘clean’ actions, no karma is
available to maya here.
Kronos took account of history of and left its debris in
the human self. “riverrum, past Eve and Adam’s from
swerve of shore to bend of bay… to the last syllable of our
recorded time.” Memory as a support to action – does a
clean action leave traces in memory? Our reptile brain is
as yet very active, for Greed&Greed are still bullying in
the courtyard. Next to having harvested our own individ-
ual karma, we still need to amend humankind’s karma.
Slavery left a massive trace in human consciousness still
in need to be cleansed. Like chrysalis, organized reli-
gions in turn vesseled the spiritual content in the his-
torical continuum to protect an adolescent spirituality
and grant it a sustainable development within well
defined systems of practices and believes. They are
now fading away to give the fore to a mature spiritu-
ality as a function of consciousness – the function
still creates the organ. Indeed this is the time of

MESOECONOMY
AND THE CLEAN CODE

E D I T O R I A L
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individual revelation and prophecy outside the
enclosures of codified creeds: the spiritual-material
vibration, the spanda of creation is ongoing and can-
not be regimented in time. It is any longer a matter
of faith, but of the evidence of a shared proof, no
copyright holders are here, just a unified field of con-
sciousness. From the simplest and undifferentiated to
the differentiated and complex, from absorption of
many to oneness, hyper- and meta-synchronic events
are taking place. Unapplied creativity is a nightmare,
idle vision a crime, performed a-synchronically they
produce karma, in need to be amended before any fur-
ther development could ever take place. Of interest is
that in the current shifting of consciousness, the indi-
vidual and collective processes of amendment, and of
development are indeed synchronic, a trait to which we
need to get accustomed promptly. We do not actually
investigate the depths of the mesoteric limes, if not for
a handful of details that need not to detain us here for
long, but we do take notes of the way. A way that can-
not be said not because is a cipher carefully protected
from vulnerable eyes, but rather for the failure to voice
a proto-phoneme validated before any emanation3.
We are detectives for and of life, inquisitiveness never
ends – fatti non foste a viver come bruti ma per seguir
virtute e canoscenza – curiositas is pulling from the
unveiled. Fulfilled. Resting. A quiver, stillness is
disquieted, the quest is ignited anew, until its next
achieved stage, and so forth. The spiraloid func-
tion of curiositas embodies the advancement of
knowledge, received and implemented at once on
the tensorium4.
Consciousness is implementing a comprehensive
transmutation: the rhythm and cadence of its
incremental manifestation are inscribed in the
evolutionary geological footprint of a past Cam-
brian time, and in the nonlocal consciousness
unchecked by the space-time continuum. Art
at its best transmutes the density of matter into
a spark of creativity, it saturates matter with
spiritual energy as a means of self-perfection.
Everything is perfectible before reaching the
threshold attended by the two guardians – the
two polarities – abutting the door of Perfection,
the Heaven’s gate, the báb, the door to the next
dimension. There, creativity, quivering and res-
onating at the same frequency of the gate, tram-
snutes the guardians the gate and the whole notion
into its further guarded dimension. Is the Heaven’s
gate preventing entrance, or avoiding release?
Perfection does not abide in the split dimension,
spirituality not imbedded in matter does not beget
reality; to perform clean actions attuned with dhar-
ma, humility is key. Relativity ceases its grip by
transmuting beyond its own limits, a conceit devised

by the thinking mind in its proud attempt to breed
order in chaos. According to classical mechanics,
any energetic exchange in a closed system makes
entropy to increase; clean acts are performed in
open systems and bear an enantiotropic5 function
instead. Entropy and enantiotropy are the two
faces of the same coin if perceived from one of
its sides, but a unity when perceived in whole-
ness. The circle leaps into tri-dimensionality
and becomes a sphere; the sphere leaps further
to acquire an extra dimension, Pythagorean
solids depict n-dimensional extents into the
space-time continuum. Flattening a sphere
onto bi-dimensionality dispels its qualitative
flavour, as a soul leaving its body. At death, the
dematerialized soul gravitates around its corpse
for then – if properly mended by karma, and if
its resurrection garment of light has been suit-
ably crafted – discharge and revert all its body
entanglements to their primeval elemental
realm, retaining only the signature of the deeds
that made up its resurrection body. Freed from
any further reincarnation constraint, it moves
further to its new mansion; if unmended, it will
verge at collective level to be channelled again at
conception.
Until union, energy’s polar signature is preserved as
gender. Once united, the conceiving pair vibrates in
unison in the timeless conjunctio oppositorum. From
this reunification taking place in and along the axis
mundi joining haven to earth, a new life may be
engendered at once in both realms. By uniting the
complementary, the axis mundi transmutes into the
original channel of communication to grant the ener-
getic flow between the pairs. In the sexual intercourse,
this is the channel through and by which a soul may
take hold of the physical plane. The unified field of con-
sciousness of the two polarities determines the nature of
the soul entering the space-time continuum; the field
acts as a filter to let percolate a vibrational frequency cor-
responding to its threshold value, determining thus the
energetic nature of the soul, it quality. The existential
drive fired by the union of two true human natures in
the mesoteric realm boosts a hyper-dimensional state
and savour (rasa). Flexibility and rigidity. A virtuoso’s
fioritura, undisciplined as it can be. A lack of decency,
tax-free. A leak in the cosmic osmotic veal. Maya just
moved away and brought with her all quadrants6.
Śūnya, ṣafira, ṣifr, zephyrus, zafir, zero, empty, void.
Having to accomplish such a function, the power of
the sexual drive is indeed very subtle, finer in grada-
tion and in nature then any ancillary energy (nafs)7

which, if convened in the session, will participate in
shaping the threshold value and imprint it with a
karmic seal. Many advanced and less brilliant soul
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are on the threshold of embodiment to size the
opportunity to bring forth their development on
Earth, their unique and sole manner to experience
matter and get aquatinted with it. The delay accumu-
lated by consciousness in becoming self-conscious-
ness, transmuting from one condition to the next is an
intolerable meiosis: hyperboles and litotes glittering in
the air while allusion is planning afar, figures of thoughts,
figures of speech… a transmutation of the oxygen into
its next octave8, certainly not the ‘last’ one, as in the
mesoteric dimension first and last share the same plane
of reference. Seclusion and lifelong retreat belong to the
third and fourth ways, humankind is surfing the fifth:
the plan of an active and vigilant consciousness, in which
action and will, a doer and a thinker, are the unifiying
segment of a vacant position.
We name things, we categorise, devise, define, diversi-
fies, make a whole bundle of them to then unpack it
time and again; we exaggerate the thing-like nature of
reality weakening our sense of interconnectedness and
inter-being. A heart bound to affection cannot give rise
to a subtle heart. To act free from contingencies and to
avoid creating karma is an obligation to extinguish the
human debt of necessity, the collective karma. Action
and reaction: contingency. If our centre of gravity is
not installed in the integral true human dimension,
an action performed in duality stimulates a re-action
ignited by the ancillary forces leaving debris (karma)
in the inner self, requiring thus to be amended
before any possible improvement. Conversely, an
action arising from the true human self in the origi-
nal unitary mode before obliteration, does not leave
karma behind, and bears a radiant connotation
(farr) not blurred by contingencies. It is a ‘clean’
action, devoid of self-interest, not calling for any
re-action or individual compensation, payment or
reward to its own advantage or profit, it is per-
formed solely for the common good, comprising
both individual and collective concerns.
Here lays the ground to assert that the emerg-
ing new culture deriving from the true human
consciousness abiding in the collective plane,
moving from an ego-driven outlook to an altru-
istic awareness-based holistic approach generat-
ing clean actions, will necessarily give rise and
empower an economic system based on a not for
profit model. Interspiritual age, collective intelli-
gence, multiple perspectives approach, double
and triple loop and cross-paradigmatic thinking,
paradoxical reasoning, post-conventional inquiry,
primacy of the n-dimensional on the 3-dimen-
sional operational space, mutualisation of knowl-
edge and structures, crowdsourcing, open source,
solidarity networks, community centric and driven
innovation, citizen driven cooperatives, community

sharing, industrial innovations, nanobiomimicry, 3D
printing, microfactories, urban farming, crowd-
funding, fair use economy, economics of scope,
p2p economics, and profit-for-purpose are just a
few of the tips for the now sufficient conditions
to let emerge a new economic model conforming
to an ethical discretionary limit of earnings con-
strained by the zero-profit condition. A system
in which culture, education, governance, insti-
tutions, organizations, and the way people work
and collaborate among themselves are guided by
the ethical principle of the integral true human
nature able to contain in itself the whole of
humankind. The articulations of such a non-
profit economy, which we would rather desig-
nate here as mesoeconomy – to wit, defining it for
what it is, rather than for what it is not, words
are bricks in the modelling of thought – are
indeed complex, hard to conceive and attain in a
short term. A benefit (bene facere, benefactum) is a
good or noble deed, not necessarily economic,
and a beneficiary is somebody who benefits from
it. Profit (proficere, profectus, pro facere) means to
make advance something, to progress it, is the
extra-reward, or the surplus – not only economic –
that exceed the true value of an entity –  a ‘true’
value still calling for a better definition. In such a
case, value is an arbitrary predilection that shapes
the relation with an object, or an idea, or with some
aspects of life assessed in contrast to some other
deemed less worthy, which amounts to discrimina-
tion, and is the ultimate embodiment of a divided
consciousness generating contingencies. In economics,
profit overpowers true value, and the relation profit-
value identifies in money the epitome of the material
force ruling society. Current economic dealings are
energetic exchanges taking place in a close system, as
such, at any exchange, profit (entropy) increases as an
economic gain both for the performer and the system.
Mesoeconomy discards the concept of profit as the ulti-
mate means for individual and social development to
advances its cognition beyond the ordinary boundaries:
the doer, the actor, the performer, the entrepreneur,
brings further the action to the benefit of the common
good, with no individual economic profit but the reward
of the aware satisfaction heightened by performing at the
best of the capacity available in that particular circum-
stances. Here, satisfaction becomes a variable of circum-
stances, just as the norm is a cultural variable. What
may be considered right and appropriate in certain cir-
cumstances might be considered wrong in another con-
text, which does not necessarily implies an objective
reality as benchmark. The framework in which an
action takes place influences and determines its result:
reality is being co-created within the performance of
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the act itself, whose value is established not in rela-
tion with an object, but for its intrinsic quality. Only
acts arising from the true human self – clean acts void
of debris – do create value, co-design and enact the
enantiotropic function of the collective consciousness.
This is precisely what it differentiates them from an
anarchic action. Anarchy9, in its doctrinal acceptation is
a self-organizing force – an energetic pattern of activi-
ties, a system, not a single energy – that strives to control
the whole by constantly re-focusing and re-adjusting
itself and all its inherent components to a new direction
pulling from a stage yet to be reached, from an attractor
located in the future. In the ‘present’, both past and
future are perceived as polarities governing the sub-lunar
world. Weltanschauung, worldviews, and believe systems
are consistently changing at all time, setting new goals
and achievements. As a quantum fluctuation, sub-atomic
and atomic particles, nature, the solar system and the
universes are a vibrating self-organizing system, in which
also human activity takes place. The converging and
diverging energies making up the anarchic pattern are
in such an intimacy with the collective intelligence that
the two are but one. A pale shade of this can be
observed for instance in the ‘unregulated’ chaotic traffic
of big cities like Delhi or Jakarta, in which the traffic
flow seems mastered by a collective mind supervising
both individual and mass vectors, at any moment
apparently bound to collide but never, or seldom,
doing so – any complex systems has critical points
where sudden change can take place, so that some
‘accident’ may occur… We are journeying the ‘per-
manent’ stage where the collective consciousness
is becoming conscious of itself thanks to the indi-
vidual becoming aware of being part and particle
of the collective mind.
Decentralized, un-concentrated, disseminated,
pollinated, comprehensive, receptive, liquid,
extensive, engendered, permeated, pervaded, allo-
cated, delivered, diffused leadership: briefly, anar-
chic in it original take, keeping at sight that all
definitions are always partial, as to ‘define’ is to
limit and restrict a concept to just a few of its
aspects. Governance moves here to a higher
degree of systemic coordination; accordingly,
social anarchy is not the abdication to the law of
chaos, but to dharma instead. The law is at all
level the same; what differs is the modality of its
manifestation in ‘time’, namely, its historical
application. To accept and submit to the law of
dharma is to become one with it while retaining
the awareness of the individual actions, a self reflex-
ive consciousness, aware of its own acts imbedded
with[in] awareness. Endeavours performed by and
in virtue of genuine clean acts bore in themselves the
knowledge and the signature of the flowing dharma,

without disappointment or frustration arising from
expectations exceeding reality – better no expecta-
tions at all. The temporary cyclic emergence of each
of the two signatures characterizes our own individ-
uality, our own make up, and that of our society
signalled in the course of the historical linear time
by one of the two emergencies. At its turn, each
emergence, by taking avail of enantiodromia,
transmutes into its opposite, in an even dynamic
equilibrium. The medial point, the saddler point
in between the two emergencies in which trans-
mutation into the other occurs, the timeless
point in which they collide or diverge, depend-
ing from the assumed perspective, can be seen as
a point of creation, either as a spark or as a new
life. The experience does not stop at the neuronal
stage, it becomes sensory in as much as perme-
ates the bodily global emergence. Consciousness
does not differ from the energy that constitutes it,
it is itself that energy.
“Poor us, poor us!!!” brayed the donkey unac-
customed to driving “we will end up in the a-
byssus, in the bottomless”. But he didn’t realize
that it was not him in charge of the chariot get-
ting lose, and for a short while felt relieved of the
heavy burden of leading, of its toll and its lot. “A
donkey shouldn’t lead!” Shouted the charioteer “I
should do it instead!” “Who is this “I”? asked the
astounded donkey “Neither the Ego nor Me, the
Self or the Beast, vula bass e schiva i sass” answered
the agent “and mind your own ass! Liaise with cap-
tain Achab, if you can!” Fetonte, not Arjuna, drives
the Sun chariot, an inexperienced and proud chario-
teer, a devastated I subdued to an inflated ego. The
authorial ‘I’ and the inner sense merge to rewind the
clock of history at zero ground. Forgot the password?
Here is a secure way to recall your life anew.
These few lines just to depict the way and the why of
the Self endless quest in-between .zāhir and bā.tin and
disclose the why and how of an endless revelation. In
this time-bound dimension is hard to helm both worlds,
distractions abide at both sides, even in the mindfulness
of no-thought.
There are no coincidences in the mesoteric realm, for in
the timeless continuum everything is co-present. Syn-
chronicity is a sub-function of time, which is a mental
construct of the realm of quantity. Conscious awareness
pairs quality to quantity and transmutes them both into
the mesoteric pace, which retains the awareness of the
polarities but deprives them of their former grip. It
transmutes them from masters to servants at the service
of the higher function of consciousness. Time becomes
a potential sub-function of quantity, deprived of any
hold on reality, mastered at the service of a con-
sciousness preserving the awareness of duration of
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the preceding condition. A plastic representation of
this process is often exemplary expressed and depicted
in art. For instance, in the Ionic capital, the two eyes
of the volutes simultaneously depart in spiralling lines
to shape the bands of the volute and to invisibly merge
at its central point, to then be absorbed in it and disap-
pear beyond the surface into that inner dimension
which, by shaping itself at once with the outer surface,
generates the content and the form of the capital.
Pythagoras is still playing a tune on his monochord. Form
and content are nothing but one at the intersection of
their orbits giving rise to a different quality time, neither
quantitative-linear, nor circular-mythical, but the meso-
time at the service of consciousness. The usual contradic-
tions starts here to surface: the closer we draw to the centre,
the farther we distance from it, the point travels its path
until transmutes into a new state: a leap into the unknown
turning the knower and the object of knowledge into the
known. Suffering is a by-product of growth, it spirals
into the unknown to reverse knowledge into pain and
be reabsorbed in life. No wonder that in the next phase
all these earthly pain will look like as heaven, or at least
as an heartily paradise…
A boat with two captains is voted to disaster, the cap-
tain (cape = chief) by definition is one, Janus has two
polarities, two directions, four eyes and two mouths.
Cyclops (kulklops, round eye) are semi-human entities
belonging to the circular mythical time; Polyphemus,
son of Poseidon and Toosa, is blinded by greed.
Penelope defeats the historical linear time by weav-
ing the warp and weft – the space and time orthog-
onal axes, solstice and equinox – on the loom of
life, bounding the ‘present’ at their point of inter-
section with a Gordian knot, the ‘heart’ of the
cross, or the eye of the vault. Unbundling the
knot re-enacts the two ends of the thread of life,
the two polarities. Curiositas diverts Ulysses from
home for the sake of knowledge, food for the
soul; Outis (nobody/Everyman) posses the wit
of a villain on his way back home – travelling is
certainly best enjoyed in highlighted conscious-
ness. Discipline and determination, clear inten-
tion and direction of a route materializing itself
in the present one step after another. Outis has
faith in his fate; Poseidon, ruler of the sea, of
water, of the feelings, dwells in the medial dimen-
sion sharing its upper limbus with his brothers
Zeus, the sky, the air, and its lower face with
Hades, the underworld, fire. In the mythic arche-
typical iconography, the feelings (Poseidon) are
unsmoothed, disquieted – which makes the quest
disturbed and uneasy. 
Purgation starts on Earth. Beside mending the
whole of our own inner-outer being and that of our
forbearers, we need to get rid also of the debris left

by humankind as a whole: wars, crimes against
humanity, human trafficking and slavery, infringe-
ment of human rights, disruption of the global
commons and of society, just to name a few. All
mutilated outcomes of an impaired vision, of the
monocular sight of the current society perceiving
only the ‘material’ aspect of reality, certainly not
gazing from that ‘third’ eye pairing the inner to
the outer in a global perspective. The depth of
the n-dimensional vision is made only possible
by two eyes; a Cyclops is unable to ‘perceive’ any
human perspective. Three-D devices make ficti-
tious realty to look almost as real, indeed a flat
and insolvent scam to incubate sleepy audiences
with fugitive enjoyment: an ad interim orgasm
from which to phase out soon. It would be
advisable to look into the matter without a fluc-
tuating obliterating cataract, as tackling the issue
from an undivided standpoint might dismiss
some cognitive dissonance. Contradictio in adiecto.
By being consciously aware of the path we are bur-
rowing into our own lifecycle, our actions reinstate
the spiritual-material hendiadys. A one-sighted
economics deliberately furthering from the com-
mon good to plunge into selfish interest is certainly
not for the general welfare. In the transition to a
mature mesoeconomy, not-for-profit need to out-
balances profit to attain an equitable clean sustain-
able development: the time is ripe to move the sight
from just one eye to both, and shift the current eco-
nomic paradigm to a binocular vision poised behind
the veil of illusion, a reflection of a particle of the per-
ceived whole, received and absorbed in highlighted
consciousness. A pseudo-epigraphy in pursuit of an
illusory wisdom – wisdom is not a product of the
thinking mind, is a common reservoir at the intersec-
tion point of the space-time continuum with the flow of
dharma, from where to drain the needed. Wisdom can-
not be known, it can only be sucked.
While in the past an initiation was needed to re-establish
the flow between the two polarities – that might have
been blurred at the moment of conception by the inter-
ference of the ancillary energies – in the current age,
more and more people are self-initiating to higher state
of consciousness, undoubtedly a ‘sign’ of the times, as the
world situation is so dramatically in need that unprece-
dented modalities to mend and adjust its course are
becoming widely available. The surfacing at conscious
level of this process brings evidence to its action, a
revolving fund within consciousness, counterintuitive.
The quantum properties granting the occurrence of
being in multiple states at the same time, allows the
cleansing at once of both the individual and collective
karma. Something new is taking place in human his-
tory – both ierós- and metahistory –: is now possible
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to be self-initiated, for consciousness is self-initiating
itself as well. We are nothing but a flash of a multi-
plicity of states: a spark of impenetrable darkness
(botsina de-qardinuta) in a dilated ı̄hām of Hāfez, or in
a single note of a Bach Cantata, or in a Veda glimpse
behind the veil of maya. In stillness, the core of our
being participates in co-shaping clean universes. Inspi-
ration comes and goes, a collection of diversity, the
process is in full swing, yet not consolidated, fluid.
The way is fraught with obstacles, trials, shortcuts, joys
and sparkles of happiness in dispersed raptures. History
is on the making. Our contribution lies barely at the
feet of a giant, at times anthropomorphically disguised.
The time of occultation is over.
The impression that things exist outside of us might
well be due to a sub-function of the process of time.
Yonder the individual enlightenment there is enlight-
enment of consciousness, from a denser to a finer
vibration, illuminating and disappearing as a sunbeam
on the surface of water, bilocality becomes a function
of nonlocality.
Beside the existing International Women’s Day, The
Youth Day, The Day of Peace and so forth, an Interna-
tional Consciousness Day should be celebrated at the
Heaven’s Gate of the Summer solstice – the Janua
Coeali – as the anniversary of the new era in which
individual and collective consciousness partake of
both worlds. Further to the state of Now, of pres-
ence, of unity, of non-duality, non-locality and the
like widely treated so far, there is more, much more.
It may seem as an ephemeral illusion to change
oneself and the world in just one feat, but indeed
is what is taking place beyond obsolete categories
and isms depicting a single-eyed reality. There is
more than the flat reality perceived from an
unpaired sight. To consciously access the meso-
teric dimension in such a novel way, averting the
process of minute harmonization with unity
framed by earlier paths, empowers its manifes-
tation. These annotations at the margins of its
unfolding are recording the reunification of
both seas ensuing their ierós-historic rift. Indeed
there seems to be a difference between the Now
and the mesotime – the timeless continuum of
the fifth way – as the former depicts mainly the
state of consciousness holding that very moment;
while the latter embodies and transcribes in
golden letters clean actions devoid of karma, in
which intention, performance and its outcome
are present to consciousness as one. On certain
aspects, a mesoteric action is very close to wu-wei,
but it differs from it in as much as it bears a
measure of farseeing determining its direction
within a given contextualized environment. The
capacity to empathize with the environment is
one of its signatures, experienced as a presence

much denser and at the same time way subtler than
the ordinary one. A very distinctive rhythm of the
vibration of life signals the pulsation of unity, a
self-conscious vibration, no longer subject to the
individual self, gives rise to both domains.
Brought to an end the hermeneutic circularity
between faith and reason, freed to leap ad libitum,
attamen, fully aware of the doctrinal implications
of such assertions, there is a still a long way to go.
This is not a hypothesis of school, is the real
matter in the best interest of the common good.
New spiritual systems are emerging on the stage
of the world in need of structures linking the
secular to the spiritual. Push and pull, pull and
push seems to be the trend, slightly gaiting for-
ward, one lap after another linking waves to
shore. None can be any longer the same, every-
thing is changing, leaping in whirls into the black
hole uniting the two universes10. Collective issues,
such as human rights, climate change, poverty,
gender inequality, social responsibility are impend-
ing on the communal self aware of shifting into
the next consciousness paradigm. 
As a result of individual and collective actions per-
formed in a divided predicament, impinged on
self-interest and devoid of any consideration for
the common good, the current development para-
digm is affected by unsustainable levels of consump-
tion, depletion of natural resources, by pollution of
the natural environment, energy inefficiency, wide-
spread recused human and social rights, and by the
overall weakening of social justice. Following onto the
above, this harmful ongoing process leaves behind –
embedded in products, services and processes, and in
the individual and collective consciousness – marks and
debris (karmic traces) earmarked with its own injurious
performance that, at their own turn, become debris-dri-
ven agent of stagnation, of conservation of a status quo
obstructing the way to any further development. In
point of fact, the removal, ‘healing’, “cleansing” of these
debris is crucial if any fresh and clean advancement may
be granted to the endless human pursue of the other
than the self. Yet, as always, the best way to be free from
indefinitely clearing out debris is, in its first instance, not
to make them, namely, prevention. To this aim and to
re-install the agent avenue between the inner and the
outer to liaise the two worlds – a duty of a true human
self, indeed its ontological mission – and to delegate
their conversation in its hands to facilitate the transition
to a consolidated mesoteric unitary state of conscious-
ness linking the top to the bottom of the pyramid with
the spinal cord of a “clean” flow to and fro both direc-
tions – and to foster a systemic change to an as much
as possible debris-free clean sustainable development –
we need to envision, design, develop, implement,
monitor, promote and enforce in the practice of
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business activities and in legal entities a global clean
code of conduct: a Clean Code11 ethical standard that
takes into account sustainability, respect for human
and social rights, the environment, and social justice.
A quadruple-bottom line criteria that integrates, builds
on and further develops the concepts of corporate
social responsibility, circular and green economy, cra-
dle-to-cradle, farm to fork, resources efficiency, smart
design, future proof brands – and many more demands
surfaced lately at collective consciousness – granting that
all along the whole supply chain only “clean” (karma-
free) actions, products or complex devices or processes
have been performed. From extraction, production and
distribution to consumption, waste disposal and recy-
cling; in the performance of economic and financial
actions and services; in the planning and management
process of activities involved in sourcing and procure-
ment, conversion and logistic management, the life-cycle
approach adopted by the Clean Code can ensure out-
comes brought about in a wholly neat and fresh man-
ner, delivering a “clean” sustainable development in the
vast variety of human endeavours.
Indeed, it is time for a radical responsibility taking, each
epoch has its own task, and the task of this epoch of
ours is to adopt and implement an ethical standard to
avoid producing more negative karma: a Clean Code
of conduct to enhance the rejection of any form of
corruption, discrimination and child labour; to safe-
guards dignity and freedom, and the equality of
human being; to protect labour and health – nei-
ther child nor forced labour, no toxic substances
nor damages to the environment, no violation of
human and social rights may pass along its way.
The Clean Code irradiates from all directions and
pervades all planes, it is the inborn capacity to be
one with dharma, the eternal flow allowing a
smooth transmutation to the collective plan. It
empowers transformation and systemic change
heading to a unitary state of consciousness to fos-
ter further paradigm shifts. Compliance with the
Clean Code by individuals and institutions guar-
antees zero negative-impact on the individual, on
society and nature. It is a tool to ensure the safety
of the environment, biodiversity, as well as the
values and principles concerning energy efficiency
and sustainable development. But, alas! the term
sustainability has been so much stretched to
become at present almost meaningless, indeed it is
time to talk about a clean-based sustainable devel-
opment to advances the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) further to their natural outcome: a
Clean Sustainable Development that progressively
will shape the post-2015 Development Agenda.
Thanks God is Friday, we deserve a good long resting
clean weekend… enjoy.                                       8

——————

1 In my own formulation, the mesoteric dimension is the
spiritual-material middle (meso) dimension in between and
uniting the inner (esoteric) to the outer (exoteric) realities.
Terms as tensorial surface, tensorium, mesoteric and so forth
are the closest verbal expressions I could design so far to this
purpose, Cfr. S. Momo, Art as a-pre-text (Rome: Semar,
1976) and successive theoretical writings.

2 In the summer of 1974 John J. Bennett, visited the
Maharishi Mahesh in Rome to question him about Tran-
scendental Meditation, about his interpretation of the Bha-
gavad Gita and the grading of the different ‘houses’ of the
soul in Hinduism. In that occasion, as I was elaborating on
the spiritual-material experience in art, I asked Bennett
about his own classification of the ‘houses’ in relation to
the sufi derived outline set out by Muhammd S. Sumo-
hadiwidjojo, the founder of Subud, and the Gurdjeff-Ous-
pensky system. He didn’t answer straight away, but from
the glance I got beneath his glasses, and from what he con-
firmed me later on the same occasion, he maintained that
there were not theoretical discrepancies casted in the two
systems, that actually they were equally valid as all depicting
an aspect of reality. Cfr. John J. Bennett, A Spiritual Psychology,
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1964), and Muhammad S.
Sumohadiwidjojo, Susila Budhi Dharma, (London: SPI, 1975).

3 The closest to a proto-phoneme is probably the sound-
less emission of the letter H. In Islamic eschatology, the H(u)
(Him) breathed in some form of dhikr, is considered the
prime energy identifying objet and subject in the Breath of the
Compassionate (al-nafas al-rahmānı̄).

4 In my own communication, the tensorium, or tensorial
membrane, is the osmotic-like membrane in the mesoteric
dimension between the inner and the outer realities, see supra 1n.
For a detailed account of its function, cfr. S. Momo, Appunti
operativi [Operative Annotations] (Rome: Semar, 1978).

5 The term enantiotropy is used here et passim according to its
original etymology (ἐνάντιος [enantios], opposite + τροπή [tropē],
turn, conversion) as having a counter effect to the entropy of classi-
cal thermodynamics (εντροπία [entropía], a turning toward, from εν-
[en-], in  + τροπή [tropē], turn, conversion), not in the acceptation
currently used in chemistry.

6 On Quadrants (AQAL), see K. Wilber, Excerpt C: The Ways We
Are in This Together, (2006), from the planned The Kosmos Trilogy, vol.
II <http://tinyurl.com/kfwuw2d>.

7 Nafs pl. nafas, is the Arabic word, cognate of the ,(سْفَن)
Hebrew nefesh -for self, psyche, ego, soul, or life force, depend ,(שפנ)
ing of the contexts in which occurs. According to William Chittick
(The Sufi Path of Love, State University of New York Press, 1983) a
nafs is the lowest dimension of man’s inward existence, but others
scholars dissent from this interpretation, cfr. Seyyed Hossein Nasr,
Les Etats Spritueles dans le Soufisme (Rome: Accademia Nazionale dei
Lincei, 1973); Henry Corbin, Creative Imagination in the Sûfism of
Ibn ‘Arabi (Princeton, Princeton UP, 1981). The generally accepted
inter-classification of the nafas runs as follow: the material, inciting
nafs-i-ammara; the vegetal self-accusing nafs-i-lawwama, with its
sub-inspired nafs-i-mulhama; the animal self nafs-i-mutma’inna; the
human nafs-i-radiyya; the integral true human nafs-i-mardiyya; and
the pure nafs-i-safiyya. The term is here used mainly in the accep-
tation of the Subud terminology, comprising all the different
nafas (nafsu) as ancillary aids to the human performance.

8 On the relation between the oxygen transmutation (octave)
and the fourth form of manifestation of consciousness (the
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fourth way), cfr. P.D. Ouspensky, Tertium Organum (London:
Kegan, 1930) and, also, his Fragments d’un enseignement inconnu
(Paris: Stock, 1961).

9 Etymologically, the term anarchia (ἀναρχία), is a compound
word composed of ἀν [an], not, without + ἀρχός [arkhos], ruler;
the latter closely related to the αρχή [arkhē], beginning, origin,
which sums up to “without origin”, in time.

10 From a physiological perspective, it could be also a possible
function of the corpus callosum connecting and facilitating cerebral
interhemispheric communication.

11 The Clean Code conceptual framework is embedded in the
Spanda Foundation Clean Code Projects currently being implemented.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

ifTy To SixTy yEarS ago aNarchiSM aPPEarED

to be a spent force, as both a movement
and a political theory, yet since the 1960s
there has been a resurgence in Europe and

North america of anarchist ideas and practice.
britain nowadays must have a greater number
of conscious anarchists than at any previous
point in its history. in addition there are many
more whom, while not identifying themselves
as anarchists, think and behave in significantly
anarchist ways. The last fifteen years has also
seen the rise of the anti-globalization or anti-
capitalism movement. at a series of interna-
tional meetings of the key organizations that
determine the global economic order - notably,
the world Trade organization at Seattle in 1999,
the g8 at genoa in 2001 and most recently the
g20 in london in 2009 – minorities of self-pro-
fessed anarchists have gone on the rampage, cap-
turing the attention not just of the civil authori-
ties but of the world’s press, radio and television.
To this extent the anarchists have announced their
return as a significant disruptive presence, once

again inspiring anxiety among governments
and police chiefs.
anarchists themselves disdain the customary
use of ‘anarchy’ to mean ‘chaos’ or ‘complete
disorder’. for them it signifies the absence of a
ruler or rulers in a self-managed society, usual-
ly resembling the ‘co-operative commonwealth’
that most socialists have traditionally sought,
and more highly organized than the disorgani-
zation and chaos of the present. an anarchist
society would be more ordered since the politi-
cal theory of anarchism advocates organization
from the bottom up with the federation of the
self-governed entities – as opposed to order
being imposed from the top down upon resisting
individuals or groups. This is a long-established
way of looking at things, with not just a distinc-
tive but an impressive intellectual history. yet the
media and other commentators (including many
who should know better) insist on employing
‘anarchists’ and ‘anarchism’ as smear words unwor-
thy of rational consideration. The french anarchists’
cult of dynamite in the 1890s had much to answer for
the exceedingly negative image throughout the twen-
tieth century. Now, in contemporary britain, recent
anarchist mayhem on the streets leads to a lazy, or
frightened, association of all violent actions with ‘anar-
chists’, such as the unrelated student demonstration of
November 2010 or the widespread urban rioting of
august 2011, neither of which had any identifiable
anarchist component.
The problem may be essentially british since, unlike
france, italy or Spain, this country has had no experi-
ence of a mass anarchist movement or an established
anarchist tradition. The purpose of this paper, then, is
to go some way towards filling this gap in the uK’s his-
torical memory by providing an introductory interna-
tional survey of both the historic anarchist movement
and the very different anarchist revival.

A N A R C H I S T O R I G I N S

The historic anarchist movement is identified with a
workers’ movement that flourished from the 1860s
down to the close of the 1930s. however, there is a
consensus that anarchist precursors can also be
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traced back to chinese Taoism and lao Tzu and
chuang Tzu as well as to classical greece and zeno
of citium. it has been argued convincingly that the
Mu’tazilite and Najdite Muslims of ninth-century
basra were anarchists. Examples begin to multiply in
Europe from the reformation of the sixteenth century
and its forebears (for example, the bohemian Taborites
and german anabaptists), and then the renaissance
(rabelais and Etienne de la boétie) and the English
revolution (not only the Diggers and gerrard win-
stanley but also the ranters) in the sixteenth and mid-
seventeenth centuries respectively. Some eighteenth-cen-
tury figures are even more obviously anarchist: the
rousseau of A Discourse on the Origin of Inequality (1755),
william blake (1757-1827) throughout his oeuvre and
william godwin in his great Enquiry concerning Politi-
cal Justice (1793) and the essays of The Enquirer (1797).
unlike blake, whose ideas made no impact on his con-
temporaries, godwin exerted considerable influence,
most markedly on his future son-in-law, Percy bysshe
Shelley, who went on to become, in Peter Marshall’s
words, ‘the greatest anarchist poet by putting god-
win’s philosophy to verse’. Marshall goes far beyond
this fairly conventional wisdom by claiming both
blake and godwin as ‘founding fathers’ of british
anarchism. it is, however, significant that godwin
was not recognized as an anarchist thinker until the
very end of the nineteenth century (and blake not
for another hundred years). it was the austrian
anarchist scholar, Max Nettlau, who in 1897
described Political Justice as ‘the first strictly anar-
chist book’, leading Kropotkin four years later to
call godwin ‘the first theorist of stateless social-
ism, that is, anarchism’.
godwin could not be identified as an anarchist
until after anarchism had come into being as a
social movement, which it only did from the
third quarter of the nineteenth century. More-
over it also needed to be named as such, as it
first was by Pierre-Joseph Proudhon in 1840 in
What is Property? where he not only called
himself an ‘anarchist’ – “i am (in the full force
of the term) an anarchist” – but also attempt-
ed to appropriate ‘anarchy’ as a positive con-
cept. while he appreciated that “the meaning
ordinarily attached to the word ‘anarchy’ is
absence of principle, absence of rule; conse-
quently, it has been regarded as synonymous
with ‘disorder’”, he asserted that “anarchy, – the
absence of a master, of a sovereign – [...] is the
form of government to which we are everyday
approximating [...]”, emphasizing that he was “a
firm friend of order”. like many anarchists to
come, he considered anarchy to be the highest

form of order, contrasting it with the disorder and
chaos of the present.

A N A R C H I S M A N D W O R K E R S ’

M O V E M E N T S

Karl Marx shaped the development of the
working Men’s association (the first interna-
tional) in conjunction with british liberal trade
unionists when it was established in 1864, but
within a year or two they began to be chal-
lenged by the co-founding Proudhonist mutu-
alists from france, reinforced by other libertari-
ans as anarchist movements began to form also
in Switzerland, Spain and italy. a titanic clash
of personalities and political philosophies
ensued between Marx and Mikhail bakunin;
and by the late 1870s both the international
working Men’s association and a rival anti-
authoritarian international had collapsed. fur-
ther conflict ensued within the Second interna-
tional of 1889, leading to the permanent exclu-
sion of the anarchists by the state socialists from
1896. Despite the prominence of bakunin and
Peter Kropotkin in western Europe, anarchism
only emerged as a significant movement in their
native russia as late as the revolution of 1905.
anarchism was also strong, however, in the united
States – not among native-born americans, but
within the immigrant communities, above all the
germans, russians, russian Jews and italians – and
in latin america, whence it was in part carried by
Spanish and italian militants and immigrants, notably
in cuba, brazil, argentina and Mexico – where it was
an influential current in the revolution of 1910-’20.
Significant movements and traditions also existed in
the Netherlands, germany and Portugal, as well as in
East asia in Japan and china.
in the industrializing societies of the late-nineteenth
and early-twentieth centuries trade unionists and revo-
lutionaries at times countered with unrestrained retalia-
tion the brutal intimidation and suppression their
strikes and insurrections provoked. from the late 1870s
the anarchists added to the traditional ‘propaganda by
the word’ – agitation utilizing the spoken and written
word – ‘propaganda by the deed’, acts of revolt such as
violent strikes, riots, assassinations and bombings
intended to ignite popular uprisings. This phase degen-
erated in france at the beginning of the 1890s into ter-
rorism and the cult of dynamite, although care was
normally taken to ensure that the victims would be
class enemies, not members of the labouring masses.
anarchist terrorism was snuffed out by the french
state through vigorous use of les lois scélérates (as they
were dubbed), criminalizing anarchist activity, but
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there were to be many assassinations - and even
more numerous unsuccessful attentats on the lives -
of monarchs and statesmen down to 1914. Thus,
anarchists (though interestingly not the Russian Nar-
odniks, whose methods they consciously adopted, or
the Irish Fenians) became permanently, associated in
the popular mind with bomb attacks, which did actu-
ally remain a continual feature of international, work-
ing-class anarchism down to its demise – and beyond
(as the preferred tactic, for instance of the Angry Brigade
in Britain in the 1970s).
A further strategy dates from the 1890s when many anar-
chists began to focus on the trade unions as the primary
organization for struggle. Anarchist communism was
partially displaced as the dominant tendency with the
formation in France of the CGT (Confédération Générale
du Travail) in 1895 and the rapid adoption of syndical-
ism elsewhere. Syndicalism combined a Marxist analysis
of capitalism with, approximately, an anarchist strategy,
employing the work-to-rule, the go-slow (‘ca’canny’),
the irritation strike and sabotage. This was not a nega-
tive, anti-social conception for, as Emile Pouget
stressed in Le Sabotage, the militancy was directed
‘only against capital; against the bank-account’: ‘The
consumer must not suffer in this war waged against
the exploiter.’ All disputes between capital and
labour were seen as contributing to the class con-
sciousness of the workers and preparatory to the
final struggle, envisaged as a revolutionary general
strike that would enable the syndicalist unions to
take over the running of all major social arrange-
ments and establish a stateless co-operative com-
monwealth. In the USA revolutionary syndicalism
took the form of the industrial unionism of the
IWW (Industrial Workers of the World); and
elsewhere syndicalism attained mass followings
in France, Italy, Argentina and Spain, where the
impressive CNT (Confederacion Nacional del Tra-
bajo) was set up in 1910. It was the CNT which
was responsible for the amalgam of ‘anarcho-
syndicalism’, combining syndicalist preoccupa-
tion with the workplace, daily industrial con-
flict and the revolutionary general strike with
the traditional anarchist belief in the need for
an ultimate armed insurrection.
One of the major strengths of anarchist thought
has been its insistence that means determine
ends and that the institutions built to engage in
current social conflict will prefigure the institu-
tions that will exist in a post-revolutionary order.
As the Preamble of the IWW put it, ‘we are forming
the structure of the new society within the shell of
the old’. During 1911 the Unofficial Reform Com-
mittee had formed in the South Wales coalfield,
drafting a notable and libertarian programme, The

Miners’ Next Step, in which the objective was stated
as ‘to build up an organization, that will ultimately
take over the mining industry, and carry it on in
the interests of the workers’.
These decades of the heyday of international
anarchism – subsequently weakened by the First
World War – came substantially to an end as a
consequence of the Russian Revolution. Many
anarchists and, perhaps especially, syndicalists
were deeply impressed by the Bolsheviks’ seizure
of power in October 1917, their anti-parliamen-
tarianism and their determination to move
forthwith, without waiting for the maturation
of capitalism, to the building of a socialist soci-
ety. Anarchists defected in large numbers to the
national Communist Parties as they began to
be formed. In contrast, the Insurgent Army of
the Ukraine, under the inspired leadership of
the peasant anarchist, Nestor Makhno, fought
against first the Germans and the Whites and
then the Red Army. We now know that French
anarchism remained strong until the mid-1920s;
then bounced back again ten years later with the
Popular Front and particularly in response to the
Spanish Revolution and Civil War. Elsewhere
anarchism withered away, save in the Hispanic
world where in 1936 the CNT and FAI (Federacion
Anarquista Ibérica) spearheaded a major anarchist
revolution in Spain, only for it to be put into reverse
the following year by Stalinist counter-revolution.
With the defeat of the Spanish Republic early in
1939, proletarian anarchism entered terminal decline
globally, with only isolated pockets retaining signifi-
cant strength, as in Cuba it would appear (until falling
foul of the Revolution of Castro and Guevara).

A N A R C H I S M A N D Y O U T H M O V E M E N T S

When George Woodcock published his splendid Anar-
chism in 1962 in the USA and the following year as a Pel-
ican original in Britain, he concluded it with consider-
able eloquence:

I have brought this history of anarchism to an end in the
year 1939. The date is chosen deliberately; it marks the real
death in Spain of the anarchist movement which Bakunin
founded two generations before. Today there are still
thousands of anarchists scattered thinly over many coun-
tries of the world. There are still anarchist groups and
anarchist periodicals, anarchist schools and anarchist
communities. But they form only the ghost of the his-
torical anarchist movement, a ghost that inspires neither
fear among governments nor hope among peoples nor
even interest among newspapermen.
Clearly, as a movement, anarchism has failed. In almost
a century of effort it has not even approached the fulfil-
ment of its great aim to destroy the state and build
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Jerusalem in its ruins. During the past forty years the
influence it once established has dwindled, by defeat
after defeat and by the slow draining of hope, almost to
nothing. Nor is there any reasonable likelihood of a
renaissance of anarchism as we have known it since the
foundation of the First International in 1864...

These comments were immediately greeted with criti-
cism, even derision, for – as Woodcock was later to
admit – in the decade that immediately followed ‘the
ideas of anarchism have emerged again, rejuvenated, to
stimulate the young in age and spirit and to disturb the
establishments of the right and the left’. 
The profound cultural changes associated with the 1960s
were responsible for a modest anarchist revival through-
out Western Europe and North America. In Britain, for
instance, the rise of the New Left and the nuclear disar-
mament movement in the late fifties, culminated in the
student radicalism and general libertarianism and per-
missiveness, especially sexual, of the sixties, ensuring
that a new audience receptive to anarchist attitudes
came into existence. This anarchist resurgence cli-
maxed with the remarkable events in France, where in
May 1968 student revolutionaries fought the riot
police, took over the Sorbonne, controlled the Latin
Quarter, and precipitated the occupations of facto-
ries by their workers as well as a general strike. The
origins of these événements can be traced to the Uni-
versity of Nanterre, on the outskirts of Paris, and its
‘Movement of 22 March’, whose leading figure, a 23-
year-old Franco-German anarchist, Daniel Cohn-
Bendit, became the articulate spokesperson of the
wider movement. May 1968 revealed the existence
of two new and original libertarian ideologies.
Both advocated self-management and were anar-
chist, though they each denied that they were.
First, there were the analyses of Socialisme ou bar-
barie (despite it having ceased publication in
1965), whose principal theorist was Cornelius
Castoriadis. Second, the Situationist Interna-
tional, whose twelve issues of Internationale Sit-
uationiste were brought out between 1958 and
1969, while in 1967 the group’s two major theo-
retical works had appeared: Guy Debord’s The
Society of the Spectacle and Raoul Vaneigem’s
The Revolution of Everyday Life. The Situation-
ists’ concept of ‘the spectacle’ and their dissec-
tion of consumerism are central to any serious
understanding of the product, media and
celebrity obsessed societies of the early twenty-
first century. 
Yet Woodcock’s first thoughts of 1960-61 had
been correct and he was to stand by them when
he wrote in 1986: ‘The anarchists of the 1960s were
not the historic anarchist movement resurrected;

they were something quite different – a series of
new manifestations of the idea’. For the new anar-
chists of the sixties were students or peace activists
or some such; their movement was not composed
of artisans or labourers or peasants. To take a
notable example, whereas in France Socialisme ou
barbarie and Castoriadis did come out of the
workers’ movement and Trotskyism, the origins
of Situationism in contrast lay in the artistic
avant-gardism of various splinters derived from
Surrealism, and far removed from the matrix of
Proudhon’s thought a century earlier.

A N A R C H I S M T O D A Y

The ‘idea of anarchism’ long predated the third
quarter of the nineteenth century and this has
survived the demise of the historic movement.
Kropotkin believed that ‘throughout the history
of our civilization, two traditions, two opposing
tendencies have confronted each other: the
Roman and the Popular traditions; the imperial
and the federalist; the authoritarian and the liber-
tarian’. Thus there is no reason for thinking that
conflict between authoritarian and libertarian ten-
dencies will ever cease; rather it seems to be inher-
ent to the human condition and its socio-political
arrangements. Indeed, from the 1960s the revival of
anarchist ideas and practice has spread throughout
Latin America and, after the collapse of Commu-
nism, to Eastern Europe. Moreover, the ideas and
practice have become deeply embedded in the new
social movements of the last half century, although the
activists of the peace, women’s and environmental
movements are commonly unaware of this. Yet in con-
trast to the historic workers’ movement, this anarchist
revival has been without any kind of purchase on the
labour movements of Europe and the Americas: con-
temporary anarchists today are rarely trade unionists. 
While all anarchists oppose the state and parliamentari-
anism and engage not in action mediated through con-
ventional politics but employ direct action, they differ
greatly when it comes to the means to be used to attain
their ends, ranging from extreme violence to the non-
resistance of Tolstoy and taking in all points between –
other than constitutional political activity.
Thus the British anarchists currently participating in
demonstrations do so not as reformers but as anar-
chists. That is to say, anarchists differ from the adher-
ents of almost every other ideology, as well as all
advocates of specific political or social reforms, in
having little or no interest in altering the policies of
states, in shaping the opinions of politicians and
decision-makers. They reject authority – seen as
imposed from above – and seek to replace it with
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self-government: organization through co-operative
associations, built and federated from the bottom
upwards. ‘anarchist protest’ therefore appears oxy-
moronic. if anarchists are participating in - or initi-
ating - demonstrations, it is not authority holders
they are attempting to influence but their fellow citi-
zens, intending to galvanize them into action and to
create alternative, non-hierarchical social structures.
The demonstrations surrounding the g20 meeting in
london in March 2009 and the input by anarchists exem-
plify these principles. on Saturday 28 March, 35,000
marched through central london - from the Embank-
ment to hyde Park – in a challenge to g20 policies orga-
nized by ‘Put People first’ and supported by a large
number of diverse trade-union, green and Ngo bodies,
including also the Tuc itself. anarchist groups in lon-
don issued a communiqué hoping for the participation
of a mass libertarian ‘militant workers’ bloc’ while com-
menting on the demonstration: ‘This is not an end in
itself, but a means to meet each other and collectively
get involved in supporting a working-class fight back
to the crisis’. Direct action was placed ‘at the core’ of
this resistance. in addition, wednesday 1 april, was
designated as ‘financial fools Day’ by the anarchist
‘g20 Meltdown’, which called for an assembly at
noon outside the bank of England. at the same
time a non-violent 24-hour ‘climate camp’ was set
up nearby in bishopsgate. The g20 Meltdown
poster, urging ‘Storm the banks!’, not only jeered
at traditional protest – ‘The pathetic Tuc can only
organize boring bog standard marches from a to
b addressed by labour has-beens - trying to keep
a lid on our anger’ - but also exhorted: ‘in every
street there are empty woolworths which should
be seized and turned into action centres or
indoor car boot sales. Sacked workers should
occupy factories and offices, home reposses-
sions should be resisted’. in the event, some
7,000 participated, an office of the especially
unpopular royal bank of Scotland was ran-
sacked, the climate camp was broken up by
the police in the early hours, and the aggressive
policing – involving the controversial tactic of
‘kettling’ and the death of the newspaper seller,
ian Tomlinson – was condemned by radicals
and liberals alike.
The g20 Meltdown demonstration was an exam-
ple of propaganda by the deed, and together with
the symbolic action of the climate camp,
designed to change people’s minds and get them
to participate in actions of their own.
The violent spontaneity of the student protest
against university tuition fees in london on 10
November 2010, in which the conservative Party
headquarters were attacked and vandalized, must

have owed much to the events of March 2009, but
were otherwise entirely dissimilar. The students’
objective was to prevent the implementation of
university fees, not to usher in a new society. as a
leader in The Times was to observe perceptively,
the anarchist groups ‘do not care that much for
the limited causes of the protests; if your goal is
to topple the system, you are not especially
bothered about student debt’ (12 January 2011).
yet on 26 March 2011 the massive anti-cuts
demonstration organized by the Tuc in lon-
don and attended by an estimated half-a-mil-
lion people, was in part hijacked by anarchist
direct action in which the ritz was attacked,
the windows of west End banks smashed and
the police fought. The Guardian (2 april 2011)
interviewed several of the anarchist militants,
all saying that the ‘the failure of the peaceful
anti-iraq march to overturn government policy
(in 2003) was formative in their decision to turn
to violence’: ‘we realized that political change
in this country isn’t predicated on being right
and winning a debate’. an unemployed anarchist
in his mid-twenties stated:
we are not in any way setting out to terrorize the pub-
lic. we are the public... we are not calling for political
reform or changes to the tax system. we are sending a
clear message to capitalism that we can’t be bargained
with. There is no reform. we only seek your abolition.

C O N C L U S I O N S

The historic anarchist movement of the late-nineteenth
and early-twentieth centuries had been grounded in
the working class and peasantry and their institutions,
but its philosophy had been adumbrated over several
centuries, even millennia, and on several continents.
its ideas and practices have been shared by the socially
very dissimilar anarchists of the revival that has taken
place since the 1960s. in particular, parliamentarianism
and constitutional protest have been eschewed for direct
action which may take two entirely different forms.
firstly, there are the symbolic actions, whether violent
or non-violent, but usually illegal, intended as propa-
ganda by the deed. Secondly, by occupying factories
and then running them, for example, or following
exemplary green lifestyles in eco-communities, the
existing social order may be bypassed by, in the words
of a Shropshire militant, ‘putting anarchism into action
at the grassroots’ (Freedom, 29 august 2009).
both of these forms of direct action can be seen as
merely disruptive by those who believe that society has
to be run from above if it is to be orderly and efficient.
and either of them can easily be mixed up with any
other form of violent protest by lazy commentators.
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however, as this brief history of the international
movement has attempted to show, anarchism needs
to be understood as a distinctive and coherent tradi-
tion of political theory and practice. This may help
its own proponents to reflect on the some of the
adverse consequences of violent action, and it may
persuade the wider public to take its ideas and exam-
ples more seriously as a significant alternative approach
to social change.                               8

——————
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I N T E R V I E W

ICHAEL S. WILSON ~ you arE, aMoNg MaNy

other things, a self-described anarchist –
an anarcho-syndicalist, specifically. Most
people think of anarchists as disenfran-

chised punks throwing rocks at store windows, or
masked men tossing ball-shaped bombs at fat
industrialists. is this an accurate view? what is
anarchy to you?
NOAM CHOMSKY ~ well, anarchism is, in my view,
basically a kind of tendency in human thought
which shows up in different forms in different
circumstances, and has some leading characteris-
tics. Primarily it is a tendency that is suspicious
and skeptical of domination, authority, and
hierarchy. it seeks structures of hierarchy and
domination in human life over the whole range,
extending from, say, patriarchal families to, say,
imperial systems, and it asks whether those sys-
tems are justified. it assumes that the burden of
proof for anyone in a position of power and
authority lies on them. Their authority is not
self-justifying. They have to give a reason for it, a
justification. and if they can’t justify that authority
and power and control, which is the usual case,
then the authority ought to be dismantled and
replaced by something more free and just. and, as
i understand it, anarchy is just that tendency. it
takes different forms at different times. 
anarcho-syndicalism is a particular variety of anar-
chism which was concerned primarily, though not

solely, but primarily with control over work,
over the work place, over production. it took
for granted that working people ought to con-
trol their own work, its conditions, [that] they
ought to control the enterprises in which they
work, along with communities, so they should
be associated with one another in free associa-
tions, and … democracy of that kind should be
the foundational elements of a more general
free society. and then, you know, ideas are
worked out about how exactly that should man-
ifest itself, but i think that is the core of anar-
cho-syndicalist thinking. i mean it’s not at all
the general image that you described – people
running around the streets, you know, breaking
store windows – but anarcho-syndicalism is a
conception of a very organized society, organized
from below by direct participation at every level,
with as little control and domination as is feasible,
maybe none. 

MW ~ with the apparent ongoing demise of the
capitalist state, many people are looking at other
ways to be successful, to run their lives, and i am
wondering what you would say anarchy and syndi-
calism have to offer, things that others ideas – say, for
example, state-run socialism – have failed to offer?
why should we choose anarchy, as opposed to, say,
libertarianism? 
NC ~ what’s called libertarian in the united States,
which is a special uS phenomenon, it doesn’t really exist
anywhere else – a little bit in England – permits a very
high level of authority and domination but in the hands
of private power: so private power should be unleashed
to do whatever it likes. The assumption is that by some
kind of magic, concentrated private power will lead to a
more free and just society. actually that has been believed
in the past. adam Smith for example, one of his main
arguments for markets was the claim that under condi-
tions of perfect liberty, markets would lead to perfect
equality.
MW ~ it seems to be a continuing contention today… 
NC ~ yes, and so well that kind of libertarianism, in
my view, in the current world, is just a call for some
of the worst kinds of tyranny, namely unaccountable
private tyranny. anarchism is quite different from
that. it calls for an elimination to tyranny, all kinds
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of tyranny. including the kind of tyranny that’s inter-
nal to private power concentrations. So why should
we prefer it? i think because freedom is better than
subordination. it is better to be free than to be a slave.
it is better to be able to make your own decisions
than to have someone else make decisions and force
you to observe them. i don’t think you really need an
argument for that. it seems like transparent. 
The thing you need an argument for, and should give
an argument for, is “how can we best proceed in that
direction?” and there are lots of ways within the current
society. one way, incidentally, is through use of the state,
to the extent that it is democratically controlled. in the
long run, anarchists would like to see the state eliminat-
ed. but it exists, alongside of private power, and the state
is, to a certain extent, under public influence and control
– could be much more so. and it provides devices to
constrain the much more dangerous forces of private
power. for example, rules for safety and health in the
workplace, or insuring that people have decent health
care, and many other things like that. They are not
going to come about through private power, quite the
contrary. but they can come about through the use of
the state system under limited democratic control to
carry forward reformist measures. i think those are
fine things to do, they should be looking forward to
something much more, much beyond, – namely
actual, much larger-scale democratization. and that
is possible to not only think about, but to work on.
So one of the leading anarchist thinkers, bakunin in
the 19th century, pointed out that it is quite possible
to build the institutions of a future society within
the present one. and he was thinking about far
more autocratic societies than ours, and that is
being done. for example, worker- and commu-
nity- controlled enterprises are germs of a future
society within the present one, and those not
only can be developed, but are being developed.
There is some important work on this by gar
alperovitz who is involved in the enterprise sys-
tems around the cleveland area which are
worker and community controlled. There is a
lot of theoretical discussion of how it might
work out, from various sources. Some of the
most worked out ideas are in what is called the
“parecon” – participatory economics – literature
and discussions, and there are others. These are
at the planning and thinking level, at the practi-
cal implementation level, there are steps that can
be taken, while also pressing to overcome the
worst, the major harms caused by concentration
of private power through the use of state system,
as long as the current system exists. So there is no
shortage of means to pursue.
as for state socialism, depends what one means by
the term. if it is tyranny of the bolshevik variety – and

its descendants – we need not tarry on it. if it is a
more expanded social democratic state, then the
comments above apply. if something else, then
what? will it place decision-making in the hands
of working people and communities, or in hands
of some authority? if the latter, then – once again
– freedom is better than subjugation, and the lat-
ter carries a very heavy burden of justification.
MW ~ Many people know you because of your
and Edward herman’s development of the Pro-
paganda Model. could you briefly describe
that model and why it might be important to
college students? 
NC ~ let us first look back a bit – a little his-
torical framework – back in the late 19th-, early
20th century, a good deal of freedom had been
won in some societies. at the peak of this were
in fact the united States and britain. by no
means free societies, but by comparative stan-
dards quite advanced in this respect. in fact, so
advanced that power systems – state and private –
began to recognize that things were getting to a
point where they cannot control the population
by force as easily as before, so they are going to
have to turn to other means of control: control of
beliefs and attitudes. out of that grew the public
relations industry, which in those days described
itself honestly as an industry of propaganda.
The guru of the Pr industry, Edward bernays – inci-
dentally, not a reactionary, but a wilson-roosevelt-
Kennedy liberal – the maiden handbook of the Pr
industry he wrote back in the 1920s was called Propa-
ganda. in it he described, correctly, the goal of the
industry. he said our goal is to insure that the “intelli-
gent minority” – and of course anyone who writes
about these things is part of that intelligent minority by
definition, by stipulation, so we, the intelligent minori-
ty, are the only people capable of running things, and
there is that great population out there, the “unwashed
masses,” who, if they are left alone will just get into
trouble: so we have to, as he put it, “engineer their con-
sent,” figure out ways to insure they consent to our rule
and domination. and that is the goal of the Pr indus-
try, and it works in many ways. its primary commit-
ment is commercial advertising. in fact, bernays made
his name right at that time – late Twenty’s – by run-
ning an advertising campaign to convince women to
smoke cigarettes: women weren’t smoking cigarettes,
this big group of people who the tobacco industry is
not able to kill, so we have got to do something about
that. he very successfully ran campaigns that induced
women to smoke cigarettes: that would be, in modern
terms, the cool thing to do, you know, that is the
way you get to be a modern, liberated woman. it
was very successful.
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MW ~ is there a correlation between that campaign
and what is happening with the big oil industry
right now and climate change? 
NC ~ These are just a few examples. These are the ori-
gins of what became a huge industry of controlling
attitudes and opinions. Now the oil industry today,
and in fact the business world generally, are engaged in
comparable campaigns to try to undermine efforts to
deal with a problem that is even greater than the mass
murder that was caused by the tobacco industry; and it
was mass murder. we are facing a threat, a serious threat,
of catastrophic climate change. and it is no joke. The oil
industry is trying to impede measures to deal with it for
their own short-term profit interests. That includes not
only the petroleum industry, but the american chamber
of commerce – the leading business lobby – and others,
who have stated quite openly that they are conducting
… they don’t call it propaganda … but what would
amount to propaganda campaigns to convince people
that there is no real danger and we shouldn’t really do
much about it, and that we should concentrate on really
important things like the deficit and economic growth
– what they call ‘growth’ – and not worry about the
fact that the human species is marching over a cliff
which could be something like human species destruc-
tion or, at least, the destruction of the possibility of a
decent life for huge numbers of people, and there are
many other correlations.
in fact quite generally, commercial advertising is
fundamentally an effort to undermine markets. we
should recognize that. if you have taken an eco-
nomics course, you know that markets are sup-
posed to be based on informed consumers mak-
ing rational choices. you take a look at the first ad
you see on television and ask yourself “is that it’s
purpose?” No, it’s not, it’s to create uninformed
consumers making irrational choices, and these
same institutions run political campaigns. it is
pretty much the same: you have to undermine
democracy by trying to get uninformed people
to make irrational choices. and so this is only
one aspect of the Pr industry. what herman
and i were discussing was another aspect of the
whole propaganda system that developed roughly
at that period, and that is “manufacture of con-
sent,” as it was called, consent to the decisions of
our political leaders, or the leaders of the private
economy, to try to insure that people have the
right beliefs and don’t try to comprehend the way
decisions are being made that may not only harm
them, but harm many others. That is propaganda
in the normal sense. So we were talking about mass
media, and the intellectual community of the world
in general, which is to a large extent dedicated to
this. Not that people see themselves as propagandists,

but that they are themselves deeply indoctrinated
into the principles of the system, which prevent
them from perceiving many things that are really
right on the surface, things that would be subversive
to power if understood. we give plenty of examples
there, and there is plenty more you can mention
up to the present moment, crucial ones in fact.
That is a large part of a general system of indoctri-
nation and control that runs parallel to control-
ling attitudes and consumeristic commitments,
and other devices to control people. 
one of the main problems for students today –
a huge problem – is sky-rocketing tuitions. why
do we have tuitions that are completely out-of-
line with other countries, even with our own
history? in the 1950s the united States was a
much poorer country than it is today, and yet
higher education was pretty much free, or low
fees or no fees for huge numbers of people. There
has not been an economic change that made
necessary to have very high tuitions, far more
than when we were a poor country. To drive the
point home even more clearly, if we look just
across the borders, Mexico is a poor country, yet
has a good educational system with free tuition.
There was an effort by the Mexican state to raise
tuition, maybe some 15 years ago or so, and there
was a national student strike which had a lot of pop-
ular support, and the government backed down.
Now that is just happened recently in quebec, on
our other border. go across the ocean: germany is a
rich country. free tuition. finland has the highest-
ranked education system in the world. free, virtually
free. So i don’t think you can give an argument that
there are economic necessities behind the incredibly
high increase in tuition. i think these are social and eco-
nomic decisions made by the people who set policy. in
my view, these hikes are part of a backlash that devel-
oped in the 1970s against the liberatory tendencies of the
1960s. Students became much freer, more open, they
were pressing for opposition to the war, for civil rights,
women’s rights … and the country just got too free. in
fact, liberal intellectuals condemned this, called it a “cri-
sis of democracy:” we have got to have more moderation
of democracy. They called, literally, for more commit-
ment to indoctrination of the young, their phrase … we
have to make sure that the institutions responsible for
the indoctrination of the young do their work, so we
don’t have all this freedom and independence. and
many developments took place after that. i don’t think
we have enough direct documentation to prove causal
relations, but you can see what happened. one of the
things that happened was controlling students – in
fact, controlling students for the rest of their lives, by
simply trapping them in debt. That is a very effective
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technique of control and indoctrination. and i sus-
pect, i can’t prove it but i suspect that that is a large
part of the reason behind high tuitions. Many other
parallel things happened. The whole economy changed
in significant ways to concentrate power, to undermine
workers’ rights and freedom. in fact the economist who
chaired the federal reserve around the clinton years,
alan greenspan – St alan as he was called then, the
great genius of the economics profession who was run-
ning the economy, highly honoured – he testified proud-
ly before congress that the basis for the great economy
that he was running was what he called “growing worker
insecurity.” if workers are more insecure, they won’t do
things, like asking for better wages and better benefits.
and that is healthy for the economy from a certain point
of view, a point of view that says workers ought to be
oppressed and controlled, and that wealth ought to be
concentrated in a very few pockets. So, that is a healthy
economy, and we need growing worker insecurity, and
we need growing student insecurity, for similar reasons. i
think all of these things line up together as part of a gen-
eral reaction – a bipartisan reaction, incidentally –
against liberatory tendencies that manifested them-
selves in the 60s and have continued since.                 8

——————

* Retailored from the Modern Success Magazine interview
and disseminated with Professor Chomsky personal permission.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

N THIS PAPER, I WILL ARGUE THAT THE REFRAMING OF A

militant global civil society (GCS) proposed and
envisaged by the Zapatistas in 1994, when they
appealed to this imagined constituency for sup-
port, has at last found its subject. From the 15-

M movement in Spain to Occupy Wall Street, from
Tarir Square to the Wisconsin ‘wave’, from Taksim
to Sao Paolo, network movements based upon
now familiar principles of democratic participa-
tion, antipathy to representative politics and a
preference for direct action are increasingly
declaring the stakes of political and economic
struggle. Put simply I argue that the normative
conception of global civil society as a benign
outcome of liberal hegemony has been shattered
by the increasing role transnational governance
bodies and many of the larger NGOs and non-
profits have played in the development, main-
tenance and advancement of neoliberal global-
ization. Further to this I will suggest that the
political imaginaries of this new wave of network
movements (Chesters & Welsh, 2011, Castells,
2012) correspond with and have been derived
from alter-globalist and anti-capitalist move-
ments that mobilized from the mid-90s and that
these share common forms of organization and
critique, many of which are explicitly drawn
from or influenced by anarchist and autonomist
praxis. This argument is advanced by considering
the theories and contexts of global civil society, the
rise of antagonistic forces within it and the role of
these forces in shaping new forms of political and

economic engagement. It further suggests that
these dynamics reveal, and are further revealed
by, the concepts of enclosure (material, moral,
representational and capitalist) and exodus (dis-
obedient, intemperate and anti-capitalist).

G L O B A L C I V I L S O C I E T Y

The concept of global civil society has been
deployed as a normative-ideal by a range of
political actors because of its considerable rhetor-
ical and strategic utility. In each instance, it is pre-
sented as a version of the good society stretched to
the ends of the earth. Almost always conceived as
progressive and democratizing, its composition
varies according to each advocates ideological
position. Kaldor’s (2003) framework provides a use-
ful orientation here. In what she terms the ‘activist’
definition of GCS, it takes on a utopian quality and
is manifest in the interstices between markets and
states. In the ‘neoliberal’ version it is an essential
adjunct to the globalizing forces of free trade and
privatization, and in the normative ‘ideal-type’ she
and John Keane favour, it is a ‘dynamic non-govern-
mental system of interconnected socio-economic
institutions’ that is capable of pluralizing power and
problematising violence (Keane, 2003:8).
I have argued for a further definition, global civil soci-
ety through the lens of global complexity (Chesters &
Welsh, 2006). Where GCS is perceived not as an actor or
expression of political will, but more as a domain con-
tested and variegated by multiple axes of cause and
effect, reciprocity and ambivalence, an outcome and
effect of ‘global complexity’, the interaction between
‘networks’ and ‘fluids’ that characterize planetary sys-
tems of production, mobility and exchange (Urry,
2003). From this perspective, GCS constitutes a ‘state
space’, a field of relations between variables of a self-
organizing system, including the combination of ideo-
logical, organizational, and material investments that
are represented in the definitions above. These denote
attractors within the system that compete to consoli-
date their interpretation of GCS, dominate resources
and attribute meanings. The argument I advance is
that the rise to prominence of the ‘alternative global-
ization movement’ (AGM) (Chesters & Welsh, 2006)
signified the emergence of an antagonist attractor
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within GCS, an attractor that re-envisioned rela-
tions between global civil society actors and opened
new directions for action, reflection and critique.
My argument suggests that when global civil society
actors are differentiated according to their modes of
organization, and their position vis-à-vis international
systems of production, distribution and exchange, it is
possible to discern an antagonistic kernel within GCS
that generates a fundamental and systemic critique.
This is important, as the social movement scholar
Alberto Melucci (1996) pointed out, because most polit-
ical discourse seeks to deny the existence of fundamen-
tal conflicts about the production and appropriation of
social resources by reducing everything to a question of
grievances or political claims. I argue that this antago-
nism has until recently, been primarily, but not exclu-
sively, visible in the AGM. A movement that has been
influential in disturbing existing discourses around
trade, the environment and social justice through its
capacity to re-orient the field of relations between GCS
and global governance structures by direct contesta-
tion of their processes and meetings.
Disaffection with the political class and non-participa-
tion in the political process have been compounded by
changes to the composition and form of civil society.
In much of the global north nationally based civic
associations representing particular class affinities
have declined with the fragmentation of their bases
of support and the advent of post-Fordist restructur-
ing, whilst organized religion in all but its more
orthodox guises has declined as an effect of its mar-
ginality to consumer capitalism. Two outcomes
flow directly from this; firstly, the capacity of civil
society organizations to assimilate conflictual cur-
rents within pseudo-state forms is diminished,
giving rise to a decline in the legitimation of
social norms by civil society (Puttnam, 1995).
Secondly, there is a rise in new opportunities for
disaggregated forms of political expression that
challenge the state as a locus of power and
which seek other means and opportunities of
redress. This includes direct action, self-orga-
nized alternatives and campaigning and net-
working at an extra-national level.
This has contributed to institutions such as the
World Bank, IMF and WTO becoming the targets
of protest. These institutions have been used to
critical engagement with civil society institutions
closely linked to nation states and embedded in
national political cultures, but they are now
increasingly besieged by organizations and net-
works apparently seeking to construct and deepen
a counter hegemonic account of globalization to
which they in turn have responded in confused and
often contradictory ways. This is primarily because

of the multi-variate and conflicting demands articu-
lated by the more militant sections of global civil
society and serves to demonstrate one of the prob-
lems at the core of theorizing GCS as a normative-
ideal. That is to describe and account for the
potentially transformative and counter hegemonic
challenges posed by GCS whilst considering the
underlying question of whether a domain com-
mitted to radical pluralism can ever attempt to
be hegemonic.
The confused response of international organi-
zations, which frequently results in a default
mode of non-engagement and repression, is in
part due to their previously effective model of
instrumentalizing civil society, charitable and
non-profit participation to legitimize neo-liber-
al reform and restructuring. This has sometimes
been combined with an apparent ambivalence
to the destabilizing effects those reforms might
subsequently have for nationally based civil society
organizations. Thus, the growth of social move-
ment networks that extend beyond the regula-
tion of individual states and that engage in con-
flictual action (re)presents a new set of problems
that were previously mediated at the national level.
This is one of many unexpected outcomes of glob-
alization, which include changes to the role of the
state in international relations and the rise of GCS
(Eschle & Stammers, 2004).

G L O B A L I Z A T I O N ,  C I V I L S O C I E T Y

A N D T H E S T A T E

‘Anti-globalization activists understand that sympathetic
and mutually beneficial global ties are good. But we
want social and global ties to advance universal equity,
solidarity, diversity, and self-management, not to subju-
gate ever-wider populations to an elite minority. We want
to globalize equity not poverty, solidarity not anti-sociali-
ty, diversity not conformity, democracy not subordina-
tion, and ecological balance not suicidal rapaciousness.’
(Albert, 2001)1.

The academic concern with globalization reached satu-
ration point during the past two decades and it is not
my intention to repeat these debates here. It should suf-
fice to say that despite differences in accounts of the ori-
gins, patterns and prognosis of globalization, surveys of
this literature point to a remarkable level of agreement
amongst commentators on the challenge globalizing
processes pose to the state-centrist assumptions that
are familiar from previous social science discourses
(Held & McGrew, 2000). The idea of the nation-state
as the principal organizing unit of political and eco-
nomic life is called in to question by the growth of
extra-national administrative bodies, transnational
corporations and the liberalization of capital and
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This has led some commentators to the conclusion
that ‘global networks’ (castells, 1996), ‘scapes’
(appadurai, 1990) and ‘flows’ (urry, 2000) should be
the primary focus of investigation in the social sci-
ences as these are the ‘true architectures of the new
global economy’ (castells, 2000: 61). an economy that
has catalyzed a marked acceleration in the disparity
between rich and poor along a number of axes; hemi-
spherically from south to north, regionally between
‘peripheral’ and ‘core’ countries and nationally across
class and ethnic boundaries (castells, 1996:66-150).
This marks a break with the conception of civil society
as channeling conflictual impulses towards resolution
within state structures and the beginning of the opening
out of multiple avenues, audiences and opportunities
through which to exercise conflictual relations, includ-
ing the targeting of corporations and international sys-
tems of governance and the possibility of self-organized,
non-profit alternatives. add to this the enlargement of
international communities of interest and affinity facil-
itated by computer-mediated-communications and the
rise of social media, and issue-based networks that
integrate virtual and real campaigning, and we can
begin to get a sense of what this antagonist attractor
in global civil society might precipitate.
The implications of these perspectives are that one
must look outside the state at networked processes
of interaction between state and non-state actors.
This does not mean that the state is no longer
important, but rather that we must consider the
meshwork of national and extra-national political
institutions, corporate and civil society actors
that co-produce the effects of the ‘global’. as
Michael burawoy argues:

‘The dense ties that once connected civil society to
the state are being detached and redirected across
national boundaries to form a thickening global
public sphere. yet these connections and flows are
not autonomous, are not arbitrary patterns cross-
ing in the sky, but are shaped by the strong mag-
netic field of nation states’ (burawoy, 2000: 34).

This ‘magnetic field’ and its complex effects
are observable in the challenges posed to Ngos
and other civil society actors trying to develop
campaigns and mobilize around a range of
issues including trade, agriculture, health etc.
invariably these organizations need to apply
pressure through the state as well as to attempt
to gain leverage within global governance struc-
tures. The proximity of Ngos to these processes
and their capacity to deliver a wide-range of
social goods often ends with their participation in
neoliberal restructuring programmes, where the
state rescinds its duty to provide essential services
leaving Ngos to pick up the responsibility of care,

often in the face of rapid and aggressive marketiza-
tion. The apparent ambivalence of some Ngos to
their assimilation within this neoliberal frame-
work of ‘development’ and their professionalized
concern with the ‘realpolitik’ of aid delivery has
led to accusations that they are in danger of
becoming ‘the shock troops of the empire’
(clark, 2003:78). an accusation directed particu-
larly at those Ngos who have been instrumen-
tal in the management and delivery of econom-
ic and social ‘development’ programmes such
as those initiated by the world bank. 
The assimilation of Ngos by the neoliberal axiom
of marketization raises a number of questions
about their potential for bringing about the
social change envisaged as a potential of gcS.
The political possibilities of civil society are often
inferred from a gramscian theoretical framework
that originally privileged civil society because of
a presumed continuity and overlap between the
institutions of civil society and the apparatus
used for reproducing the state through the trans-
mission of normative values and disciplinary
mechanisms. civil society according to gramsci
(1976) was composed of organizations rooted in
both state and people, thereby making it a privi-
leged domain for political contestation. however, as
observed above, these traditional forms of civil soci-
ety organization are declining and are being replaced
by newer organizations many of whom are less
embedded in everyday social and cultural activity. as
such, their transformative potential is limited to the
symbolic contestation of dominant social codes often
expressed at an extra-national level, rather than with
the revolutionary transformation or seizure of the state.
add to this the interpolation of the private and for
profit sector in to the state and public spheres, and the
liberal ideal of gcS as a potentially transformative force
becomes increasingly problematic.
consequently, our attention is drawn again to the pre-
cise characteristics of what is being referred to within
the discourse around global civil society. a number of
questions are pertinent here. could such a domain
operate as a counter-power to the forces of neo-liberal
globalization, or provide opportunities to deepen con-
nections across movements, organizations and net-
works? how might it be organized, what forms could it
take and where would we look for it? furthermore, do
established Ngos, trade unions and social movement
organizations best represent the antagonistic possibili-
ties that inhere in opposition to neoliberalism, given
their challenges are potentially reconcilable within
capitalism’s systemic capacity for assimilation and
mutability? or, are those who adopt more openly
confrontational repertoires expressive of the emer-

S P A N D A J O U R N A L I V , 1 /2 0 1 3 |     A N A R C H Y & N O N P R O F I T | 1 3



gent potential of the state space of global civil society,
presuming of course that they express some deeper
antagonistic conflict? 

G L O B A L I Z I N G C R I S I S

Prior to the financial ‘crisis’, many of these questions
were in practice the sole preserve of those at the mar-
gins of political commentary. Prior to the actions of a
Tunisian market trader the idea that they could be of
importance to consideration of the future of authori-
tarian regimes in the Middle East and North africa
would have seemed ridiculous. however, we are now
familiar with the ‘horizontal’ nature of resistance from
wall Street to Tahrir Square (castells, 2012, Mason,
2012) and the role of network movements in these events
as we live again in a time of ‘riots and uprisings’ (badiou,
2012). as we live with the idea that we are indeed the
99% that has been subjugated, robbed and dispossessed
by the 1%. The questions above therefore take on
renewed prominence when considered in the context of
the financial ‘crisis’, originally referred to as a ‘credit
crunch’ in 2005/6, it led to the near collapse of the
banking system because of the dramatic failure of the
regulatory mechanisms for the banking sector and
financial capital under the deregulation of neoliber-
al economic policy. 
whilst giving evidence at the congressional hearing
in to the crisis, alan greenspan, the former chair-
man of the uS federal reserve, and arch exponent
of neoliberal ideology, admitted he had ‘made a
mistake’ in presuming that financial firms could
regulate themselves. asked by henry waxman
the committee chairman if ‘you found that your
view of the world, your ideology was not right, it
was not working?’ greenspan replied, ‘absolute-
ly, precisely […] you know, that’s precisely the
reason i was shocked, because i have been going
for 40 years or more with very considerable evi-
dence that it was working exceptionally well.’ 
in due course, this crisis also overturned well-
established neoliberal tropes, including the
‘moral hazard’ of state support for failing enter-
prises and in turn precipitated one of the largest
transfers of debt, from private sector debt to
sovereign debt, as state support was necessitated
for banks that were too big to fail. according to
the office of the Special inspector general for
the Troubled asset relief Program (SigTarP), the
uS government’s total outgoings in bailouts was
uSD 3.3 trillion, with 16.9 trillion of future protec-
tions guaranteed2. This amounts to 113% of uS
gDP. in the uK the government had to commit to
the equivalent of 101% of gDP in terms of promised

support for the banking sector. This transfer of
debt from the private sector to the state – has-
tened sovereign debt crises and led to the instiga-
tion of ‘austerity’ measures, that are presently
transforming welfare provision and subjecting
welfare claimants to ever more degrading and
punitive forms of classification, whilst the pay
and bonuses of those in the financial sector
continue to rise.
This financial crisis was precipitated in part by
the very process of economic globalization
neoliberals had advocated. at the beginning of
the 2000s international investors looking for a
higher yield than was possible through rela-
tively ‘safe’ investments such as uS Treasury
bonds prompted significant financial innova-
tion on wall Street. This ‘huge pool’ of global
money led to investment banks designing mort-
gage backed securities, thereby spreading sys-
temic risk from the uS housing market to the
international financial system. in effect deregu-
lation enabled banks to spread risk that they
would previously have held on to – mortgage
debt in this instance – through slicing and parceling
it and trading these ‘asset backed securities’ on
global financial markets. This circulated the risk,
which was then further multiplied through special-
ist markets in insuring risk using financial instru-
ments such as credit default swaps. 
There are a number of accessible and narrative accounts
of this process and its outcomes (lanchester, 2010,
Tett, 2010), which are insightful, informative and illu-
minating, but at its heart there remains a simple
dynamic - the requirement of capital to maximize value
on investment. as the accumulation of value becomes
ever more complex under the conditions of globaliza-
tion described above, the banking sector had in effect
responded by falling back upon the direct extraction of
profit from those who were most susceptible to the idea
of the ‘american dream’ represented by home ownership
and consumer lifestyles. as David graeber a key activist
and intellectual with occupy wall Street describes it:

‘wall Street’s profits are no longer extracted from industry
and commerce at all, but from speculation and “financial
services” which… turns out to be simply a shakedown
operation: outright imperialism overseas, and colluding
with the government at home to ensure that most ameri-
cans fall in to debt, and then extracting the money direct-
ly.’ (in Khatib, Killjoy and Mcguire, 2012: 428-9).
one social movement response to this realization
crystallized in the call to ‘occupy wall Street’ on Sept
17th 2011, a call that was initially made by the cana-
dian magazine adbusters. 
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O C C U P Y I N G T H E C R I S I S ?

The occupy movement’s rapid growth and the par-
ticular dynamics of each localised instance of occu-
pation have already been well documented (castells,
2012, Khatib et al, 2012, graeber, 2013). The number
of occupations in the uS is estimated to have been in
the order of six hundred (castells, 2012: 163) and these
included most of the major cities and many small
towns and neighbourhoods. occupy, of course, had a
number of immediate precursors and many commen-
tators link the occupy movement to the movement of
the indignadas or May 15th (15-M) movement in Spain
that arose earlier in the year. This movement, in turn,
inspired by events elsewhere in Tunisia and Egypt,
mobilized in the midst of the Eu crisis, as a response to
crippling austerity measures which had led to approxi-
mately fifty per cent of young people becoming unem-
ployed. This movement used the occupation of public
squares as a means to remain publicly and politically
visible and after its first manifestation in large demon-
strations in Madrid, barcelona and valencia spread to
over one hundred cities in Spain and then eight hun-
dred worldwide (castells, 2012: 113). 
whilst the global dynamics of occupation and revolt
were undoubtedly significant, other commentators
also point to the domestic political opportunity
structure in the uS and the ‘opening’ afforded by the
wisconsin ‘wave’ of protests in early 2011 (fithian,
2012:381; Nichols, 2012). a huge mobilization took
place in wisconsin between february and June
involving protests of one hundred thousand people
and the occupation of the State capitol building
in Madison3. This was the result of the republi-
can governor Scott walker’s plans to limit the
collective bargaining rights of public sector work-
ers and ultimately led him to face a recall vote,
which was prompted by over nine hundred
thousand signatories to the recall motion and
was only the third time this had happened in uS
history. The mobilization in wisconsin was
important in a number of ways, it demonstrat-
ed that the republican right, backed by the Tea
Party movement, would utilize the financial
‘crisis’ as a justification for further attacks on
the public sector and its workers, and it also
provided a very graphic illustration of the politi-
cal possibility of occupying public buildings and
public spaces. a repertoire of collective action,
which, whilst not unprecedented in the uS, had
not been a feature of contemporary politics and
which was certainly an inspiration for some of the
early occupiers (Nichols, 2012).
whilst none of these precursors are explicitly anti-
capitalist in their orientation and these movements

and their constituents, from the wisconsin wave to
the Spanish indignadas, have myriad aims, desires
and outcomes, my argument is that what unites
them is a common rejection of neoliberalism as
norm and as a consequence a questioning of the
central precepts of contemporary capitalism. how-
ever, in order to make sense of these movements as
anti-capitalist, it is also essential to understand
contemporary capitalism as more than an eco-
nomic system. instead it must be understood as
a socio-cultural, political and ideological entity
that is inextricably linked to the core institu-
tions of western modernity as well as to a uni-
versalising global spatiality, one which occupy
explicitly and materially contests. This in turn
also requires recognising that past anti-capitalist
approaches were premised on certain theoretical
approaches and assumptions – most prominent-
ly Marxist-leninism - that shared a great deal
with the dominant political model of liberal
modernity. contemporary anti-capitalist move-
ments such as occupy are instead notable for
rejecting centralized forms of power, universaliz-
ing or homogenizing visions of change, as well as
theoretical approaches that are formulaic or dog-
matic (Notes from Nowhere, 2003, chesters &
welsh, 2006), leading some to argue that they are at
the forefront of the ‘anarchist revival’4. Similarly,
increasing awareness of the complicity of leftist
approaches in ecological and cultural exploitation
has inspired more ecologically oriented and culturally
pluralist approaches to emerge. 
in this context, the critique of neoliberal capitalism
mounted by occupy and its insistence on making vis-
ible the stakes of what would otherwise occur behind
closed doors, shares much with the alter-globalization
movement (agM). This movement came into world-
wide visibility with the anti-wTo protests in Seattle,
November 1999 and is best known for its opposition to
corporate driven neoliberal globalisation and the multi-
lateral institutions that enforce its policies – the g8, iMf,
wTo and world bank. Moreover, i suggest that beyond
its critique and opposition to neoliberalism, the most
significant and effective parts of the alter-globalisation
movement are best understood to be anti-capitalist.
This is, of course, contentious because many actors who
identified with or participated in this movement do not
necessarily define their practice or political ideology as
anti-capitalist per se. in fact, one of the notable things
about the agM is precisely its internal heterogeneity,
including the diversity of political positions. however,
even though there are many elements of the move-
ment that are not consciously anti-capitalist, taken
together the most important and significant aspects
of the agM are anti-systemic, and anti-capitalist, if
not in their intent, then at least in their effects.
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what ties this movement to more recent manifes-
tations such as occupy, in addition to their com-
mon histories and similar constituent organisations
and actors, is a common political imaginary, one
that can be referred to as anti or post-capitalist. The
three core elements of this imaginary are a) a rejec-
tion of the notion of state power or party politics; b)
the foundational importance of difference and multi-
plicity, and c) critique, reflexivity and enquiry, rather
than linear or formulaic dogmatisms. while compre-
hensible in and of themselves these elements can be
understood in large part as a contrast to, or a direct
response to, politics past, even Marxist and leftist poli-
tics, which are equally inflected by the culture and val-
ues of western modernity. 
The praxis of occupy reaffirms that ‘space’, its enclo-
sure, liberation and use is a crucial subject and debate
amongst movement actors. The centrality of space also
relates to the possibilities for encounters across differ-
ence, the clash or convergence of the unexpected, and
is radically distinct from the dominant view of the aim
and goals of political movements. The fact that capi-
talism was enabled through the enclosures of the
commons makes it quite apt that the liberation and
occupation of space for alternative, anti-capitalist
futures should be a prominent strategy. however,
the use and enclosure of space by capitalism also
continues. for example, the concept of enclosure,
whilst echoing traditional protest themes, can be
extended to include the increased penetration and
control of social spaces by capitalist interests. as
well as the extension of disciplinary and surveil-
lance apparatus into all spheres of life, from the
flow of information and commonly produced
creative goods to the commodification of the
very materiality of existence through bio and
nano-technologies. Similarly, as Native ameri-
cans have pointed out to the occupy wall
Street Movement, all of these occupations are
themselves on land that was itself occupied. 
Debates around the political efficaciousness of
taking, occupying or simply inhabiting space
point to some of the subtle, yet key, differences
amongst various anti-capitalist positions. in
particular, between those who see the symbolic
use of space as part and parcel of the political
aim, and those who see the symbolic use of
space as space-holder until real political power
and impact are attained. Particular attention is
paid, by those within the occupy movement to
the role of the state in this ‘dialogue’ between cap-
ital and civil society and its increasing tendency to
act as the enforcer for capitalist interests. 

F R O M E N C L O S U R E T O E X O D U S

This process of capitalist enclosure, a process which
is accelerated in ‘networked’ societies (castells,
1996) involves both the literal enclosure of physi-
cal space and the metaphorical enclosure of
‘social spaces’, those socially produced, cognitive,
aesthetic and moral spacings in which our
understandings of self and other are created. To
clarify what i mean by enclosure in this con-
text, i suggest there are a number of types of
enclosure that contribute to the construction of
conflictual social relations. These include:
~  Macro enclosure – the increasing privatisa-

tion, commodification, and surveillance of
public space;

~  Moral and ethical enclosure – the inscription
of normative moral codes on social spaces;

~  representational enclosure – the capacity to
represent what takes place in a given space
or locale, thereby controlling how such
spaces are mediated and understood; 

~  Physical enclosure – the capacity to literally
close off, shutdown, or fence in a physical space.

These complex processes often result in a simple
modulation in contemporary conflicts between
network social movements and state-private inter-
ests. This is between resistant action to defend or
extend uncommodified or ungoverned social spaces
by activists, and action to commodify or govern
such spaces by the state and/or private interests. it is
in the context of this modulation that an antagonis-
tic orientation to social movement networks becomes
directly observable, because resistance to enclosure
through defensive measures such as site occupations,
or proactive measures such as the reclamation of
streets and squares, ultimately requires the articulation
of a critique to justify and sustain such actions. Such a
critique must necessarily call into question the very
organization of a system that appropriates and com-
modifies supposedly ‘open’ social spaces. it is in these
moments that ‘lines of flight’ emerge, some of which
have the potential to act as multipliers, facilitating the
emergence of large scale resistance from what were ini-
tially specific and local protests. Examples here might
include the massive social response to police repression
of environmental campaigners resisting the destruction
of gezi Park in istanbul in May/June 2013 or the rapid
escalation of protests against an increase in bus fares
in Sao Paolo that led to large scale unrest across brazil
during the same period.
‘The word flight is often abused and at any rate carries
dangerous connotations. flight does not mean necessarily
an escape into some mythical outside free from social con-
ditioning. it is rather a moment of active creation of
autonomous spaces within the existing order. flight
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enables you to try and elude the status quo which sub-
jects individuals to its political power and thereby
defines their spatial movement.’ (viano and binetti,
1996:252).

i use the term exodus to describe these lines of flight,
i use it connotatively, to refer to what virno (1996:197)
calls ‘engaged withdrawal’ and what Melucci (1996:39)
describes as the ‘zero sum’ point at which claimant
movements become antagonistic ones (chesters &
welsh, 2011). These terms describe how network move-
ments increasingly withdraw from engagement with
mechanisms of representation in complex societies, as
the conflict in which they are involved becomes less
negotiable and the goals of the conflict less divisible.
That is, the conflict animating social movement actors
is no longer understood to be reconcilable through the
existing institutional arrangements for decision making
and allocation of resources, and becomes defined as
requiring systemic change at a social, cultural or eco-
nomic level. This is a process that i contend has signif-
icant implications for the future of social movement
networks and one which is increasingly evident in the
challenge posed by network movements to institu-
tional and representative politics.
The concept of exodus helps elucidate the modula-
tion i have described in complex societies between
enclosure and resistance and the inevitable con-
frontations that are orientated around this tension.
used one way it is a simple illustrative categoriza-
tion, a means to thematically organize and present
examples of resistance of the type discussed above.
however, this concept also has a significant theo-
retical lineage of some considerable complexity
and depth:

‘[…] what i mean by Exodus is a full fledged
model of action, capable of confronting the chal-
lenges of modern politics - in short capable of
confronting the great themes articulated by
hobbes, rousseau, lenin and Schmitt (i am
thinking here of crucial couplings such as com-
mand/obedience, public/private, friend/enemy,
consensus/violence, and so forth). Today just as
happened in the seventeenth century under the
spur of the civil wars, a realm of common affairs
has to be defined from scratch’ (virno, 1996:197).

virno (1996) argues that ‘post-fordist’ methods
of production result in the absorption by
important new forms of work of the attributes
of political action: novelty, unpredictability, cre-
ativity, communicative networks, and linguistic
‘performances’, all become characteristics of infor-
mation-orientated production that assumes ‘action-
ist’ traits5. virno (1996) argues that work has colo-
nized the sphere of the ‘general intellect’, using
‘general social knowledge’ to service an economy

that is reliant upon the production and processing
of knowledge and information:
‘in any case, what other meaning can we give to the
capitalist slogan of “total quality” if not the attempt to
set to work all those aspects that traditionally it has
shut out of work - in other words the ability to com-
municate and the taste for action?’ (virno, 1996:193).

in his theoretical explorations of structure and
agency in complex, ‘post-fordist’ societies,
virno (1996) recovers Marx’s conception of vir-
tuosic performance, meaning intellectual labour
without a recognisable product, a process exem-
plified by ‘performing artists’, but which also
covers teachers, doctors, priests, barristers and,
contemporarily, counsellors, advisors and thera-
pists. from Marx’s perspective these virtuosi are
special and problematic categories, which are
eventually equated with service work, due to
their ‘non-productive’ nature. for virno (1996),
this category has subsequently come to represent
much of the neoliberal organization of produc-
tion. The function of labour, therefore, ‘consists
no longer in the carrying out of a single particu-
lar objective, but in the modulating (as well as the
varying and intensifying) of social cooperation’.
Therefore the process of production begins to
mimic the experience of activism (poiesis and prax-
is) through variations on a theme he describes as a
‘parody of self-realization […] [which] represents
the true acme of subjugation’ (1996:193).
This leads virno (1996) to theorize the possibility of
collective action that is subversive to capitalist rela-
tions of production, through the annexation of a
‘general intellect’, defined in the broadest sense as a
‘public resource’ (faculty of language, ability to learn,
abstract, correlate and reflect in an information orien-
tated context) to a political community, in a non-State
public sphere. This requires considerable unpacking. i
take this to mean that in order for collective action to
assume an anti-capitalist orientation, one would expect
the precursors of the manifestation of that anti-capital-
ism to be a politicized, reflexive, community of activists
attempting to construct social spaces of resistance to
state and private capital. This is exactly the type of
community, or network movement, that has been
emerging in various guises and multiple locales over
the past twenty years. 
virno defines this movement towards ‘exodus’ as ulti-
mately involving ‘defection from the state, the alliance
between general intellect and political action, and a
movement towards the public sphere of intellect.’
(virno, 1996:197). To elaborate this position further, it
is worth looking in more detail at some of the specif-
ic concepts virno uses to elucidate this model of the
conditions under which collective action of an anti-
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capitalist orientation arises, the forms that action
might take, and the meanings that might be
attached to it. 
The concept of exodus emerges through a series of
heuristic categories that fluctuate between the descrip-
tive and prescriptive. The first of these involves the
notion of intemperance, which virno (1996) claims is
likely to feature strongly in any anti-capitalist collective
action. This is a term given meaning in ancient ethics
through comparison with the contrasting notion of
incontinence. according to aristotle, incontinence is vul-
gar and abusive unruliness, based upon a disregard of
laws to allow for immediate satisfaction of one’s appetites.
intemperance, however, is something entirely different,
in that it opposes an intellectual understanding of what
could be, to the given ethical and political standards of
the day. The intemperate person or collective is not igno-
rant of the law or social norms, nor do they merely
oppose them for the sake of opposing them; rather they
set out with zeal to discredit them, by connecting gener-
al intellect to political action in the pursuit of social
change. This is akin to the distinction between ‘anomic’
and ‘antagonistic’ forms of collective action, a distinc-
tion which virno (1996:200) claims is ‘almost always
overlooked’ in political theory.
intemperance, for virno (1996), is the cardinal virtue
of exodus; it represents a nonservile virtuosity that
transforms civil disobedience – from a liberal con-
struct premised upon the assumption of obedience
to the state, to a radical position of fundamental
opposition to state forms. This intemperance is strik-
ingly familiar to the social movement theorist alber-
to Melucci’s notion of antagonism, and indeed they
are both, similarly, process-orientated analytical
categories denoting ‘a complex ensemble of
positive actions’ (virno, 1996:198) involving ‘a
magma of empirical components’ (Melucci,
1996:38). in both accounts, what happens with
the rise of neoliberal societies, where capital is
progressively freed from spatial-temporal con-
straints, is that representative democracy is
equated with the restriction of democracy per se:

‘The States of the developed west are today
characterized by a political non-representability
of the post-fordist workforce. in fact they gain
strength from it, drawing from it a paradoxical
legitimation for their authoritarian restructuring.’
(virno, 1996:202).

whilst the post-fordist method of production
produces a degree of autonomy that creates
ambivalence in the operation and diffusion of
power through normative systems of control:

‘capitalist power […] discovers that it must control
a set of organizational dynamics that progressively
eludes its grasp. The introduction of psycho-social

techniques of intervention in interpersonal relationships
and the management’s growing interest in analysis of
organizational systems reveal within the organization a
set of relationships governed by autonomous mecha-
nisms and resistant to immediate sub-ordination to
dominant interests.’ (Melucci, 1996:253).

consequently, the spaces for collective action
are those in which autonomy, defection, and
disobedience become repertoires of agency,
using the virtuosic skills of activism.
This leads us to consideration of another heuristic
category that is used to construct this concept
of exodus. virno describes what he terms a
‘right to resistance’. he suggests that, in order
for collective action to avoid atrophying into rit-
ual and banal equivocation, an enemy must be
located amongst seemingly incoherent interlocu-
tors, an enemy whose orchestration of power
must be revealed in order to circumvent the
crude caricatures which can further subjugate
collective actors. in this way, exodus involves a
reorientation of the ‘geometry of hostility’ (virno,
1996:204) where engagements between activists
and the state are seen as taking place at numer-
ous points of intersection in both cultural and
political spheres and involve a ‘line of flight’. Seen
in these terms, conflict is ‘asymmetrical’, and virno
(1996:205) uses a military metaphor to describe
activists ‘evacuating’ predictable positions, such as the
sedentary positions that had once again become the
norm after the upheavals of the 1960s and early 1970s. 

C O N C L U S I O N

This political theory of exodus articulates a disengage-
ment from institutional political forms and describes
the construction of deeply antagonistic, utopian and
intemperate types of collective action which seek an
‘escape route’ or ‘emergency exit’ from a system of
social reproduction whose existence is premised upon
its ability to enclose every avenue for escape. This theory
of exodus suggests that recognition of capitalist enclo-
sure has in turn revealed a critique that celebrates resis-
tance to this process through the occupation and trans-
formation of spaces where this relationship is regarded
as embedded in social relations existing within the
material environment. Such actions are perceived to be
an engagement in the transformation of social space
and the construction of a participatory politics for a
liberated, ecological society. 
a central question for those mounting such resistance
is the validity of the state’s claim to obedience, for the
state’s existence as the arbiter of normative behaviour
appears, paradoxically, to be threatened by increas-
ing differentiation in the loci of power, despite the

G R E A M E C H E S T E R S |     E X O D U S :  F R O M G L O B A L C I V I L S O C I E T Y T O R A D I C A L D I S O B E D I E N C E | 1 8



disciplinary function such a dispersal of power can
indicate6. if network movements can ‘make power
visible in systems where power becomes increasingly
anonymous and neutral, where it is incorporated in
formal procedures’ (Melucci, 1985:792), and can oper-
ate successfully in the interstices of a systemic diffu-
sion of disciplinary control, then possibilities for
autonomous organization are opened and the claim of
the state to obedience is weakened.
Therefore, the political subject emerging from the mil-
itant reframing of the discourse of global civil society is
predicated upon a disengagement from the state, a line
of flight from the traditional grounds of liberal contesta-
tion, such as political suffrage, human rights, and the
division of labour. rather, collective action is premised
on a process of exodus, involving defection, intemper-
ance, and confrontation, requiring not only an willing-
ness to oppose the state, but an active desire to discredit
the philosophical and political claim to obedience that
legitimates the state (Scott, 2012). activists, instead, are
seeking to establish participatory and democratic
methods of formulating decisions and constructing
moral frameworks, forms of action virno (1996) calls
‘radical disobedience’, which are increasingly evident
in the prefigurative experiments in the politics of
possibilities and presence which characterize con-
temporary anti-capitalism. 
in addition to this articulation and capture of
spaces for resistance to neoliberalism, many now
see their actions as asserting the primacy of the
‘commons’ and ‘commoning’ (Dyer-witherford,
2009, Patel, 2009) against the corporate enclosure of
social life and the increasingly fragile existence of
‘public spaces’ that are in practice spaces opened
and closed by the state (Res-publica). it is of lit-
tle surprise then that following evictions of the
camps and squares, many of those involved
turn their attention to forms of ‘commoning’
that evoke different uses of urban space, con-
ducting neighbourhood assemblies, organising
to resist evictions, proposing debt strikes, re-
wilding urban spaces and forming intentional
communities of ‘commoners’.
These actions are indicative of the alternative
political imaginaries that have emerged over the
last two to three decades of anti-capitalist mobili-
sation. They reflect the interesting fusion of anar-
chist, autonomist and ecological insights that
have been posited as a response to the systemic
crises of the environment, democracy and the
economy that underlie most social and political
anxieties. The question of whether the concept and
practice of ‘the commons’ can really redress the
paucity of political alternatives under the politics as
usual of liberal democratic states is a challenging

one. however, the mass experiments in agency,
deliberation, participation and social relations that
have constituted contemporary anti-capitalism,
from social forums to convergence spaces, from
the utopian engagement with alternative land use
to the creative resistance of hacker collectives and
data dumpers, suggests at the very least there are
some causes for optimism.
The focus for many activists who have been at
the heart of these network movements is now
on the challenges of building alternative com-
mons and communities among diverse con-
stituencies comprised of divergent cultural ori-
entations and worldviews. of course, the chal-
lenge of the collective and communal are well
known to social theorists, anthropologists, his-
torians of socialist and post-socialist societies,
as well as experienced activists. The question
then becomes what new tools, ideas and strate-
gies are being proposed and debated to re-imag-
ine and re-create ‘commoning’ as a more viable
and durable practice? Moreover, how do prac-
tices of ‘commoning’ interact with mainstream,
or non-mobilised parts of societies and how does
a politics of commoning deal with elections, the
State, and society at large?
in this challenge, what becomes evident is that the
idea of a global civil society militantly reframed as
an oppositional and antagonistic force to neoliberal
capitalism is no longer just the imagined possibility
of an esoteric indigenous movement from chiapas,
Mexico. rather, the antagonistic attractor of radical
disobedience that perturbated global civil society has
become unanchored, leavings its moorings of Ngo and
non-profit respectability and inspiring a tide of street
protests, occupations and encampments that promote a
fundamental challenge to the system of production, dis-
tribution and exchange, upon which much of our con-
temporary world is based. The exodus is occurring, but
where it leads and how it unfolds remains to be seen.   8

——————

1 http://bit.ly/10x9dkg .
2 http://bit.ly/13jbS5m .
3 http://bit.ly/13opafc .
4 http://nyr.kr/11xcw5u .
5 This is an inversion of hannah arendt’s (1958) claim that

Marxist conceptions of social change have been predicated upon
forms of social organisation that rely upon the concept of work, as
synonymous with a process of making a product. Thus, arendt
(1958) claimed that notions of political activity came to be seen as
having a ‘product’ – history, the state, the party and so forth.

6 This is an idea that is developed at length by foucault, and
is encapsulated in his memorable claim that the diffusion of nor-
mative values through disciplinary structures requires that
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Judges are now required to “judge something other than crimes”
(foucault, 1977:16) 
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hIS ShorT PAPer IS The dISTIllATIon InTo A

single, continuous and concise argument
of much that I have been thinking about
for many years, at least since my time as

a student in France in the late 1980s. 
My aim is very simple: firstly, to lay out my posi-
tion with regard to ethics as clearly as possible
around the theme of commitment; and, secondly,
to show how that position not only has, I hope,
significant political consequences, but constitutes a
persuasive vision of political resistance. 

I shall begin with what our German friends call a
Zeitdiagnose, a diagnosis of the times. Although
the core of this analysis was completed in 2006, I
think that it still has strong explanatory power.
The picture of a world framed by war where
purportedly democratic regimes, like the USA,
deploy terror in their attempts to confront it, is
still very much with us – even if full-scale, classi-
cal military invasions have given way to the
cowardice of drone strikes and the cynicism of
assassination. We could call this military neo-lib-
eralism, where economic policies intended to fur-
ther the interests of Western powers are backed
up with the threat of military intervention.
There is a massive motivational deficit at the heart
of Western democracy, whatever alleged consensus
governed states like France has long since broken
down. Political parties have shifted from being the
extensions and expressions of genuine social move-
ments to compromised elements in a corrupt tech-
nocratic game that leaves citizens more and more
disillusioned and therefore open to the seductions of
populism, atavistic nationalism and racism. 
The experience of motivational deficit and political
disappointment can lead to the responses of ‘passive
nihilism’ and ‘active nihilism’. Both forms of nihilism
are in agreement that the world is a meaningless, disap-
pointing place. The difference between them is that the
passive nihilist withdraws from the world into a quest
for private perfection, while the active nihilist seeks to
destroy that world through acts of spectacular violence. 
The challenge is thus the following: if we accept that
there is a massive, disillusioned, motivational deficit in
contemporary democracy, then how might this be
addressed without sliding into either passive or active
nihilism? What I try to provide is the vision of an ethics
that would be motivating, practicable and empowering;
an ethics which can both face up to the wide-scale drift
and slackening of the present and become a key element
in an account of political praxis and resistance. In other
words, what we require in order to face up to the fact of
motivational deficit is not one more expression of an
exhausted moral theory, whether based on utility
(Mill), deontology (Kant) or virtue (Aristotle), but an
account of the formation of ethical subjectivity. 
What interests me is the existential matrix of ethics,
its visceral dimension, the experience of a subjective
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affirmation that binds us to a conception of the
good and where subjectivity is shaped in relation to
that good. I don’t want to rehearse arguments that
the reader will find elaborated below, but I propose a
meta-ethics – what could be called a grammar of
moral insight – based on the concepts of approval and
demand. The core of any ethics is the experience of a
demand of which the subject approves. It is in relation
to that lived experience of the demand of the good that
the ethical subject takes shape and forms itself. 
on the basis of this very simple theory of ethical expe-
rience, I developed a normative account of the subject
which leads to the following postulate: an ethical sub-
ject is defined by commitment or fidelity to an unfulfil-
lable demand, an infinite demand, that is internalized
subjectively and which divides subjectivity. The ethical
subject is a dividual, a split subject. 
This formal claim is then worked out in much more
detail in relation to a psychoanalytic theory of sublima-
tion, particularly sublimation through humour. I am
proposing an ethics of discomfort, based on an essentially
inauthentic experience of the self. however, the split at
the heart of the ethical subject does not lead to some
depressive self-punishment, but is the experience of an
ever-divided humorous self-relation. humour is the
expression of my essential lack of self-coincidence, my
eccentricity with respect to myself. This is how I
attempt to understand – and this is very important to
me – the phenomenon of conscience.
Which bring us to politics and to the account of
the formation of political subjectivity. The theory
of ethical subjectivity is intended to support
political remotivation and the experience of
resistance. To try and express this in a single
proposition: politics is praxis in a situation that
can articulate and indeed create an interstitial
distance from the state that allows for the emer-
gence of new political subjectivities which
exert a universal, ethical claim. 
I see this proposition as consistent with the affir-
mation of anarchism. Whereas Marxism can be
seen as a theoretical discourse about revolution-
ary strategy based on a more or less eschatologi-
cal theory of history, anarchism can be under-
stood as an ethical discourse about revolutionary
practice. Anarchism emphasizes ethics as a bind-
ing factor in political practice, as opposed to the
hostility to ethics that one can find in Marx and
many Marxist thinkers. however, unlike classical
anarchism with its concern with liberation, think
of the 1960s’ obsession with an often individualized
sexual liberation, what we might call neo-anarchism
is more organized around responsibility, an infinite
responsibility that arises in relation to a felt wrong:
an experience of injustice. It is in relation to this

neo-anarchism that I attempt to understand con-
temporary political struggles. 

*
Since 2006, much in the world appears to have
changed into the complex sequence of events
that began to unravel with widespread and
bloodily suppressed protest against fraudulent
elections in Iran in June 2009, through to what
is all-too-complacently referred to as the Arab
Spring, which began with Mohamed Bouazizi’s
act of bodily resistance in Tunisia in december
2010, and on to the series of events that we sum-
marize with the word ‘oCCUPY’ that kicked-off
in new York on September 17th, 2011. I remem-
ber a dutch friend of mine, who had always
been highly skeptical of my views, telephoning
me late at night during the height of the protests
in Tahrir Square in February 2011 and ‘You were
right. What we’re seeing is political resistance as
the creation of distance within the state against
the state. It’s what you call true democracy’. I
was little perplexed. 
An important passage for this argument is Gramsci
acknowledgement, “It is at this intensely situa-
tional, indeed local level that the atomising, expro-
priating force of neo-liberal globalisation is to be
met, contested and resisted.” That is, resistance
begins by occupying and controlling the terrain
upon which one stands, where one lives, works, acts
and thinks. This needn’t involve millions of people.
It needn’t even involve thousands. It could involve
just a few at first. resistance can be intimate and can
begin in small affinity groups. The art of politics con-
sists in weaving such cells of resistance together into a
common front, a shared political subjectivity. What is
going to allow for the formation of such a political
subjectivity – the hegemonic glue, if you will – is an
appeal to universality, whether the demand for political
representation, equality of treatment or whatever. It is
the hope, indeed the wager, of this book that the ethical
demand – the infinite responsibility that both consti-
tutes and divides my subjectivity – might allow that
hegemonic glue to set into the compact, self-aware,
fighting force that motivates the subject into the politi-
cal action.’
however, much as I would narcissistically like to take
the credit for providing the recipe for the stunning
political dislocations of the last years, this would be a
serious misapprehension. The statement above is not
prophetic of things to come; it is descriptive of
events that happened. Allow me to explain myself. 
Although, as I said already, ethical and political con-
cerns have been at the center of my thinking since I
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was a student, this argumentation first began to
take shape in response to the political radicalization
that burst into media prominence with the famous
‘Battle in Seattle’ against the meeting of the WTo in
late november 1999 and which spawned the so-called
anti-globalization movement and, later, the anti-war
movement. What suddenly seemed to be available,
and which had in truth gestated for a long time in a
series of interconnected movements such as the Zap-
atistas, was a new language of civil disobedience, an
often intensely comical language, anarchist in its tactics
and aspirations, which conducted a wildly imaginative
and successful non-violent warfare against the state
apparatus. Whatever might be true about the political
argument, it was based on an almost ethnographic
attention with what was going on within these move-
ments, from talking to activists and, at times when
courage permitted, being an activist myself. Whatever
remains compelling about this analyses was learned
from others and from paying close attention to what
was happening in various resistance struggles, such as
the struggles for indigenous rights discussed below. 
To say this is also to make an important clarification:
this is not a work of political philosophy, a locution
which often strikes me as a contradiction in terms,
particularly when we think of the tradition that
extends from Plato to John rawls. The lofty philoso-
pher surveys the landscape of political regimes from
his armchair and offers both a critique of the latter
and the picture of another political regime based
on a set of abstract metaphysical principles. In my
view, in order to think through the situation in
which we find ourselves, we do not need political
philosophy as much as a combination of four
factors:
1 ~  A scrupulous historical investigation into

the genealogy of political forms and the
analysis of their mechanisms of legitimation,
governance and oppression and how those
mechanisms have generated inequality. I see
historical analysis as the exposure of the con-
tingent articulation of political forms. resis-
tance must begin with a history lesson.

2 ~  We need a strong formal analysis of the
conditions under which an oppositional,
egalitarian politics might be constructed.
This could include the sketching of an alter-
native set of political practices and institu-
tions, with concepts like association, general
assembly, affinity groups and spokes-councils. 

3 ~  We need a detailed local ethnography of social
life that would try and identify how any such
formal model might become operationalized in a
specific context. For that, we need an account of
habits, morals, what the 18th century French

authors like rousseau used to call les moeurs: local
traditions and local conditions. A radical, egalitarian
politics must not be imposed from above, but must
be generated from below, from the molecular infra-
structure of social life. 
4 ~  Then, finally, when we are done with the

genealogical, formal and ethnographic research,
then it becomes a question of argumentation
and persuasion of the most lucid kind, what
the Greeks called peitho. Persuasive political
argumentation is parasitic on the other three
elements listed above. There is no philo-
sophical ground to politics, nor should
there be. There are no guarantees. This
doesn’t mean that we have empty hands.
on the contrary.

*
A truly democratic politics requires the simulta-
neous articulation of at least two elements: first,
there is a demand, the infinite demand that
flows from the felt perception of a wrong or an
injustice. Secondly, there is a location, the terrain
where that infinite demand is articulated. There
is no politics without location. 
Think about this in relation to an event like occu-
py Wall Street (oWS). First, there was the visceral
sense of a moral wrong, namely that corporate,
financial capitalism, particularly the banking system,
had used federal, government money in order to save
itself at the expense of ordinary citizens. one of the
key slogans of autumn 2011 was ‘Banks got bailed out,
we got sold out’. The people were simply ripped off. 
In relation to this wrong, this clear injustice, the oWS
movement took shape not in relation to the pragmatic
demands of normal politics, but in relation to infinite
demands, demands that called into question the entire
existence of the normal, governmental political system
and the capitalism that it fostered and served. oWS was
persistently criticized by those in power, particularly in
the broadcast media, in the form of the following ques-
tion: who are your leaders and what do you want? But
the strength and horizontalist discipline of the move-
ment consisted in the refusal to congeal around a leader
in the manner of conventional politics or indeed
leninist vanguardism. The request for pragmatic,
finite demands was met with infinite demands: ‘occu-
py everything!’ ‘end income inequality!’ ‘This is what
democracy looks like!’
oWS formed a new political subjectivity around the
slogan, ‘We are the 99%!’ In relation to the massive
disappointment that grew through the first years of
the obama administration, the occupy movement
created a political space where none previously existed,
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an interstice created through infinite demands. But
in order for movements like occupy to become
effective, a location was required. What took physical
shape in Zuccotti Park from September 2011 onwards
was a location where radical demands were linked
together with the occupation and redefinition of space:
a small, inconsequential, privately owned park in
lower Manhattan became the material evidence of
another form of life, one based not on privatized acquis-
itiveness, but on mutual aid. Utopia found its topos.
demonstration and protest are essential, but transient,
phenomena, often doomed to abstraction. In order to
avoid that fate, the slogans of protest need to be har-
nessed to the occupation of space and the formation of
alternative locations for politics. The lesson of Zuccotti
Park was both the necessity of location and its unpre-
dictable character. nobody expected what happened
with oWS and the occupy movement to happen in the
way it did and where it did. 
If the classical nation state, or indeed the supra-national
sphere (like the eU), is no longer a political terrain
because sovereignty has been ‘outsourced’ from the
people to banks, credit rating agencies and shadowy
investors, then the political task is the creation of such
a terrain at a distance from the state, to show that
another form of life is not just possible, it can become
actual. What erupted so gloriously in Autumn 2011
under the name occupy and precursor movements
like los indignados was only the beginning. The genie
of popular protest cannot be put back in the bottle.
It is not the business of philosophers to engage in
prophecy, but in relation to the increasing disillu-
sion with normal politics, I foresee a period of
continuing social dislocations which will have
dramatic effects, often deeply reactionary, but
sometimes radical and egalitarian.                     8

*
* This paper will be comprised as «Preface» to the forth-
coming French translation Une Exigence infinie (Francois
Bourin, Paris, 2013) of the Author’s book Infinitely
Demanding. 

a b
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1 ~  I N T R O D U C T I O N

oST IndIvIdUAlS vIeW The GovernMenT AS A

necessary entity for social and economic
order and stability. one of the main jus-
tifications for government is the provi-

sion of “public goods” – goods and services which
are non-excludable (an individual cannot be pre-
vented from using the good) and non-rivalrous
(the use of the good by one individual does not
prohibit its use by another individual). Goods
and services like national defense, knowledge,
clean air, public television and radio are com-
mon textbook examples of public goods. Ser-
vices like healthcare and education, while pos-
sibly excludable, have also been often catego-
rized as “quasi-public” goods which, many
argue, the government should provide, or at
least heavily subsidize, due to the large positive
externalities, or benefits, they provide society. 
The logic behind government provision is
straightforward and has been addressed by a vari-
ety of economic scholars for over fifty years (see
Samuelson 1954, 1955, Bator 1958, Tiebout 1956,
and Musgrave 1959). Because public goods are
non-excludable, those who do not pay to use a
given public good, by definition, cannot be barred
from its use. recognizing that they cannot be pre-
vented from exploiting the good, consumers face an
incentive to become “free riders” and make use of

the good without helping to pay for its cost.
Simultaneously, would-be private producers of
the goods, because they cannot prevent non-pay-
ing individuals from using their products, are
unable to establish a connection between deliv-
ery of their goods and services and payment.
With private goods, a producer receives payment
for a good or service upon delivery to the con-
sumer. The non-excludability of public goods,
however, means that such linkages are much
more difficult or even impossible to establish.
This creates a disincentive for producers to under-
take production of a good or service with public
qualities. This disincentive to produce combined
with the incentive for consumers to free ride results
in a scenario where the private market underpro-
vides a good or service even though it may be highly
valued by the society relative to its production costs.
With every person responding to the incentives they
face individually, society is made worse off as valued
goods are underproduced or not produced at all. It
follows from this that, in principle, society may be
better off if the government works to prevent the prob-
lems of free riding and underprovision by collecting the
funding (i.e. taxes) for and by producing public goods.
Baumol (1965: 180) summarizes this idea clearly “ In
those cases where the welfare of various members is partly
dependent on each other’s activity, it is possible that per-
sons in pursuit of their own immediate interests will be
led to act in a manner contrary to the interests of oth-
ers. To the extent that such a situation is general, the
members of the economy may find themselves busily
engaged in the frustration of each others’ desires. In
these circumstances it may be to their mutual advantage
to restrict their activity so as to prevent this happening
[...] where [private] arrangements cannot be relied on, it
becomes advantageous...to have their activities restricted
by coercive means.” 
While this narrative works to make a case for the gov-
ernment provision of public goods, we observe numer-
ous instances that private individuals do in fact work to
provide public and “quasi public” goods. There are
numerous examples of private entities working in vari-
ous ways to overcome problems of “collective action”
and produce goods like roads (Klein 1990), irrigation
systems (ostrom 1990; ostrom and Gardner 1993),
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city streets, sewer lines, and public parks (Boudreaux
2010), disaster relief (horwitz 2009, Shughart 2011),
police and the law (Benson 1989, 1990, 1998; String-
ham 1999, 2002, 2003, 2007), and even larger-scale
defense (Sechrest 2003). one key area where we see the
private provision of many goods with public qualities
is the philanthropic sector. Private philanthropists fund
a range of public services including health care research,
infrastructure, and education. Philanthropic giving is
substantial as evidenced by the fact that in 2011 alone,
charitable and philanthropic giving in the United States
reached a total of more than USd 298 billion (Giving USA
2012: 4). These examples, as well as many others, suggest
that perhaps the government is not in fact needed to pro-
vide these highly-valued goods. The fact that we observe
past and present cases of private individuals providing
goods and services with public qualities indicates that
private action may be more effective and robust than it
appears in textbooks and on the blackboard.
The purpose of this paper is to explore the role of pri-
vate giving in a free society with particular focus on
how it relates to the private provision of public goods
and quasi-public goods. In particular, we examine
how such goods as infrastructure, healthcare, educa-
tion, etc. might be provided by self-interested individ-
uals in a state of anarchy. We define “philanthropy”
to include a variety of forms of giving, including
individual contributions and family foundations,
work by non-profit organizations, corporate phil-
anthropy, as well as the activities of grant-making
and other charitable foundations. In our analysis,
we employ leeson’s (2011) extension of Buchanan’s
(1965) theory of clubs as means for providing gov-
ernance absent a formal state. We use this frame-
work as a springboard to examine how charita-
ble giving and philanthropic action in a com-
petitive market environment could operate to
provide public or large positive externality
goods. our analysis is speculative in that we
begin with a conceptual rendering of how a
stateless society may be structured. At the same
time, our analysis is applied and empirical in
that we draw on examples from actual
instances of private philanthropy as they relate
to public and quasi-public good provision.
We proceed as follows. Section 2 provides an
overview of the theory of clubs as well as a dis-
cussion of contract enforcement mechanisms in
an anarchic society. This section looks to lay the
conceptual groundwork for our analysis and pro-
vides the framework through which we examine
how philanthropic giving might operate under
anarchy. Section 3 explores philanthropy within
the theoretical framework of section 2 and looks to
understand the role of philanthropic action in a

free society. Through this analysis, we come to
understand how such activity works to provide a
variety of goods, including those with public qual-
ities. Section 4 concludes.

2 ~  C O N C E P T U A L I Z I N G A

S T A T E L E S S S O C I E T Y :  T H E T H E O R Y

O F C L U B S A N D C O N S T I T U T I O N A L

E F F E C T I V E N E S S

To understand how philanthropic and other
charitable ventures might provide public goods
in a state of anarchy, we must first set forth a
conceptual model of private societal gover-
nance. Private philanthropy, after all, requires
certain institutional prerequisites in order to
both accumulate and transfer assets. Buchanan
(1975) provides an appropriate starting point
for our analysis. he suggests that we ought to
begin our investigation of societal cooperation
by thinking of a state in which each individual is
responsible for securing his own private property
rights and creating his own goods without a third
party—i.e., government –to oversee interactions
or enforce contracts. Following hobbes ([1651]
2007), Buchanan suggests this state of affairs is
unstable and each individual would be continuous-
ly confronted with the threat of predation by his fel-
low man. As a result, it becomes incredibly difficult,
if not impossible, for an individual to privately pro-
duce goods at all, let alone goods with a public ele-
ment. It follows for Buchanan that there exists a
strong incentive for individuals to contract with one
another in order to decrease the overall level of expro-
priation. Thus, individuals enter into a “social” or “con-
stitutional contract” in which the various members of
society bestow the power to enforce agreed upon rules
upon one or more individuals – a government.
leeson (2011) combines Buchanan’s insights above with
his earlier theory of clubs (see Buchanan 1965) to specu-
late about how a society absent a central state might be
structured. Clubs goods are excludable but non-rivalrous
up to some congestion point. examples include public
parks, golf clubs, or cinemas. leeson notes that with a
few subtle changes, Buchanan’s (1975) story of the emer-
gence of a central government could lead instead to the
emergence of another form of governance without the
creation of a centralized government power – gover-
nance via clubs – or competing sets of rules. As leeson
(2011: 302) notes “Insecure in their property and unable
to enjoy the public goods they desire in the state of
nature, individuals demand governance services.
Some of them [...] offer to sell property protection,
and thus some delineation of rights, to others. The
kind, quality, and price of that protection varies [...].
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Individuals’ different government demands – demands
for protection and non-protection related public
goods – drive the particular contracts that are offered
[...]. each of these contracts creates a “club [...]” [and]
can explain how individuals can supply goods with a
high degree of “publicness” privately.”
leeson continues his analysis by discussing the idea of
“constitutional effectiveness,” or the self-enforcement
mechanisms of contracts. he argues that clubs differ in
three distinct ways from centralized government in
their ability to enforce contractual agreements. These
features, he argues, demonstrates that clubs are likely
more effective at providing the types of goods and gov-
ernance individuals desire. 
First, clubs, unlike government, maintain a residual
claimant. This works to align the incentives of the prin-
cipals, or the individuals purchasing the good or service
(in this case governance), with the incentives of the
agents, the party contracted to oversee the agreement.
In a club scenario, the interests of the purveyor or pur-
veyors of a set of rules would be directly tied to the
success or failure of the club. The residual claimant
would stand to profit if the club performed its func-
tion but would incur losses if the club functioned
poorly. As there would be a potentially infinite num-
ber of clubs, a club which performed poorly would
likely see its members leave, thus leaving the resid-
ual claimant to bear the costs. The success or failure
of a club is tied directly to its ability to effectively
enforce its contracts, thus providing strong incen-
tive for the club owners to impose the agreed
upon rules.
Second, governance by clubs is highly competi-
tive. As noted above, individuals potentially have
many options available to them in a club system,
including not entering into a club contract at
all. This exposure to the pressures of market
competition again works to align incentives to
ensure that club owners work to effectively
enforce contracts and provide the goods and
services their patrons desire. Unlike the current
system of government, the possibility of exit on
part of the patrons works to enforce contracts
as well as minimizes the ability of club owners
to predate against their clients.
Third, a system of clubs is highly assortive. Again,
since there may be a large number of clubs or
potential sets of rules, individuals are likely to
join systems which most closely align with their
desires. Individuals who prefer high levels of
income redistribution, for example, may join a
club in which income is redistributed. By con-
trast, those who prefer little or no such redistribu-
tion may select into a group in which no such

rules are present. This assortive quality implies that
clubs will attract individuals who share the same
goals and preferences. This quality in particular
allows for coordinated punishment. The threat of
collective exit by club members provides further
incentive for club owners to effectively provide
their services. 
Taken together, these three characteristics indi-
cate that a club system might very well be supe-
rior to a monopolistic government – in terms
of providing people with what they want while
minimizing predation – as clubs work to align
the incentives of those charged with enforcing
rules with those looking to enter into rules
contracts. This club framework is important in
the context of this analysis as it provides us a
structure through which to analyze governance
outside of a monopolistic state. Moreover, it
provides us a conceptual model to consider
how philanthropy in a free society might work
to provide public or quai-public goods in the
absence of a central state.

3 ~  P H I L A N T H R O P Y I N

A F R E E S O C I E T Y

In a free society, the defining characteristic of phil-
anthropy is that it is a voluntary action on the part
of the financier. This may appear to be common
sense, but discussions of philanthropy often neglect
this point and instead focus on the recipients of phil-
anthropic funding and the fact that such funding
often has broader public implications. For example,
reich (2013) raises concerns that philanthropic foun-
dations are not held accountable by the public even
though many of their investment decisions have public
implications. This view, however, neglects the purpose-
ful choices of those financing philanthropic activities.
An alternative view of philanthropy, which we embrace,
is that it is a form of voluntary consumption for the
financier. While some individuals prefer to consume
their accumulated wealth by transferring it to members
of their family or through the purchase and use of
material items, other individuals prefer to consume
their wealth through philanthropic giving. This is
important because it implies that in a stateless society,
just as in a society with a central state, at least some
individuals would engage in philanthropic giving as
part of their broader consumption bundle. This fund-
ing is crucial for the private provision of public and
quasi-public goods.
In his analysis of philanthropic foundations in present-
day American, reich (2013) argues that philanthropy
may be seen as fulfilling two distinct purposes. Both
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support the contention that private philanthropy
can provide public and quasi-public goods. First, he
recognizes that foundations fill the gaps left by gov-
ernment in their provision of public goods. Founda-
tions fill these gaps by providing “minority” public
goods. In a democratic society, the goods preferred by
the majority of citizens are, in theory, those most likely
to be produced by government. If many citizens prefer
enhanced infrastructure to art, for example, the govern-
ment is more likely to produce roads than fund pro-
grams for the arts. Philanthropy, however, allows for a
greater diversity in the type of goods provided. Since
philanthropic efforts are driven by the preferences of
those engaging in the giving, and since philanthropists,
unlike politicians, have no concern with pleasing voters
to gain reelection, it follows that the goods and services
produced may not be those that are most desired by the
greatest number of individuals. Instead, philanthropic
outputs are likely to be much more diverse. 
examples of this pluralism in philanthropy abound. In
2011, philanthropic and charitable giving in the US
totaled nearly USd 300 billion (Giving USA 2012: 4).
Contributions went to a variety of projects. Thirty
two percent of giving, or over USd 95 billion, for
example, went to religious organizations. These orga-
nizations provide a variety of goods and services.
one of these goods, religious services, is an example
of a good with quasi-public qualities provided by
philanthropy, but not by the government1. In
addition to funding religious organizations, phil-
anthropic giving in the US funded initiatives in
education, human services, health, arts, culture,
and humanities, international affairs, environ-
mental programs, animal care organizations, as
well as ventures in a multitude of other cate-
gories (Giving USA 2012: 10).
Second, philanthropic activities serve as part of a
discovery process through which philanthropic
agents engage in experimentation and innova-
tion. Unlike the central government which must
navigate the political process, and unlike for
profit firms which must focus on pleasing share-
holders, philanthropic activities face no such
restrictions. Instead, since these activities are dri-
ven by the preferences of philanthropists, philan-
thropy is able to assume more time-intensive,
risky, and controversial projects than either the
government or many for-profit firms. In addi-
tion, philanthropic experimentation may generate
significant positive spillover effects. new innova-
tions discovered through a philanthropic project
may be copied by other groups, further perpetuat-
ing advancements. even failed experiments may
provide benefits as the information obtained may be
used by future researchers.

Just as there are numerous examples of philan-
thropy providing marginalized goods, so too may
we find numerous examples of philanthropic giv-
ing sparking innovation. Perhaps the most strik-
ing examples involve the funding of education
and research at various universities. Stanford Uni-
versity, for example, has been funded by philan-
thropic giving since its creation. Founded in
1885, the university now has an annual research
budget of over USd 806 million (Acs 2013: 89).
These funds have spawned some of twentieth
century’s most profound innovations and
helped mold the minds of a cadre of world-class
entrepreneurs. The university’s alumni include
the founders of companies like hewlett-
Packard, Cisco Systems, and Google, Yahoo!,
Sun Microsystems, Youtube, Instagram, PayPal,
and Mozilla Firefox.  
Given that these two functions characterize
foundations embedded in the present Ameri-
can system, which has a strong central govern-
ment, what insights can we draw about philan-
thropy in a stateless society? Present-day private
philanthropy already serves to provide public
goods, so we can envision the same logic discussed
above extending to a situation of clubs. recall that
clubs are highly competitive and assortive. In the
context of philanthropy, this means that individuals
deciding between alternative clubs would self-select
into that which provided rules that they desired.
For those concerned with philanthropy, they would
demand rules that allowed them to voluntarily give
away part of their wealth as they see fit or to invest in
initiatives they value. And, just as in the present day
where the state exists, so too can we envision philan-
thropists funding an array of public and quasi-public
goods in the context of clubs discussed in Section 2.
none of these claims requires one to make significant
leaps of faith since present-day philanthropy is, in
effect, already working to provide the different goods,
services, and innovations which would similarly be
offered under a club system.
In addition to providing public and quasi-public good
within a club, one can also imagine philanthropists
providing benefits to members of other clubs either
indirectly or directly. Indirectly, the investments made
by philanthropists can serve as an example to others of
what works and what does not for a certain initiative
or goal. In other words, philanthropic activity has
learning effects that spill over to others both within a
club and between clubs. direct benefits entail target-
ed initiatives or efforts to provide a good or service
to those in other clubs. Again, we can look to pre-
sent-day philanthropy for an example of how this
dynamic might work.
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hewlett Packard undertook efforts in Kenya to more
quickly diagnose and treat infants born with hIv.
Through the company’s philanthropic endeavors and
by leveraging their comparative advantages in infor-
mation technology, hewlett Packard was able to dou-
ble the number of children tested for the virus between
2009 and 2011. As a result, 7,000 more children were able
to receive life-saving treatment for the illness. The pro-
ject has served as a guide for other agencies, including a
variety of nGos, private firms, and governments wishing
to make similar progress in health. The initiatives under-
taken by hewlett Packard are now being implemented in
a variety of countries in sub-Saharan Africa (hudson
Institute 2012: 26). These positive spillover effects and the
replication of successful efforts by philanthropic organiza-
tions is what we would also expect from a system of clubs.
Just as the success of hewlett Packard has been used as a
basis for new ventures, we would expect clubs to mimic
the successful practices of others in order to better provide
goods and services to its members. Similarly, we would
expect clubs, like philanthropic agents, to learn from the
failures of others. Finally, we would expect philan-
thropists to provide direct services – in this example
health care – which benefit others. These initiatives can
generate benefits for people both within the philan-
thropist’s home club, as well as to those in other clubs. 
of course the specifics of philanthropy would vary
in a stateless society. So while we cannot predict with
certainty how philanthropic action would evolve, we
can say that the club framework creates the condi-
tions under which philanthropists can self-select
into the club of their choosing and then invest in
the projects and initiatives that they deem
worthwhile. Based on empirical evidence from
past and current philanthropy, at least some of
these funds will be invested in public and quasi-
public goods provision.

4 ~ C O N C L U S I O N

We have theorized about how philanthropy
might operate in a stateless society to provide
public and quasi-public goods. For those inter-
ested in the possibility of a stateless society, the
provision of these goods poses a potential
problem given the prediction from economic
theory that they will be undersupplied absent
government subsidization or provision. howev-
er, an appreciation for the present-day philan-
thropic sector indicates that there is reason to
believe that these goods can, and will, be provid-
ed by private actors. Indeed, the present amount
of philanthropic giving in the US, despite the pro-
vision of many goods by the government, is a tes-
tament to the immense benefits such activities

provide. Combining these empirical realities with
the theoretical logic of the club system suggests that
philanthropy in a stateless society could provide
the goods and services that people value in an
effective and efficient manner. The ability of indi-
viduals to diversify the provision of public goods
combined with the ability to opt into and out of
clubs would allow for innovation, imitation of
effective efforts, and a broader array of choices
for individuals. It is precisely these characteris-
tics that allow for improvements in standards of
living and well being.     8

——————

1 The text refers to the United States. In other
nations where there exists no legal separation between
religious organizations and the state, we may observe
such services being provided by the central govern-
ment.
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HE CONTINUED RISE OF FUEL PRICES, INCREASING

numbers of climate refugees, the on-
going destruction of the last primeval
forests and many other examples of the

depletion of crucial resources, such as water,
arable land, and oil as well as accelerating cli-
mate change are slowly creating a broader
awareness of the earth’s planetary boundaries.
Globally, we have already reached an unsus-
tainable level in our use of renewable and non-
renewable resources. 
As people in rich countries continue their waste-
ful lifestyles and as millions of people in emerg-
ing economies join the ranks of “modern” con-
sumers, the scarcity of the world’s resources will
increasingly come into focus. If we do not address
these challenges globally, we will face the contin-
ued deterioration of living conditions worldwide,
an enormous increase in poverty and a growing
number of local, regional and global conflicts.
Avoiding such a development requires a dramatic

global change in our values, policies and
approaches. 
Who can initiate such change? Sadly, our interna-
tional institutions are not able to effectively deliv-
er the required global response. Rather than pro-
tecting the global commons, they try to reconcile
competing national interests, often at the expense
of the global commons. Equally, our economic
system is not geared towards promoting sustain-
able use of the earth’s limited resources. Exploit-
ing natural resources is usually more profitable
than recycling or protecting them. 
This leaves the third sector, civil society: are we
any better prepared for the challenges that come
our way? The answer is: no. ICSOs are part of a
world dominated by consumerism, growing
inequality and national interests. However, as organ-
isations such as Amnesty International, Oxfam or
WWF strive for global objectives for instance securing
human rights, eradicating poverty or protecting the
environment, their missions are strongly affected by
these global developments and they are all called upon
to address the challenges more effectively. 
In order to take on this task, ICSOs must, above all,
change themselves significantly. Here are some key
elements of an ICSO change agenda: 

1 ~ F R O M C O M P E T I T I O N B E T W E E N

S E C T O R S T O A N I N T E G R A T E D

E C O N O M I C ,  E N V I R O N M E N T A L A N D

D E V E L O P M E N T P O L I C Y

At present we can observe three different and, unfortu-
nately, mostly disconnected strands of discussion: one is
the discussion about the banking, financial and eco-
nomic crises of the past few years; the second is the
environmental discussion about sustainable develop-
ment in the wake of the climate and “Rio+20” confer-
ences; and finally the discussion about the successor to
the Millennium Development Goals. 
We need to integrate all three strands into a new glob-
al development philosophy: an economic policy
which demands and facilitates the sustainable use of
the limited resources of our planet, an environmental
policy which protects biodiversity and preserves our
planet for future generations and a development

TURNING CHALLENGES INTO OPPORTUNITIES.
K E Y E L E M E N T S O F A N I C S O 1 C H A N G E A G E N D A

B U R K H A R D  G N Ä R I G
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policy, based on human rights, which guarantees an
adequate livelihood for all. 
ICSOs can contribute to establishing such a new global
development paradigm: firstly, by overcoming the divi-
sion between environmental organisations on the one
hand and development organisations on the other and
secondly, by addressing one of the most common deficits
in our sector, the lack of economic competency. 

2 ~  F R O M D E V E L O P M E N T I N T H E

S O U T H T O D E V E L O P M E N T I N T H E

N O R T H A N D T H E S O U T H

even though we have been made aware of “The limits
of Growth” since the 1972 publication by the Club of
rome, development policy has still not drawn any con-
clusions and continues to indulge in the illusion that
the transfer of money and knowledge alone will help
all mankind to achieve living standards comparable to
those in developed countries. due to the lack of avail-
able resources this is simply impossible. 
ending poverty and ensuring everyone has the chance
to lead a dignified life, requires all those who enjoy
affluent lifestyles, to dramatically reduce their use of
resources, in order to provide those who are suffer-
ing with the opportunity to overcome poverty. We
must succeed in creating an integrated global devel-
opment policy, one which will greatly reduce waste
and achieve comprehensive sustainability in the
north, whilst at the same time encompassing sus-
tainable improvement in the quality of life for
those living in the South. 
For ICSOs this means that an exclusive focus on the
transfer of funds and services from the North to the
South is no longer enough. For our own credibility
and legitimacy we must mobilise our employees,
activists and supporters to help initiate and actively
contribute to a change of lifestyle in the North. 

3 ~  F R O M N A T I O N A L L Y

O R G A N I S E D T O G L O B A L L Y

O R G A N I S E D C I V I L S O C I E T Y

In a globalising world, the key questions con-
cerning the future of mankind are all global.
however, national interests determine the exist-
ing power structures that are supposed to tackle
the challenges. A power shift away from the
national level and towards larger regional enti-
ties, such as the eU, and global ones, such as the
Un, is unavoidable. 
Founded at a time before globalisation was even
a topic, many ICSos are largely dominated by
national interests. Thus global decision-making
often produces compromises between competing

national interests rather than optimal responses to
global requirements. no wonder that many
Chairs of international boards name “ineffective
global governance” as their main headache. 
In order to successfully address the challenges and
opportunities of globalisation, ICSOs must make
decisions that prioritise global considerations over
the interests of individual national members. This
means a power shift from the national to the
international level is unavoidable. ICSOs that
address this challenge pro-actively will stand a
better chance of finding a more effective balance
between local, national and global roles and
responsibilities. 

4 ~  F R O M S T A G N A T I N G

M A R K E T S I N R I C H C O U N T R I E S

T O N E W C U S T O M E R S I N

E M E R G I N G E C O N O M I E S

The traditional fundraising markets of the large
ICSos are in Western europe, north America,
Australia and new Zealand. Practically all of these
are saturated markets with very limited growth
potential. An aging supporter base together with
the reduction of government grants as a conse-
quence of financial crises, are making it difficult to
even maintain existing income levels.
At the same time millions of people, mainly in
Asian countries, are joining the middle classes and
are financially able and often willing to support the
fight against poverty, the protection of the environ-
ment, or other typical ICSo activities. But with the
emergence of Asia as a key global player, different
concepts of international cooperation are gaining trac-
tion. The european concept of charity organisations,
which implies the selfless altruism of the donor and
the expected gratitude of the recipient, is gradually
being replaced by the concept of an equal partnership
that delivers benefits to both partners. 
Establishing a legitimate and sustainable presence in
emerging countries will be critical for the future of ICSOs.
This implies much more than learning the fundraising
rules of a new geography. It requires deep changes in many
organisations’ culture away from, often deeply engrained,
paternalism towards equal partnership. And this means
not just a change in attitude, but the transfer of a signifi-
cant share of an organisation’s power.

5 ~  F R O M I N D I S P E N S A B L E

I N T E R M E D I A R Y T O U N N E C E S S A R Y

C O S T F A C T O R

Many ICSos see fundraising in wealthy countries,
for the support of projects in poor countries, as
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their main task. For decades this intermediary role
between donors and recipients was indispensable:
without an intermediary, both sides could not get in
touch with each other. With the rapid development
of and increasing access to the internet, the interme-
diary is becoming superfluous. Today, even the small-
est local initiative often has its own website, which
can be accessed by potential donors through a variety
of virtual platforms and other instruments. 
As their, mostly older, donors still use the traditional
means of giving, many ICSos have not fully awoken to this
development yet. But once the younger generation reaches
the age and income of typical donors they will, most
probably, use the internet to give directly to the organisa-
tion they want to support, rather than going through an
intermediary that usually deducts 20-30% of their dona-
tion for administrative and fundraising overheads. 
At that point the income of ICSOs, which today often gen-
erate 80-100% of their income through their role as inter-
mediary, may shrink dramatically in a matter of a few
years. If these organisations have not developed, and put
into practice, an alternative business model by this time
they will fade into obscurity. 

6 ~  F R O M S I L O T O P L A T F O R M

In the last few years, ICSos have become more aware
of the meaning and value of their brand and brand
protection has become an important element of
organisational policy: an ever growing number of
rules and regulations govern the use of names and
logos and restricts the flexibility of those who use
the brand of the organisation. This development
is strengthening a silo mentality which can be
observed throughout the sector: organisations
tend to think of themselves as unique and all too
often put up high entry barriers stressing the
difference between insiders – members,
activists, employees etc. – and outsiders. 
This puts narrow limits on open and inclusive
communication, which is the hallmark of the
internet. Today, politically active young people
often reject being tied long term to a single
organisation as members. They want to be free
to choose between campaigns and other forms
of action. The constantly growing choice of
spontaneous campaigns, which do not repre-
sent a particular brand and are therefore much
more open, serve this preference and pose a
serious threat to ICSos’ traditional campaigning. 
ICSOs need to find the right balance between protect-
ing their brand and providing an open platform for
political action. If they fail to manage this balance
they may endanger their brand and/or lose their politi-
cal standing. But if the balancing act is successful, then
a considerable growth in political influence is possible.

7 ~  F R O M G O O D I N T E N T I O N S T O

P R O O F O F E F F E C T I V E N E S S

For decades, charity organisations have benefited
from a broad, uncritical and supportive public
perception. To strive for ‘goodness’, was enough
to become a role model worthy of donations.
But with increasing public focus on our sector,
inefficiencies, poor management and gover-
nance and even criminal practice by some ‘black
sheep’ have come to light. As a result, today a
much more critical public expects civil society
organisations to be transparent and account-
able. But instead of embracing this require-
ment, many organisations seem to follow the
motto: we are only as transparent and account-
able as we must be. They seem to believe that
transparency and accountability are unimpor-
tant for the quality of their work and that the
costs involved should be avoided. 
however the opposite is true: transparency and
accountability are the basis for the systematic
learning and conscious development of an
organisation. When mistakes are covered up or
not even noticed, when the reason for success is
unknown, then an organisation loses its most
important instrument for learning and for further
development which – in a time of fast-paced
change – endangers its survival. 
Rather than being driven by an increasingly sceptical
public, ICSOs should embrace transparency and account-
ability for their own sake. Investing significantly in
monitoring, evaluation and reporting and becoming
more self-critical and open about mistakes are the corner-
stones for systematic organisational learning, which is the
basis for ICSOs’ future relevance. 

8 ~  F R O M G A T E C R A S H E R T O

P A R T N E R O F G L O B A L G O V E R N A N C E

Since the 1990’s, ICSo have regularly participated in most
major international conferences. often only after mas-
sive pressure from the public, have the Un, World Bank
and others invited representatives from ICSos to join
their meetings. Usually ICSos’ participation in these
meetings is informal, limited and lacking in any specific
role or authority. however, as the climate conferences
in Copenhagen and rio have shown once again,
national governments on their own are not in a posi-
tion to tackle complex and interdependent global chal-
lenges such as climate change, scarcity of resources
and the fight against poverty: the direct and meaning-
ful involvement of organised citizens is indispensable. 
Building effective and legitimate global governance,
able to successfully address pressing global challenges,
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requires the full involvement of ICSOs. While govern-
ments and international institutions will have to over-
come internal resistance against bringing ICSOs in,
ICSOs will have to become more professional and prag-
matic in their political engagement and, above all,
much better in building coalitions and joining forces,
both inside and outside the sector. 

9 ~  F R O M C H A N G E A S A N E X C E P T I O N

T O C H A N G E A S A P R I N C I P L E

little more than a decade ago, when the Millennium
development Goals were declared, climate change was
a minor point on the agenda, yet today we have already
almost met the threshold which our Co2 levels should
not exceed; China was just another developing country,
yet today it is the undisputed second world power; the
internet was still in its early stages, yet today it has rev-
olutionised our communication possibilities and
forms; and globalisation was not thriving in the way it
does today. 
As the world changes so fast and in so many different
facets, ICSos will have to change as well. They only
have the choice between embracing change, which
means pre-empting challenges and opportunities and
proactively navigating change in pursuit of their mis-
sion, or rejecting change, which means being driven
by external developments, being haunted by the
challenges and being unable to exploit the opportu-
nities. There will be very little space between being
a change leader and being a victim of change. And
becoming a change leader requires – more than
anything else – the preparedness to continuously
change oneself. 
The structures, identity and organisational culture
of established ICSOs are too focussed on preserva-
tion instead of change. It will require a revolution
if ICSOs are to become change leaders rather than
victims of change. 
obviously there are other important elements of
an ICSo change agenda, which have not been
listed here, and not all elements on our list are
equally relevant to all ICSos. But, wherever the
differences lie, the need for in-depth change in
our sector is obvious. The next few decades will
bring enormous transformations and just remain-
ing where we are is not a viable option.             8

——————

1 ICSos: international civil society organisations. The common
terms used until now, “non governmental organisation” or
“non-profit organisation”, merely describe what the sector is
not, namely neither government nor a profitable enterprise.
Such a negative label is unsatisfying and insufficient in describing

both the present role and the future perspectives of the sector.
Therefore we use the term “civil society organisations” (CSos).
In this article we focus on the large international civil society
organisations (ICSos) like Amnesty International, Greenpeace
and oxfam among others. 
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nArChIST TheorY WAS develoPed In The 19Th

century as a revolutionary critique of both
capitalism and the state. Unlike many social-
ists, anarchists sought to replace capitalism

not with a state-run economy but with worker
cooperatives. As for the state, it would have to be
abolished altogether and replaced by voluntary
associations. notable anarchists like Proudhon,
Bakunin, and Kropotkin advocated freedom and
equality and viewed the state as an irredeemable
obstacle to both. Today’s liberal democracies
would be unrecognizable to the original anar-
chists, for they often act to protect and promote
the very rights that autocratic states abuse. nev-
ertheless, a revised anarchism remains useful for
conceptualizing global civil society, wherein
non-governmental organizations (nGos) act
both independently and in cooperation with
states to advance many of the humanitarian
ideals that were lauded by past revolutionaries.

T H E S T A T E I N T H E

N I N E T E E N T H C E N T U R Y

Before considering anarchist theory’s relevance to
present-day nGos and global civil society, one
should consider the nature of the state system that
19th century anarchists assailed. It is not difficult to
see why russians like Bakunin and Kropotkin
would have viewed the state as an obstacle to
human freedom and equality. When Bakunin was
imprisoned by the tsar in 1851, the vast majority of
russian people were peasants, and almost half of
them were serfs. These were approximately 23 million

people who were bound to the properties on
which they were born. They were required to per-
form labor and pay dues to their lords, who made
up the small class of land-owning nobility. Serfs
could be sold, beaten, and even killed with virtual
impunity. They essentially possessed no legal
rights or recourse from abuse1.
neither women nor men could vote in mid-
nineteenth century russia, for the tsar ruled as
an absolute monarch. Constitutional rights and
liberties were non-existent. The tsar’s secret
police enforced strict censorship and kept a
sharp eye on political activities2. The tsar was the
head of the russian orthodox Church, which
helped to promote his authority, and followers of
other faiths – especially Jews – were persecuted.
homosexual acts were illegal3. like other euro-
pean powers, such as england and France, the
russian empire was made up of conquered peoples
and lands, including parts of Sweden, Poland,
lithuania, Finland, Georgia, and the ottoman and
Persian empires. Territorial expansion was a routine
instrument of policy, and the right of self-govern-
ment did not exist for conquered populations.
looking westward, the collapse of the 1848 revolu-
tions would only have confirmed an attitude of
despair about the prospects for reform within the
state. even in relatively liberal and modernizing
Britain and France, the extension of voting rights
remained quite limited. After Britain’s Great reform
Act of 1832, some 90% of the adult population (includ-
ing women) remained disenfranchised4. In France,
while louis napoleon was elected president through
universal male suffrage in 1848, three years later he dis-
solved the national Assembly and established the Sec-
ond empire. Prospects were even bleaker, and more
similar to russia, in conservative empires like Austria
and Prussia. For the anarchists, liberal reform did not
appear feasible. Achieving the goals of liberation and
equality would require abolition of the state itself.
Authoritarian hierarchies must be replaced by democ-
ratic collectives. 

T H E A D V A N C E O F H U M A N R I G H T S

despite the anarchist insistence upon decentralization
and communalism, however, it is striking to consider
how many of the demands of the nineteenth century

T H E N O N - G O V E R N M E N T A LT E R N A T I V E :
A N A R C H I S T T H E O R Y A N D G L O B A L C I V I L S O C I E T Y
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revolutionaries have since been accomplished within
liberal democratic states. Consider the following
objectives enumerated in Bakunin’s Revolutionary Cat-
echism, which author h.e. Kaminski described as “the
spiritual foundation of the entire anarchist movement”:

“The abolition of all state religions and all privileged
churches, including those partially maintained or supported
by state subsidies. Absolute liberty of every religion to
build temples to their gods, and to pay and support their
priests. 
Abolition of monarchy; establishment of a commonwealth.
[A]bsolute equality of political rights for all men and
women; universal suffrage. 
The right of every man and woman, from birth to adult-
hood, to complete upkeep, clothes, food, shelter, care,
guidance, education (public schools, primary, secondary,
higher education, artistic, industrial, and scientific), all at
the expense of society.
Unlimited freedom of propaganda, speech, press, public or
private assembly, with no other restraint than the natural
salutary power of public opinion. Absolute freedom to
organize associations even for allegedly immoral purposes
including even those associations which advocate the
undermining (or destruction) of individual and public
freedom. 
[T]here must be free commerce, exchange, and commu-
nication among all federated countries, and abolition of
frontiers, passports, and customs duties [tariffs]. every
citizen of a federated country must enjoy the same
civic rights and it must be easy for him to acquire citi-
zenship and enjoy political rights in all other coun-
tries adhering to the same federation.
no federated nation shall make war against another
federated country. If there is war and the Interna-
tional Tribunal has pronounced its decision, the
aggressor must submit. If this doesn’t occur, the
other federated nations will sever relations with it
and, in case of attack by the aggressor, unite to
repel invasion. 
The old, sick, and infirm will enjoy all political
and social rights and be bountifully supported at
the expense of society”5.

Through an array of liberal reforms and social
welfare commitments, these objectives have
been substantially met by modern democracies.
Another seminal figure of nineteenth century
anarchism was Peter Kropotkin. his critique
of the state is premised upon a rather romantic
view of medieval communes, guilds and cities,
which he sees the modern state as destroying
through centralization:

“It was only then, after the defeat of the free
medieval communes had been completed that the
mutual insurance company between military, judi-
cial, landlord, and capitalist authority which we call
«State,» could be fully established. It was only in the
sixteenth century that a mortal blow was dealt to ideas
of local independence, to free union and organization,

to federation of all degrees among sovereign groups, pos-
sessing all functions now seized upon by the State6.”

Unquestionably, the emergence of absolute monar-
chies was destructive of many freedoms, but
Kropotkin surely overestimates the profusion of
personal liberty in decentralized medieval soci-
eties. Furthermore, he is oblivious to the possibil-
ity that reformed states could actually protect
and enhance individual rights and liberties.
As we consider the relevance of nineteenth cen-
tury anarchist thought to our present time, we
must recognize that the state toward which anar-
chist progenitors like Bakunin and Kropotkin
directed their ire was radically different from
twenty-first century liberal democracies. The
defining characteristics of the latter include
freedom of religion; freedom of speech, assem-
bly, and association; universal suffrage and rep-
resentative government; legal equality of rights
irrespective of gender or race; free trade; free
public education; and an array of social guaran-
tees, including healthcare and retirement security.
These familiar rights, often taken for granted in
our generation, were no more than fanciful ideals
in Bakunin’s Catechism. Today, they are enshrined
not only in many national constitutions but also
the Universal declaration of human rights, agreed
to in principle if not always in practice by all mem-
ber states of the United nations. 
employing such rights as criteria, the organization
Freedom house publishes an annual rating of states
as Free, Partly Free, or not Free. As of 2012, it identi-
fied 90 sovereign states as Free, or 46% of all states7.
Similarly, the Polity Project charts the number of
democracies in the world from 1800 to the present. In
1800, there were no true democracies, whereas today
there are almost 100, or more than 50% of all states.
Alternatively, at the beginning of the nineteenth century,
almost all states were autocracies. Today, only about 1
in 8 states are classified as autocratic8.
In addition to the broad advance of political freedoms
over the past two centuries, the past half-century also
witnessed the end of imperialism. The european empires
that incorporated almost all of Africa and much of Asia
in 1945 have been replaced by sundry self-governing
states. Correspondingly, the total number of indepen-
dent states in the world increased from 71 to almost
200 over the same time period. The illegitimacy of
imperialism was formally recognized by the United
nations in 1960 with the declaration on the Granting
of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples,
adopted by the General Assembly by a vote of 89 to
0, with 9 abstentions. 
The delegitimizing of imperialism corresponded
with another revolutionary development in world
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affairs since the end of the Second World War: the
virtual disappearance of territorial expansion as an
objective of national policy. The ruthless chess game
that was international relations prior to the mid-twen-
tieth century has largely given way to the principle of
non-aggression, as recognized by the United nations
Charter, and the inviolability of national borders, as
recognized in the Final Act of the Conference on Secu-
rity and Cooperation in europe (helsinki Accords) in
1975. Stephen Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Nature
provides an excellent statistical analysis of the dramatic
decline of international violence since World War II.
Indeed, he observes that the period since 1945 has been
the longest era without a major war between great pow-
ers since the end of the roman empire9! 
In addition to the demise of imperialism and the promis-
es of international agreements, the previously noted pro-
liferation of democratic governments is surely another
of the factors explaining the progress of peace in our
time. historical experience thus far, demonstrated by a
plethora of quantitative analyses, appears to confirm
Kant’s thesis regarding the pacific character of repre-
sentative governments, at least in their relations with
one another. In other words, liberal democracies –
which Kant termed “republican” governments - do
not fight each other10. They also do not murder
their own citizens en masse11.
Consequently, a judicious reconsideration of the
anti-statist dogma of nineteenth century anarchism
would seem to be in order. As the authors of the
Policy Project’s Global Report 2011 conclude: 

The one thing that most clearly distinguishes the
Globalization era is that, for the first time in human
history, the global system is predominantly com-
prised of independent states and populated by
democratic regimes12.

While Bakunin’s radical critique was entirely
appropriate for most of the states that existed
when he wrote from russia’s Peter-Paul Fortress
in 1851, it appears profoundly anachronistic in a
world of 95 democracies, nearly 200 self-governing
states, and relatively peaceful international affairs.

N O N - G O V E R N M E N T A L

O R G A N I Z A T I O N S

So does anything remain of anarchism as a rele-
vant theory and program? I think so. But given
the track record of liberal reform since Bakunin’s
time, smashing the state hardly seems a fruitful or
feasible program. Who knows what the future
holds, but in our present era anarchist theory
seems less applicable to domestic revolution than
to the transformative role played by non-govern-
mental organizations within global civil society.

nGos are transnational actors in a world that lacks a
single governing authority and is therefore, essen-
tially, anarchical. This interpretation parallels the
realist theory of international relations, premised
upon the anarchical nature of the international
system and the state of nature theory expounded
by Thomas hobbes13. But realism recognizes only
states as relevant actors, seeking power after
power in a zero-sum game of cutthroat competi-
tion. In our contemporary world, the global
anarchical system is a much more crowded arena
than realist theory allows. In addition to some
200 sovereign states, there are approximately
7,500 international governmental organizations
(IGos), and more than 50,000 nGo’s that operate
internationally14. Furthermore, domestic nGos
number in the millions, with an estimated 3.3
million in India alone15.
Many nGos interact and cooperate with both
states and IGo’s. however, they pursue their own
objectives, independently of national loyalties,
and those objectives are characteristically humani-
tarian in nature. When considering why the anar-
chical international system has come to look quite
different from the nasty and brutish arena
described by hobbesian realism, some observations
about the character of nGos are in order. In general,

nGos are best-known for two different, but often
interrelated, types of activity – the delivery of services
to people in need, and the organization of policy advo-
cacy and public campaigns in pursuit of social transfor-
mation. nGos are also active in a wide range of other
specialized roles such as democracy building, conflict
resolution, human rights work, cultural preservation,
environmental activism, policy analysis, research, and
information provision16.

While the range of nGo activities is extremely varied,
characteristic themes are illustrated by the statements pub-
lished on the websites of a few prominent organizations:

Amnesty International is a global movement of more than 3
million supporters, members and activists in over 150
countries and territories who campaign to end grave abus-
es of human rights. our vision is for every person to enjoy
all the rights enshrined in the Universal declaration of
human rights and other international human rights stan-
dards. We are independent of any government, political
ideology, economic interest or religion, and are funded
mainly by our membership and public donations17. 

In 1977 Amnesty International was awarded the nobel
Peace Prize for «having contributed to securing the
ground for freedom, for justice, and thereby also for
peace in the world18”.

Médecins Sans Frontières provides assistance to popula-
tions in distress, to victims of natural or man-made dis-
asters and to victims of armed conflict. They do so irre-
spective of race, religion, creed or political convictions.
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MSF operates independently of any political, military,
or religious agendas. on any given day, more than
27,000 committed individuals representing dozens of
nationalities can be found providing assistance to peo-
ple caught in crises around the world19.
Oxfam is an international confederation of 17 organiza-
tions networked together in more than 90 countries, as
part of a global movement for change, to build a future
free from the injustice of poverty. Working with thou-
sands of local partner organizations, we work with people
living in poverty striving to exercise their human rights,
assert their dignity as full citizens and take control of their
lives. We press decision-makers to change policies and
practices that reinforce poverty and injustice20. 

regardless of particular priorities, there is broad consen-
sus within the nGo community on common humanitar-
ian principles. But humanitarian principles are not limit-
ed to activist organizations. As noted before, documents
like the Un Charter, the Universal declaration of human
rights, and a multitude of other declarations and con-
ventions likewise illustrate the commitment of many,
though not all, contemporary states and IGo’s to
human rights, social justice, and non-aggression. Sig-
nificantly, in many cases international commitments
and state policies are, in no small measure, the result
of concerted efforts by civil society organizations. As
described by the World Bank: “This dynamism is
exemplified by successful advocacy campaigns around
such issues as banning of land mines, debt cancella-
tion, and environmental protection which have
mobilized thousands of supporters around the
globe21”. Marshall and Cole also credit nGos with
contributing to “proactive international (global)
engagement” that has helped to prevent “anocratic”
regimes – neither fully autocratic nor fully demo-
cratic – from collapsing into civil war or lapsing
into autocracy22.
nGos pressed for “the inclusion of human rights
provisions” in the Un Charter, and they have
continued to play important roles in forging
more humane international norms and legal
obligations. various nGos had input into the
Convention on the rights of the Child, the
Convention on the rights of Persons with dis-
abilities, and the rome Statute of the Interna-
tional Criminal Court. Amnesty International
participated in drafting the Convention against
Torture23. In the 1990s, a coalition of nGos
formed the International Campaign to Ban
landmines (ICBl), which persuaded governments
to establish the Mine Ban Treaty in 1997, and that
same year the ICBl was awarded the nobel Peace
Prize in recognition of its efforts24. 
nGos also play an important role in treaty enforce-
ment by monitoring human rights violations. Un
Committees responsible for supervising human

rights conventions rely on nGos to provide infor-
mation on states’ compliance with international
law, providing an alternative source of information
from the states themselves. “According to the for-
mer director of the United nations human
rights Centre in Geneva, nGos provide 85 per-
cent of the information provided to the Centre
and thus prove that the United nations are
greatly dependent on nGos for information25”.
In addition to the work of human rights organi-
zations, the International Campaign to Ban
landmines continues to monitor and press for
the full implementation of state obligations
under the Mine Ban Treaty, and many other
nGos continue to work on implementation
once legal instruments are established26. 
Finally, many nGos provide direct services,
where state efforts are either absent or inade-
quate. Prime examples include Care Interna-
tional, danish refugee Council, and Médecins
Sans Frontières (MSF). According to their web-
site, in 2009 “MSF medical teams carried out more
than 7.5 million outpatient consultations; deliv-
ered 110,000 babies; treated 1.1 million people for
malaria; treated 200,000 severely and moderately
malnourished children; provided 165,000 people liv-
ing with hIv/AIdS with antiretroviral therapy; vac-
cinated 7.9 million people against meningitis; and
conducted 50,000 surgeries27”. Such services are an
essential supplement to the humanitarian work of
states and IGos.

A N A R C H I S T T H E O R Y A N D G L O B A L

C I V I L S O C I E T Y

The extensive role played by nGos in promoting more
humanitarian norms and providing direct services
illustrates their importance in global civil society. As
noted earlier, international nGos function in a global
environment that lacks any single, over-arching authority.
They interact with states and state-formed IGo’s, but
this interaction takes place within a global environment
that remains fundamentally anarchical. While few
nGos aim to dismantle or replace states altogether,
overall nGos have played two very important roles that
have affected the nature of the international system:
1 ~ They have contributed substantially to forging a

more humane legal and moral environment within
which states operate;

2 ~ They have performed vital services that neither
states nor IGos perform adequately on their own.

Consequently, a substantially revised anarchist theory
remains applicable to the realm of global civil society.
recall that nineteenth century anarchists like Bakunin
were centrally concerned with human rights and
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human freedom. Since that time, these objectives have
been substantially advanced not only by liberal democra-
tic governments, but also by a transformed international
environment in which a robust system of international
laws sets a standard against which state behaviors are mea-
sured. nGos have played an important role in that trans-
formation.
In democracies like the United States, liberal pluralism is
an effective model for framing the role of private interest
groups that compete to influence government policies.
But such domestic interest groups tend to be less charac-
terized by humanitarian motives than by narrow ideologi-
cal or economic interests. Accordingly, some other theo-
retical formulation is needed to capture the distinctive
character of global civil society. The phenomenon bears
important similarities to liberal pluralism as well as classi-
cal anarchism, but with substantial differences from both.
Consequently, the term anarcho-pluralism may be apt. 
even in Kropotkin’s time, something resembling our con-
temporary global civil society appeared to be emerging:

“europe is covered by thousands of voluntary associations
for study and teaching, for industry, commerce, science,
art, literature, exploitation, resistance to exploitation,
amusement, serious work, gratification and self-denial,
for all that makes up the life of an active and thinking
being. We see these societies rising in all nooks and cor-
ners of all domains: political, economic, artistic, intel-
lectual. Some are as shortlived as roses, some hold
their own for several decades, and all strive - while
maintaining the independence of each group, circle,
branch, or section - to federate, unite, across fron-
tiers as well as among each nation; to cover all the
life of civilized men with a net, meshes of which are
intersected and interwoven. Their numbers can
already be reckoned by tens of thousands, they
comprise millions of adherents”28.

The key revision to Kropotkin is that nGos do
not seek to substitute themselves for the state,
but they seek to supplement and reform the state
system in accord with humanitarian ideals and
human needs. When state policies and practices
are molded by interaction with a robust civil
society, states serve to enhance rather than
destroy rights and freedoms.
When nineteenth-century anarchists surveyed
the states of their time, they saw little cause for
hope that those brutal institutions could ever act
in the service of human freedom. Such skepti-
cism could still have been justified through much
of the twentieth century. But the advance of
human rights among liberal democracies, the
increasing number of those democracies, and the
broad recognition of humanitarian principles in
international law give reason to hope that properly
reformed and monitored states have a valuable role
to play in enhancing rather than destroying human

freedom. however, the monitoring must come from
engaged global citizens.
The robust global citizenry that has made thou-
sands of nGo’s a transformative force is, in impor-
tant respects, a contemporary manifestation of
the ideals of past visionaries, including anarchists
like Bakunin and Kropotkin. While Kropotkin
decried the state’s centralizing authority away from
autonomous communities, global civil society
illustrates a new kind of decentralizing authority.
In its essence, the anarchist credo is freedom,
and global civil society is freedom in the service
of humanity. Perhaps over time the habits of
humanitarian responsibility and direct action
will further expand and develop the sphere of
global civil society, and that expanding sphere
may one day render the state itself obsolete.   8
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e hAve An IMAGe oF AUThorITArIAn,
coercive states as being so dominant
and restrictive that citizens are afraid
to be involved in the associations or

informal advocacy groups that elsewhere make
up civil society. When no network matrix of
associations exists, there is concern that democracy
and liberal governance systems cannot quickly
emerge should the authoritarian state collapse.
This paper argues the contrary position, sug-
gesting that, in Africa at least where our research
is focused, states are domineering but weak. The
consequence is that many centers of interaction,
community service, and local entrepreneurship
develop outside of the sphere of control exercised
by the state. We call this sort of social ecology a
stable anarchy. In such a system, the state is but

one of many significant institutional players
rather than being the only dominant player. If
the state ceases to be powerful and coercive,
there is a good chance as we saw in the Arab
Spring that the other actors, working collec-
tively, can step forward to govern society in a
reasonably democratic fashion.
The presence of many strong, institutionalized
loci of legitimate, symbolically meaningful, and
well-resourced nodes is threatening to the author-
itarian state. In realistic practice, the state often
depends on these organized clusters of activity
and includes their leaders in state building and
service provision but not in a way that makes
them part of the state. The fact that the leaders are
involved in state activities yet independently pow-
erful makes them objects of suspicion and state
harassment. True though this may be, the separate
nodes endure because the state cannot prevent them
from being active and the leaders continue to be
influential even if they occasionally are put in prison
or if their organizations are forcefully shut down.
This paper presents a history of civil society organi-
zations in ethiopia based on interviews with nine
leaders of domestic nongovernmental organizations
(nGos). The study was carried out two months after a
new law limiting activities and international funding
for ethiopian nGos began to be implemented, causing
most of the organizations studied to lose funding, to
eliminate most of their staff, and to terminate many
programs (nega and Milofsky 2011). The interviews
occurred shortly before the May 2010 election, a time
when civil society activity normally is high. The crack-
down on nGos was a manifestation of the authoritarian
state, military control, and frequent arrests of opposi-
tion figures that became especially severe after the elec-
tions in 2005 when there was a strong electoral perfor-
mance by democratic opposition parties. The govern-
ment responded by negating election results, imprison-
ing opposition leaders, and making outspoken public
discussion of issues difficult. 
A central question for this study was whether asser-
tion of strong authoritarian control by the state stifles
the kinds of public expression that are at the heart of
civil society activity and whether authoritarian states
effectively end decentralized civil participation by
citizens. Testimony by our respondents indicates
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that active participation in civil society continues
despite state coercion. We argue this happens because
ethiopia is organized as a stable anarchy. 
That means, first, that the state is not strong enough
or comprehensive enough to create a hierarchical,
hegemonic relationship with other significant interest
groups and institutional actors within the society. At all
levels of society, nongovernmental organizations (nGos)
have built up bases of resources, developed constituen-
cies and support networks, and developed social func-
tions that are valued and important to citizens. other
cultural, ethnic, and religious entities have done this as
well. The result is an interorganizational social ecology in
which the state is but one of many significant players,
each of whom has an enduring place in the institutional
structure and political organization of the country. It is
this polycentric structure and the lack of a dominant
state hierarchy that defines ethiopia as a stable anarchy.

S T A B L E A N A R C H Y

To theoretically understand the political economy of
ethiopia, we argue that one must understand that the
society operates as a stable anarchic system. In hirsh-
leifer’s (1995: 27) definition, “[…] anarchy is a social
arrangement in which contenders struggle to conquer
and defend durable resources, without effective regu-
lation by either higher authorities or social pressures.”
In ethiopia, as in many African nations, the state
has limited reach and effectiveness in terms of pro-
viding services and addressing needs of citizens
(Bratton 1989). While the state has the power to be
coercive, it does not have the resources, adminis-
trative infrastructure, or motivation to provide
comprehensive services and to be always present
in the lives of citizens. Alternative entities in the
form of nGos (hyden and hailemariam 2003),
religious and ethnic organizations (nega 2011),
and community-based business ventures (Mac-
Gaffey 1994) provide such services as exist. They
create a social ecology that is polycentric and
thus anarchic rather than centralized around the
structure and organization of the state.
In the West, states are omnipresent in small
ways. Paved streets and traffic lights, publicly
provided education, weights and measures cer-
tificates on elevators and supermarket scales,
meter maids checking parking meters, ubiquitous
road construction during summer months, and
other small functions and services are important.
They make the government visible as a real and
functioning part of everyday life and the fact that it
is present and functioning is well advertised. Citi-
zens come to believe that state activity is inter-
twined with the routines of life, and we believe that

government workers are doing meaningful things,
guided by regulation, and with some responsiveness
to expert knowledge (even if it is inefficiently
applied). The density of this activity leads citizens
to feel as though the society is coterminous with
governmental structures responsible for geograph-
ic areas at different levels of aggregation. There is
a background feeling that whatever annoyances it
may create, the state is carrying out necessary
functions, it is important for the smooth func-
tioning of daily life, and it works in a way that is
more or less fair, logical, and legitimate.
Although the state has a monopoly on the use
of force in a place like ethiopia, it is not able to
create a hegemonic ideology about how activi-
ties of the state are interwoven with everyday
life in the way we see this happening in the
West. A major function of social services and
community development activities is that they
build and foster that ideology. Gramsci (Femia
1981; Schneider 1988) asserts that ideological con-
trol in the service of corporate and political elites
is one of the main functions of the civil
society/nGo sector in Western societies. But for
this control to develop there must be sufficient
institutional density for an integration of services
and beliefs to develop. Institutional density partly
refers to the number of organizations providing a
specific kind of service that are located within a geo-
graphic area (Wiewel and hunter 1985). It also refers
to the number, substantive content, and frequency of
network interconnections that cut across community
boundaries. These are used for the kinds of economic
transactions and political relationships that draw the
state in to regulate or to govern disputes. These rela-
tionships that cut across community boundaries repre-
sent one of the aspects of Putnam’s (2000) social capital
and in his view they are essential for the integration and
political control of a society (Putnam 1993).
Granovetter (1985) uses the term embeddedness to refer
to organizations and people that live and function
within such dense networks. he believes this embed-
dedness is essential for the successful operation of mod-
ern economic markets and political relationships in
Western societies. People operate in terms of long-term
relationships, systems of culture and tradition, and
processes that produce trust and legitimacy that are
contextual and individually specific. 
he offers two contrasts. one is between societies that
have dense networks and those that have sparse net-
works. The second is has to do with situations where
we can imagine people operating in atomized ways
Granovetter says conventional economic theory
assumes that people are atomized so that they can
make rational business transactions. Similarly, he
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refers to what he calls “hobbesian” liberal political
theory that assumes a state of nature where citizens
operate as atomized actors and where the state is a
powerful presence that restricts free economic and
political action. Countering atomization theories,
Granovetter states the sociological position that, to be
dynamic, all business activity must operate within a
societal and cultural system of established norms,
legitimacy, and authority. This is necessary in order for
the kinds of rules neoclassical economists propose to
work (Granovetter 1985; Krippner and Alvarez 2007).
however, network relationships need not just be dense,
they must also be institutionalized. Coleman (1957)
contrasts network situations – he is referring to residen-
tial communities – where ties are simply interpersonal
or relational with situations where there are large num-
bers of associations with long histories of interaction. It
is in the latter situations where community conflicts
tend to become intense whereas in communities where
networks are mostly relational conflicts are simply per-
sonal and they do not spread to envelop the whole
community. 
In the highly organized communities Coleman (1957)
describes in his sample of community studies, there
exist a large number of business and voluntary associa-
tions. They are brought into existence for particular
purposes, they persist over time, and members of one
association or business network have a history of dealing
with people in other groups. They have cooperated,
conflicted, and developed investment and commit-
ment to the economic, social, and political commit-
ments that “people like them” have. 
Where there is history of many associations inter-
acting around a variety of issues over time associa-
tional density exists and this creates both the
potential for intergroup conflict and a need for
effective governance to keep the system under
control. In Max Weber’s (1958) theory, repeated,
persistent conflicts among economic and political
groups within a society lead to democratic insti-
tutions and governance. democracy is not
imposed from above in some hierarchical or coer-
cive fashion by a powerful government or inter-
national political authorities. rather it emerges as
a rough consensus developed among the active
and powerful groups that dominate business and
political activity. If there is not sufficient density
of activity this pressure to create consensual gov-
ernance institutions does not develop. Instead
society is left with somewhat disconnected social
and economic networks. They do not produce the
conflicts that Coleman (1957) describes where allies
are brought in, conflict spreads, everything is dis-
rupted, and bystanders demand a resolution. That
resolution demanded by bystanders may be achieved

by the creation of fair, participatory, collective dis-
pute resolution processes – by democracy.
In a society like ethiopia the reach of the state and
core members of the elite are limited. Citizens in
their communities, ethnic groups, and nGos
operating as professionalized support organiza-
tions, only sometimes having international fund-
ing support, organize and provide essential ser-
vices to the extent that they are available at all.
While the state is important, present, visible, and
known, it ends up being only one institutional
player in the overall organization of ethiopian
society. Because of this, cultural traditions and
independent social and political discourse
become a means for significant self-organization
(hayek 1979) among ethiopians and a basis for
questioning and challenging state rule.
This questioning and challenging may lead to
revolution and regime change as happened in
other places during the Arab Spring of 2011.
That might not be an immediate prospect in
ethiopia, although the possibility is always there
in this kind of state structure. our perspective is
that an active civil society system, embodied in
part by local nongovernmental organizations (what
in europe or the United States would be called
nonprofit organizations [Budrys 2013; lewis 2007])
constitutes an ongoing institutional structure that is
largely independent of state control. They allow
ethiopian society to self organize and to provide a
dynamic democratic process within the context of an
authoritarian state. The visibility and effectiveness of
these non state actors could be marginal or latent at
any one period depending on the severity of the
repression they faced, but the infrastructure that exists
could be used as a potent force for a democratic change
when the opportunity arises. This is in contrast to the
perception of some informed observers like hyden and
hailemariam of oxfam Canada (2003) who argue that
potential civil society participants are so intimidated by
the state that they remain inactive.
We found, in contrast, that nGo leaders and other impor-
tant civil society figures that were active at the founding
time of the current ethiopian state government in 1992
continue to be active and engaged. While they created
independent and autonomous organizations that were
self-supporting, they also had been important in helping
to build the institutional structures of the state, in help-
ing to write the constitution, and in establishing opera-
tional rules and norms for the parliament. 
Individuals in the civil society sector and those in
leadership positions in government had long-standing
personal relationships with each other. Those rela-
tionships continued up to the time of our interviews
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even though individuals we interviewed had been
imprisoned and in other ways faced the coercive
power of the state. nGos perform important func-
tions that a strong government would otherwise per-
form. Sometimes they carry out these functions at the
request of and in partnership with government. other
times they work independently and their effectiveness
may create a sufficient feeling of threat and danger that
the government stops them from working. 
nGo leaders we talked to expressed confidence that
their work would go on and that the civil society sector
would continue to be vital and effective despite the
crackdown that was occurring at the time of our inter-
views. leaders also did not necessarily fear imprison-
ment or look back on their personal times in prison
with hostility. They view state coercion as part of a tra-
jectory of unfolding history and change. The basic
political dynamics in ethiopia seem to change substan-
tially about every five years. recognizing this the lead-
ers expect that a time will arrive again when civil soci-
ety organizations can operate openly, effectively, and
with sufficient resource support. This might happen
because regime change has occurred or simply
because political tides have shifted.
It is this orientation that causes us to propose the
stable anarchy theoretical framework. nGos are
important players in creating a dynamic of self-
organization (leeson 2008) and legitimacy for society.
hirshleifer (1995) tells us that stable anarchies are
distinguished from chaotic situations where there
is no meaningful, ongoing organization and also
from fluid anarchies where certain people and
groups are active over time but continually “graze”
for resources, shifting locations of work, con-
stituencies of support, and means of maintaining
their activities. In a stable anarchy like ethiopia
there is a network or system of players who
remain present over time and who have link-
ages to important, ongoing, historically mean-
ingful constituency groups. In ethiopia these
often are based in ethnicity (nega 2011). Players
in anarchy are able to access pools of resources
not controlled by the state and thereby main-
tain themselves, their networks, and their
activities. 
In this framework the state is an important
player but it is best understood as just one of a
variety of competing institutional leadership
groups (Bratton 1989). All of these institutional
groups have leaders who are embedded in a
national network (it also is international because
it includes members of the diaspora) where ties
interpenetrate institutional structures (Granovet-
ter 1985; Krippner and Alvarez 2007). Thus, the
nGo leaders we interviewed are “part of” the state

in network and friendship terms even though they
are part of the opposition in terms of their formal
institutional positions and perhaps because they
have been imprisoned or forced into exile as ene-
mies of the state.

T H E R E S A E R C H

The argument we present in this paper is based
on nine interviews of ethiopian leaders of civil
society organizations in ethiopia in April 2010.
The interviews were motivated by passage of
ethiopia’s Charities and Societies law in 2009
and its implementation in February 2010, imme-
diately preceding the parliamentary elections in
May 2010 (nega and Milofsky 2011).
Bucknell University’s Institutional review Board
approved the research plan. The research was
challenging because various of the ethiopian par-
ticipants worried that if their participation was
known they were endanger of being imprisoned.
one of the important participants was a promi-
nent ethiopian journalist who served as the “fixer”
for the project. That is, in advance of arrival by the
interviewer, Milofsky, he secured a list of nGos in
ethiopia from the national association of nonprof-
its. Scanning the list, he selected about 15 nGos that
he knew to be significant and that he judged to rep-
resent different types and political positions among
the array of nGos. he then made appointments with
leaders of these nGos to coincide with the ten-day
period when Milofsky was on site. It is important to
know that nega had no role in these field interviews
and he has not read the detailed field accounts pro-
duced from the interviews. nega is a nationally known
opposition leader and subjects’ sense of risk would have
been greatly heightened had he been part of the project.
Thus, although nega and Milofsky are both employed at
Bucknell University and interact frequently, we were care-
ful to maintain strict separation between nega and the
research. he came to play a role only when the first draft
of this paper was written for a conference presentation1

and then his role was to correct historical detail and to
help develop the conceptual framework.
The fixer who worked with Milofsky in ethiopia served
as a translator with interview subjects when that was
necessary. he also helped to explain the social and polit-
ical background context factors when they were relevant
to the interviews. In each case after an interview was
completed Milofsky wrote up a field notes account of
the interview and then this was over-read by the fixer
who corrected errors and elaborated on important
contextual points.
While the people interviewed and the fixer felt at risk,
each of them also wanted the story they would tell to
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come out and preferably before the election sched-
uled to occur three weeks after the interviews. To
meet their desire, Milofsky wrote a blog (http://milof-
sky1.wordpress.com) providing a detailed academic
analysis of the political situation in ethiopia. The blog
was widely circulated within ethiopia. Following our
agreement with the Bucknell University IrB, with publi-
cation of this paper the data are being destroyed.
Seven of those interviewed led organizations with sig-
nificant programs labeled “advocacy” by the law and
since they received more than 10% of their funding
from outside of ethiopia those programs had to be ter-
minated and staff members had to be fired. While the
initial focus was on organizations, each interview
became a life history and a story about the respondent’s
involvement in building institutions of government
and developing civil society within ethiopia.
The authoritarian government of ethiopia was an adver-
sary for these organizations and blocking their efforts to
build civil society was a specific target of government
repression. despite a variety of government attacks,
including imprisonment of leaders, all but one of the
interviewees were confident that they could continue
to find ways to use their organizational programs to
build civil society. Furthermore, all were confident
that civil society networks would play a significant
role in moving past the present period of authori-
tarian rule in ethiopia.
recounting the interviews in this paper will do two
things. First, the interviews lay bare a historical tra-
jectory of the development of civil society in
ethiopia that makes the present moment a chrono-
logical point on an unfolding time line. We tend
to understand societies in terms of static concepts
and frozen causal patterns – if we have a dicta-
torship then civil society is suppressed and can-
not be brought back to life. This then justifies
the claim that these societies are not ready for
democracy. our respondents instead saw the
current moment, a time of repression, as but
one episode in a developing history.
respondents told a shared story having to do
with institution building. Sometimes they were
part of government and other times they were
opponents, perhaps even being imprisoned for a
time. There is a second story having to do with
the evolution of the international aid industry
and its changing programmatic, ideological, and
assistance commitments. The involvement of
international nGos and multilateral aid in ethiopia
has been inextricably bound up with the national
political culture as it is with the prospects for polit-
ical change and liberalization in the future.

Second, we will learn that civil society in ethiopia
has meant four things. First, it involves networks of
interconnection among leaders, constituencies, and
support groups that have experience, endurance and
the capacity to be mobilized. Second, it involves a
cultural infrastructure within ethiopian society
such that citizens have skills related to participa-
tion and mobilization and these are embedded in
the normal living patterns of the country’s life.
Third, it involves political learning by citizens
that fosters dialog and participation. Fourth, it
involves the diaspora community whose mem-
bers both provide remittances back to the country
and linkages to the international movement for
human rights.
Citizens learned that involvement in a single
participatory project could serve as a template
for being involved in other, substantively dis-
connected actions and debates. In this way sin-
gle participatory involvements became an orien-
tation towards and an interest in politics more
generally. These insights about civil society among
citizens are basically the same as lessons we see
taught by civil society in other countries where
we have worked – the United States and northern
Ireland (Milofsky 1987; 2008; Acheson and Milofsky
2008; 2011).

A H I S T O R I C A L T R A J E C T O R Y

respondents gave surprisingly similar stories about
the development of state structures and the involve-
ment of international actors in the evolution of the
public sphere in ethiopia. There is a clear trajectory.
ethiopian society should not be explained by taking
one slice in time and making assertions about static,
structural relationships between, for example, authori-
tarian government and civil society actors. one has to
understand the country as an unfolding narrative where
current conditions are but a moment in a story certain to
change dramatically in a few years. 
local context and history are important. It is equally
important to see that the ethiopian story parallels sto-
ries in other countries as they went through the post-
colonial experience. Together they encountered changes
in the nature and role of nGos, international monetary
institutions, and bi-lateral and multi-lateral govern-
ment policies. ethiopia’s historical trajectory is unique
but it also is shared in common with other countries
in sub-Saharan Africa and in the Middle east.
A striking aspect of the story shared by our ethiopian
informants is that rapid changes occurred in the
national definition of the situation, the focus of public
action, the evolution of ethiopian government insti-
tutions, and the financial and material contributions
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international actors made to ethiopian society. every
five to seven years, everything changed. Interviewees
lived through these changes, benefited from them or
were punished by them, built up third sector enterpris-
es based mostly on their own ideas, expertise, and net-
work connections, and in every case played a substan-
tial role in the institutional development of the state. 
each respondent was deeply and passionately commit-
ted to ethiopian society and to its public order. They
all were connected into networks of other voluntary
organization actors in civil society and most of them
also had strong work ties with individuals and projects
in the government. The Charities and Societies law
annoyed most of them because of the ways it hurt their
employees and cut off important work. Most of them
were neither afraid of it nor deflected from simply re-
focusing and re-ordering their work. This was the case
even if they thought there was a good chance they
would spend time in prison. 

T H E H I S T O R I C A L S T O R Y

The most recent history of ethiopia begins with the
fall of emperor haile Selassie in 1974. he was toppled
and murdered by a revolutionary military clique
called the dergue and from this followed nearly 25
years of “communist” rule. Another ethnic-based,
revolutionary movement, the Tigrayan People’s lib-
eration Front (TPlF), eventually toppled the der-
gue. The TPlF remains in power today and the
Marxist leadership, that led the movement also
heads it, albeit with a changed ideology of crony
capitalism. despite the ideological preferences of
the recently deceased head of government, he had
an epiphany about the value of capitalism when
the Soviet Union collapsed and their support for
ethiopia evaporated. Private businesses play an
important role in the ethiopian economy and
over the first nearly fifteen years of its rule demo-
cratic institutions of government and civil soci-
ety had constitutional support, although severely
curtailed in practice.
despite early openness, the current govern-
ment has become increasingly authoritarian
over time, especially after 2005. Its first fifteen
years involved experimentation with “con-
trolled political opening” and this is the period
that laid down the network of relationships that
make up civil society. In this period, activists
developed knowledge about how to organize
local social and political movements, formed
interpersonal relationships and commitments
with other activists, and made personal invest-
ments in ethiopian society and its governance.
These represent an enduring commitment to the

processes of building civil society organizations and
to the infrastructure of civil society. despite being
suppressed in the current period, the activism of
this system can spring back to life if the current
authoritarian style of government ends.

T H E D E R G U E P E R I O D

The dergue leaders were explicitly communist
in orientation and were strongly allied with the
Soviet Union. With the mounting resistance
against military dictatorship, particularly from
the left, the dergue soon proved to be arbi-
trary and murderous, quickly decimating its
multi-ethnic, left opposition. This stimulated
another revolutionary movement that began
to take shape by the early 1970s in the northern
district of Tigray with Marxism and Tigrayan
nationalism as its twin ideological foundations. 
Aside from beginning a tradition of authoritari-
an government, the dergue period left two
important legacies. one is land reform. Where
ethiopia traditionally was controlled by a feudal
system where aristocratic leaders controlled land,
the dergue made all land the property of govern-
ment and gave use of the land to the peasants who
currently were living and working on it. This sys-
tem remains in place today and it is both a source of
egalitarianism in the country and a factor that locks
farmers in poverty. Since they do not own land, they
cannot build wealth by improving or selling land.
Meanwhile, land plots have been progressively subdi-
vided as farmers pass land on to their children. The
current government with its underlying Marxist politi-
cal orientation has continued this arrangement. The
result is that in many parts of the country (including the
impressive ecological reclamation district we observed in
Tigray), the size of the average family farm is too small
to support a family even with the best farming practices
and the most favorable weather2.
The second legacy of the dergue is that, as a client state
of the Soviet Union, ethiopia was formally cut off from
Western aid until the Soviet Union fell in 1992, a date
that coincides with the successful TPlF revolution. For
most of our interviewees, the period 1970-1992 involved
some sort of complex story about relating to the TPlF
rebels. Some were active in the revolutionary move-
ment. Some were in prison and gained notoriety for
being publicly known as enemies of the dergue. Some
left the country to secure education. In most cases peo-
ple told complicated stories about being targeted as an
enemy of the dergue but managing to turn the tables
to gain support from abroad for their education.
The important “historical trajectory” story of this era
had to do with the ethiopian famine in northern
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ethiopia, including Tigray of the early 1980s. While
drought caused agricultural failure, the guerilla move-
ment in the countryside led government to be less
responsive than it might have been. The image of
starving citizens became visible internationally and led
to a massive emergency foreign aid response from nGos
and large-scale fundraising initiatives like the Band Aid
concerts that raised USd100 million for famine relief. 
An important consequence of this emergency relief is
that international nGos came to work in ethiopia for
the long term. They entered their aid activities in the
1980s both directly through the government and by
working with the rebels. This is important to recognize
because that is partly explains why the TPlF has been
both cooperative and anxious about the trustworthiness
of nGos. They are afraid that they will work with the
opposition or opposition sympathizers which then could
threaten their stranglehold on power. This is a reason the
government today is willing to renege on the thirty-year
partnership it has had with international nGos.
In the 1980s, nGos began providing emergency relief
and a commitment to the prevention of starvation
that remains today as a central motivation for both
public (from USAId and multilateral donors) and pri-
vate relief. While disaster relief started the process of
aid, one of our respondents explained that rather
quickly the commitment of international religious
charities that this nGo worked with shifted. They
began working on short-term survival work but
reframed their intervention to promote develop-
ment, sustainability, and economic independence
for residents. This became the nGo’s primary
focus in the 1990s and it dovetailed with the focus
in the international aid community following the
neo-liberal agenda (harvey 2011). An important
legacy of 1980s famine relief is that nGos and
foreign government donors established a pres-
ence that grew rapidly after the 1992 revolution.
Today ethiopia is the largest recipient of West-
ern aid in sub-Saharan Africa.
Another piece of the famine relief legacy came
into public view in Spring, 2010, when the BBC
broke a story (Plaut 2010) that much of the aid
contributed by international nGos in the early
1980s, through the rebel movements, was spent to
support the TPlF revolutionary movement. About
USd 45 million went to purchase arms and USd 50
million was used for administrative expenses of the
movement, particularly to shore up the Marxist
leninist wing of the movement. About USd 5 mil-
lion went to feeding starving citizens. This informa-
tion from former TPlF leaders was reinforced,
according to the BBC, by evidence from the CIA that
resources of nGos were channeled to support the
TPlF revolutionary movement (Clay and holcomb

1986). A large indigenous nGo, the relief Society
of Tigray (reST) was the vehicle for these transfers.
reST remains a large recipient of food relief fund-
ing from the United States Agency for Interna-
tional development (USAId)(Gilligan, et al 2008;
2009). one reason the ethiopian government is
uncomfortable with international nGos is that
organizations like human rights Watch (2010)
have challenged the food security programs run
by reST, claiming they serve as instruments of
government coercion.

T H E R E V O L U T I O N

T R A N S I T I O N

While corruption related to the Band Aid con-
certs has upset sponsors the connection between
donors and the revolutionary movement had an
important effect. despite the strong Marxist
philosophical elements that have become explicit
in the last five years, the TPlF government pub-
licly embraced democratic principles when it
came to power in 1992 because of its historical
dependence on nGos. It wrote a constitution that
included many democratic guarantees because the
TPlF had strong ties to nGos that themselves were
committed to democratic principles. With the fall
of the Soviet Union, Western government foreign
aid became an important resource, reaching as high
as 20% of GdP in some years, and the new govern-
ment wanted to ensure access to that assistance.
Many of our respondents were pulled in and immedi-
ately became involved in government building after
the revolution. Most of them had university educa-
tions so they were able to work directly on writing ele-
ments of the constitution or they were given leadership
roles in setting up new government institutions. Some
of them had particular areas of expertise and were given
responsibility at the ministerial level, sometimes in one of
the states that make up the ethiopian nation. It is impor-
tant to appreciate that the educated class in ethiopia is
relatively small, and this was especially true in the 1990s
because much of the intelligentsia had either been killed
or forced to emigrate in the 1980s.
Thus the early 1990s period was one where government
leaders and future civil society leaders worked closely
together and formed strong network ties. Without
exception our civil society informants left the govern-
ment within a short period of time – by 1995 in all cases.
This happened because they were asked to do things for
authoritarian elements of the government that they
were unwilling to do or because they were troubled by
graft they witnessed. They also left because the 1990s
was a period of great entrepreneurial opportunity for
educated ethiopians living in the national capital.
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our informants started companies and made consid-
erable amounts of money or took jobs as leaders in
large, national social and political organizations that
were supported with funding from the international
community.
It took until 1995 for the constitution to be sufficiently
written that parliamentary elections could be held. By
all accounts the parliament that was seated in 1995 was
chaotic. Informants explained and reiterated that this
was a society in which the entire idea of government
had to be invented beginning in 1992. nothing existed
in terms of government institutions and everything had
to be designed and implemented as the state was created
and put into motion. This included making rules for
parliament and our informants were involved in the
whole spectrum of institution building and governmen-
tal invention that went on in the period. Because these
individuals tended to be ones who had professional
education and expertise in aspects of policy and politics
they were particularly important participants.
heading into the 2000 elections, the government in
partnership with our nGo leader informants recog-
nized that significant work had to be done to create a
polity in ethiopian society. no one wanted to repeat
the chaos that attended the 1995 election and thus
two broad initiatives were undertaken. one was to
launch a national voter education campaign and the
other was to create political forums for discussing
public issues. The forums were particularly impor-
tant in 1998 and 1999 and they generated a great
deal of press attention to the political discussions.
The forums also were the platform from which
new democratic political leaders emerged. 
While the government did not particularly like the
criticism they received, as far as our informants
could tell leaders were supportive of the process. As
time passed this did not turn out quite to be true.
one informant said that he was standing, watch-
ing one of the forums with the head of the secret
police and that individual jokingly said, “Well,
someone is going to be held accountable.” The
friendly quality of the exchange sticks in the mind.
And people ended up in prison. But even with
imprisonment, leaders continued to maintain
their role and to retain a positive attitude towards
building civil society and partnering with govern-
ment. Some people were killed and so the story is
neither as positive nor as casual as our interviewees
presented it. They survived and moved on but it
was certainly a difficult period for activists.

A T I M E O F

O R G A N I Z A T I O N B U I L D I N G

For most of our informants, the period 1998 to 2002
was a time when the indigenous nGo organizations

they led took shape, gained institutional stability,
and started attracting large-scale funding from
Western nGo donors. The period 2002 to 2005 was
a time when the organizations expanded and pro-
vided large-scale programs on different democrat-
ic civil society themes around the country. 
A significant area of work was voter education.
Since historically there had been no institutions
of democratic governance in ethiopia and since
large segments of the population were extremely
poor and uneducated, the voter education task
was huge and essential. one part of the task was
to build up a force of workers trained to under-
stand the concepts of democracy, capable of
explaining the process of government, telling
citizens about the voting process, and setting up
town hall meetings where citizens could talk
about issues that concerned them. 
Several informants said their organizations had
sixty or more workers spread around the coun-
try and that they had involved more than two
million citizens in their educational efforts.
These individuals were emphatic in saying that
their work was simply educational and had no
orientation to partisan politics – it was civics
instruction work. But, for the ruling party, this
activity contributed to its defeat in the 2005 elec-
tions. Accordingly, the entirety of these operations
was summarily closed down between november
2009, and February 2010, as Western nGo funding
was terminated and as each organization anticipated
enforcement of the Charities and Societies law. 
The leaders were emphatic in saying that the many
staff members who were trained and educated in con-
cepts of civil society would not disappear. This is one
reason they were optimistic about being able to change
the focus of their nGos. Several said they would work
on capacity building for local organizations – an
approved activity. In their view capacity building is as
much about civil society education as is voter education.
It would have helped their organizations and their net-
works to survive if Western nGos had planned ahead
and put transition funding into effect so that they could
change focus, get new programs up and running, and
help their staff and network survive financially.
While voter education programs had a direct connec-
tion to politics those programs were most important
in helping citizens to generalize lessons they learned
from other kinds of civil society organizations. Many
of these other programs were funded by outside
nGos and government agencies. Informants told us
about some of these efforts.
We learn, for example, about painstaking processes of
local community enterprise development, sometimes
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fostered by assistance from outside nGos. These
indigenous organizing efforts seem remarkably suc-
cessful to outside eyes given political theory in the
United States that suggests that effective participation
in civil society and governance requires experience and
practice that is not present in many communities (cf.,
lipset 1971; lipset, Trow, and Coleman 1956; Putnam
1993). The native society of ethiopia includes group
building and microcredit processes that make many
ethiopian citizens naturally skilled at building self-suffi-
cient local movements. Usually these projects required
support from local government officials, support officials
might not give because they wanted to use projects to
build their own political influence systems. other times
local organizations have been successful at building
bridges to government extension agents who can help
with agricultural development. Citizens mostly see the
ebb and flow of government cooperation as part of the
struggle of building a successful seed saving cooperative
or a manure collecting organization (Cunningham 2008;
hodinott, dircon, and Krishnan 2005).
voter education programs suddenly made these prac-
tical local civil society groups political in the most
innocent of ways. To explain politics, workers would
ask citizens what government programs and offices
were supposed to do and they asked if programs
were working well. Citizens often recognized that
local government officials actually were not doing
their jobs or they were corrupt. In some cases, the
central government, sought out the information
from these local groups and when citizens point-
ed out malfeasance, and when it considered it
politically beneficial, replaced the former local
government officials with new personnel who
followed the rules and were responsive.
This is the way a democratic government is
supposed to work and so, our respondents told
us, when ineffective local officials were replaced
the process was very positive. The problem for
the government was that it also caused citizens
to see that there was an analysis at work. The
process helped them to understand in a new
light, interactions they experienced that were
highly contextualized and specific to the partic-
ular issue and project. Suddenly they realized
that the same analysis could be applied to other
projects and questions they had based on work-
ing in their own domain could be asked about
other areas of social service.
voter education programs became dangerous to
the national government because they created
forums and a process of discussion in which citi-
zens generalized specific experiences so they
gained a broader political awareness. They saw that

specific government failures also were connected to
the process of voting and election. very quickly in
2005 there was a national upwelling of democratic
discussion and political opposition to the govern-
ment. In one sense this is what ought to happen
in a democratic system.
From the standpoint of the authoritarian gov-
ernment this kind of democracy was very threat-
ening. It began by negating the 2005 election
results and arresting democratic opposition
leaders. Then over the ensuing four years it
passed a series of legislative measures that pro-
gressively limited free speech, freedom of the
press, and freedom for civil society organizations
to organize around certain issues to receive out-
side financial support. This is the authoritarian
state situation in which ethiopians now find
themselves.

D I S C U S S I O N

The historical narrative shows that nongovern-
mental organizations in ethiopia have a signifi-
cant and continuing presence and influence on
society even though the Charities and Societies
law has forced them to give up grant funding and
lay off many staff members. nGos grew up and
prospered as a by-product of a network of national
leaders who continue to interact. Those leaders
continue to interact with a large cadre of former
employees located throughout the country whose
values oppose the authoritarian style of the govern-
ment. This means that there are many centers of
interaction and of informal resource mobilization that
continue to function despite elimination of the formal
organizational structures that previously attracted and
distributed resources.
one way of understanding this is to say that civil society
is alive and well despite the coerciveness of the national
state and despite the expectations of Western observers
that government threats cause people to disengage from
civil society (hyden, G. and M. hailemariam 2003). our
argument is that politically meaningful and economically
productive networks persist outside of the reach of the
state. The state may occasionally punish individuals who
engage in specific acts or who are judged symbolically
important in political terms. But a society like ethiopia
is so massive and the state infrastructure is so flimsy that
it is simply impossible for the government to impose
the kind of tight totalitarian control, even if that is its
wish, that previously existed in the Soviet Union and
in some other societies. The leaders we interviewed are
able to maintain their networks and their bases of
resources, which usually are in the form of social cap-
ital, in kind materials, and networks. Their networks
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of power remain effective, stable, and outside the
control of government. The situation, therefore, fits
the conditions of a stable anarchy.
The narrative of this paper reveals three key social
interaction factors that give presence to a rich civil society.
First, there are a large numbers of leaders, of whom our
nGo respondents are a sub-group, who have been
deeply and intimately involved in the invention of state
structures over the history of the current regime. Sec-
ond, there are traditions of community projects and
local cooperation that give ethiopians cultural knowl-
edge of governance skills necessary for democracy. Third,
participation in development projects led by nGos and
Western governments and the national process of demo-
cratic education has led to political learning so that there
is widespread knowledge of and commitment to processes
of democracy among citizens. These three aspects togeth-
er mean there is an extensive informal network of people
and organizations committed to democracy. Citizens
have learned skills and attitudes necessary for democracy
and as long as those citizens remain resident in the
country their knowledge about democracy and their
commitment to its processes remain intact.
The fourth critical aspect of civil society is the ethiopian
diaspora community (Brinkerhoff 2009). As is true in
many poor countries around the world, residents who
have migrated elsewhere are relatively wealthy, send
resources home, and are a respected sponsor group
for local groups and organizations. Since these peo-
ple are not constrained by the authoritarian govern-
ment, they are inclined to push residents who
remained behind to be active in civil projects.
When there is an authoritarian leader an addi-
tional factor is that a significant number of mem-
bers in the overseas community are people who
were expelled because of their civil society activi-
ties. In the case of ethiopia this includes leaders
of the 2005 pro-democracy movement as well as
journalists who were expelled for their writings.
rather than following the pattern of economic
migrants who simply want to make more money,
political refugees generally would have preferred
to continue living and being politically active in
ethiopia. Being forced to live overseas, they are
active organizing refugee political organizations,
forming alliances with ethnic groups that would
have been antagonists at home, and establishing
media institutions geared to inform both the
diaspora and the community at home as well as
writing for journalistic outlets in the electronic
media that continue to be widely read back home.
With wealth and motivation, the overseas com-
munity keeps the pressure on for civil society orga-
nizations to remain vital and for them to work on
political change within the country3.

A reality of globalization and the technological
change that it has ushered in, is that countries can-
not easily establish the sort of sovereignty that
gives authoritarian rulers complete control over
their population the way Stalin, for example,
controlled the Soviet people. The government in a
poor country like ethiopia simply cannot control
all of the ways people communicate and it can-
not remove all politically thoughtful people from
productive roles in society (Keck and Sikkink
1998). It needs their productive energy. nor can
the government shut down all communication
from the committed ex-patriot community. not
only do those individuals manage to commu-
nicate with friends and family members within
the country. They also lobby internationally
against the government and help to mobilize
both foreign governments and international
human rights nGos to put pressure on the
national state.

C O N C L U S I O N

We have argued that nGos along with other
actors like ethnic associations involve reservoirs of
resources, social capital, and network ties that
make them centers of organization that are inde-
pendent of the state. While the state in ethiopia is
coercive and authoritarian it also is weak in the
sense that it cannot provide services and in other
ways make it present and significant in the daily lives
of citizens. Many small, self-sufficient networks,
some of them including nGos of various sizes, are an
alternative to the state. They serve both as a way of
securing services and also developing a life style and an
“ideology” of the community that makes the state dis-
tant, not particularly relevant, and not a friendly pres-
ence. In this sense, ethiopian society is self-organizing
and polycentric. This, in turn, makes it appropriate to
call ethiopia a stable anarchy rather than a state-cen-
tered, hierarchical society. 
It also is apparent that a stable anarchy of the sort we have
described can be a precursor to a full democracy. If we
follow Weber’s (1958; see also Marshall 1977) argument it
is stable anarchy that provides the foundation for democ-
racy. The multiplicity of strong institutions and interests,
the possibility for some of them to become strong
enough to challenge central authority and to provoke
revolution, and the desire of bystanders to reduce con-
flict leads to democracy. democracy in Weber is a legit-
imate governance system that institutionalizes conflict
in the form of elections, allowing for orderly regime
transitions without open, disruptive revolutionary
conflicts. democracy also requires that the gover-
nance system be open and tolerant of the pluralistic
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system of groups that defines stable anarchy. Thus
our account suggests that were the dictatorship the
exists in ethiopia to disappear, the stage is set for a
strong democratic system based in civil society to
assert itself.                                                             8

——————

1 An earlier version of this paper titled “democratic Governance in
the Wake of Authoritarian regimes: ethiopia as a Case example,” was
presented at meetings of the Association for research on nonprofit
organizations and voluntary Action (ArnovA), november 17-19, 2011,
Toronto, Canada.

2 According to a thorough study done by the ethiopian economic
Policy research Institute in 2002, the average holding for a family of six
is about one hectare. See, ethiopian economic Association/ethiopian
economic Policy research Institute: “land Tenure and Agricultural
development in ethiopia.” eeA/eePrI Publications, october 2002. We
learned in the field interviews for this project that it requires .5 hectare
for a farm to support a family and that in the area we observed in
Tigray average land holdings were .35 hectare, or too little land to sup-
port a family. In this way, the land reform system creates conditions of
permanent food dependence for these families. See lazaro, Fred de
Sam (2010). “ethiopia’s Abundent Farming Investments leave Many
Still hungry.” PBS Reports, April 22. Special correspondent Fred de
Sam lazaro reports. <http://tinyurl.com/24uh5cq> [accessed May
14, 2010]. Also see epstein, helen (2010) “Cruel ethiopia.” May 13.
<http://tinyurl.com/3ad7yg6> (accessed May 12, 2010).

3 A little known fact is that remittances sent home by mem-
bers of diaspora communities of all nationalities is by far the
largest international aid funding source dwarfing all nGos com-
bined and all national governments combined. See Hudson Insti-
tute, Index of Global Philanthropy and Remittances 2010,
<http://tinyurl.com/p2fglyx>.
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peoples have been struggling against the dominant
institutions of society, against imperialism, colo-
nialism, exploitation, impoverishment, segrega-

tion, racism, and genocide. The struggle continues
today under the present world social order and against
the dominant institutions of ‘neoliberalism’ and glob-
alization: the state, corporations, financial institu-
tions and international organizations. Indigenous
communities continue to struggle to preserve their
cultural identities, languages, histories, and the con-
tinuing theft and exploitation of their land. Indige-
nous resistance against environmental degradation
and resource extraction represents the most direct
source of resistance against a global environmental
crisis which threatens to lead the species to extinc-
tion. It is here that many in the scientific com-
munity have also taken up the cause of resistance
against the destruction of the global environ-
ment. While Indigenous and scientific activism
share similar objectives in relation to environ-
mental issues, there is a serious lack of conver-
gence between the two groups in terms of shar-
ing knowledge, organizing, and activism. 
Indigenous groups are often on the front lines of
the global environmental crisis – at the point of
interaction (or extraction) – they resist against
the immediate process of resource extraction and
the environmental devastation is causes to their
communities and society as a whole. The contin-
ued repression, exploitation and discrimination
against Indigenous peoples have made the struggle
– and the potential consequences of failure – sig-
nificantly more problematic. This struggle has been
ongoing for centuries, and as the species heads

toward extinction – as it is along our current tra-
jectory – Indigenous peoples will be on the front
lines of that process. Many in the scientific com-
munity have been struggling for decades to
address major environmental issues. here, the
focus is largely on the issue of climate change,
and the approach has largely been to work
through institutions in order to create enough
pressure to reform. Yet, after decades of organiz-
ing through academic and environmental organi-
zations, lobbying governments, corporations and
international organizations, progress has been
slow and often ineffectual, with major interna-
tional conferences being hyped up but with little
concrete results. Indigenous peoples continue to
struggle against the dominant institutions while
many in the scientific community continue to
struggle within the dominant institutions, though
their objectives remain similar. 
A major problem and disparity becomes clear:
Indigenous peoples – among the most repressed and
exploited in the world – are left to struggle directly
against the most powerful institutions in the world
(states and transnational corporations), while many in
the sciences – an area of knowledge which has and
continues to hold enormous potential to advance the
species – attempt to convince those powerful institu-
tions to profit less at exactly the point in history when
they have never profited more. Indigenous communi-
ties remain largely impoverished, and the scientific com-
munity remains largely dependent for funding upon the
very institutions which are destroying the environment:
states, corporations and international organizations. Major
barriers to scientific inquiry and research can thus be
established if the institutions feel threatened, if they
choose to steer the sciences into areas exclusively designed
to produce ‘profitable’ forms of knowledge and technol-
ogy. As humanity enters a critical stage – perhaps the
most critical we have ever faced as a species – it is
important to begin to acknowledge, question, and
change the institutional contradictions and constraints
of our society.
It seems only logical that a convergence between
Indigenous and scientific activism, organization, and
the sharing of knowledge should be encouraged and
facilitated. Indeed, the future of the species may
depend upon it. This paper aims to encourage such a
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convergence by applying an anarchistic analysis of
the social order as it relates to environmental degrada-
tion, specifically at the point of interaction with the
environment (the source of extraction). In classifying
this as an anarchistic analysis, I simply mean that it
employs a highly critical perspective of hierarchically
organized institutions. This paper does not intend to
discuss in any detail the issue of climate change, since
that issue is largely a symptom of the problem, which at
its source is how the human social order interacts directly
with the environment: extraction, pollution, degradation,
exploitation and destruction at the point of interaction. 
This analysis will seek to critically assess the actions and
functions of states, corporations, international organiza-
tions, financial institutions, trade agreements and mar-
kets in how they affect the environment, primarily at the
point of interaction. It is also at this point where Indige-
nous peoples are taking up the struggle against environ-
mental degradation and human extinction. Through an
anarchistic analysis of Indigenous repression and resis-
tance at the point of interaction between the modern
social order and the environment (focusing primarily
on examples from Canada), this paper hopes to provide
encouragement to those in the scientific community
seeking to address environmental issues to increase
their efforts in working with and for the direct bene-
fit of Indigenous peoples. There exists an historical
injustice which can and must be rectified: the most
oppressed and exploited peoples over the past five
hundred years of a Western-dominated world are
on the front lines of struggling for the survival of
the species as a whole. Modern science – which has
done so much to advance Western ‘civilization’ –
can and should make Indigenous issues a priority,
not only for their sake, but for the species as a
whole. Indeed, it is a matter of survival for the
sciences themselves, for they will perish with the
species. An anarchistic analysis of the social order
hopes to encourage a convergence between
Indigenous and scientific knowledge and activism
as it relates to resolving the global environmental
crisis we now face. 

G L O B A L C O R P O R A T E P O W E R

Corporations are among the most powerful
institutions in the world. of the top 150
economies in 2010, 58% were corporations, with
companies like Wal-Mart, royal dutch Shell,
exxonMobil, and BP topping the charts1. Accord-
ing to Fortune’s Global 500 list published in 2012,
the top ten corporations in the world were: royal
dutch Shell, exxonMobil, Wal-Mart, BP, Sinopec
Group, China national Petroleum, State Grid,
Chevron, ConocoPhillips, and Toyota Motor2. The

Global 500 corporations posted record revenues for
2011 at USd 29.5 trillion, up 13.2% from the previ-
ous year. eight of the top ten conglomerates were
in the energy sector, with the oil industry alone
generating USd 5 trillion in sales, approximately
17% of the total sales of the Global 500. The sec-
ond largest sector represented in the Global 500
was commercial banks, followed by the auto
industry3.
A scientific study conducted by the Swiss Fed-
eral Institute of Technology in Zurich analyzed
the ‘network of control’ wielded through 43,000
transnational corporations (TnCs), identifying “a
relatively small group of companies, mainly
banks, with disproportionate power over the
global economy.” The researchers identified a
‘core’ of 1,318 companies which owned roughly
80% of the global revenues for the entire network
of 43,000 TnCs. Above the core, the researchers
identified a ‘super-entity’ of 147 tightly-knit cor-
porations – primarily banks and financial institu-
tions – collectively owning each other’s shares
and 40% of the wealth in the total network. one
researcher commented, “In effect, less than 1 per
cent of the companies were able to control 40 per
cent of the entire network4.”
Writing in the Financial Times, a former US Trea-
sury department official, robert Altman, referred
to financial markets as “a global supra-govern-
ment,” explaining: 

They oust entrenched regimes where normal political
processes could not do so. They force austerity, banking
bail-outs and other major policy changes. Their influence
dwarfs multilateral institutions such as the International
Monetary Fund. Indeed, leaving aside unusable nuclear
weapons, they have become the most powerful force on
earth5.

The “global supra-government” of financial markets
push countries around the world into imposing austeri-
ty measures and structural reforms, which have the
result of benefitting the “super-entity” of global corpo-
rate power. The power and wealth of these institutions
have rapidly accelerated in the past three decades of
neoliberal ‘reforms’ promoting austerity, liberalization,
deregulation, privatization and financialization. neolib-
eral ideology was politically championed by ronald
reagan in the United States and Margaret Thatcher in
Great Britain, but was largely imposed upon the so-
called ‘Third World’ (latin America, Asia, and Africa)
through major international organizations like the
World Bank and the IMF. The results of this massive
transfer of wealth and power to an increasingly con-
nected and small fraction of the world’s population
have been devastating for humanity and the world as
a whole. This process guided by neoliberal dogma
has been most often referred to as ‘globalization.’
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As the 1980s debt crisis gripped the ‘Third World,’
the IMF and World Bank came to the ‘rescue’ with
newly designed loan agreements called ‘Structural
Adjustment Programs’ (SAPs). In return for a loan from
these institutions, countries would have to adhere to a
set of rigid conditions and reforms, including austerity
measures (cutting public spending), the liberalization of
trade, privatization, deregulation, and currency devalu-
ation6. The United States controls the majority shares
of both the World Bank and IMF, while the US Treasury
department and Federal reserve work very closely with
the IMF and its staff7. If countries did not adhere to IMF
and World Bank ‘conditions,’ they would be cut off
from international markets, since this process was facili-
tated by “unprecedented co-operation between banks
from various countries under the aegis of the IMF8.” The
conditions essentially opened up the borrowing coun-
tries to economic imperialism by the IMF, World Bank,
and transnational corporations and financial institu-
tions, which were able to gain access and control over
the resources and labour markets of poor countries.
Thus, the 1980s has been known as the “lost decade of
development,” as many ‘Third World’ countries
became poorer between 1980 and 19909. Joseph
Stiglitz, a former chief economist at the World Bank,
wrote that, “such conditions were seen as the intru-
sion by the new colonial power on the country’s
own sovereignty10.”
The structural adjustment programs imposed upon
the Third World devastated the poor and middle
classes of the borrowing countries, often resulting in
mass protests against austerity11. In fact, between
1976 and 1992, there were 146 protests against IMF-
sponsored austerity measures in 39 different
countries, including demonstrations, strikes and
riots. The governments, in response, would
often violently repress protests12. The govern-
ment elites were often more integrated with and
allied to the powerful institutions of the global
economy, and would often act as domestic
enforces for the demands of international banks
and corporations. For many countries imposing
structural adjustment programs around the
world, authoritarian governments were com-
mon13. The IMF and World Bank structural
adjustment programs also led to the massive
growth of slums around the world, to the point
where there are now over a billion people living
in urban slums (approximately one out of every
seven people on earth)14.
Further, the indebted nations of the Third World
became increasingly indebted to the powerful
financial institutions and states of the industrial
world the more loans they took. The wealthy elites
within the Third World plunder the domestic

wealth of their countries in cooperation with global
elites, and send their money into Western banking
institutions (as ‘capital flight’) as their domestic
populations suffer in poverty. The IMF and World
Bank programs helped facilitate capital flight
through the deregulation and ‘liberalization’ of
markets, as well as through the opening up of
the economies to unhindered exploitation. Some
researchers recently compared the amount of
money in the form of aid and loans going into
Africa compared to that coming leaving Africa
in the form of capital flight and interest pay-
ments on debt, and found that “sub-Saharan
Africa is a net creditor to the rest of the world by
a substantial margin.” The external debt owed by
33 sub-Saharan African countries to the rest of
the world in 2008 stood at USd 177 billion.
Between 1970 and 2008, capital flight from those
same 33 African countries amounted to USd 944
billion. Thus, “the rest of the world owes more
to these African countries than they owe to the
rest of the world15.”
The neoliberal ideology of ‘profit before people’ –
enforced by the dominant states, corporations,
banks and international organizations – has led to a
world of extreme inequality, previously established
by centuries of empire and colonialism, and rapidly
accelerated in the past three decades. As of 2004, one
in every three human deaths was due to poverty-relat-
ed causes. In the twenty years following the end of the
Cold War, there were approximately 360 million pre-
ventable deaths caused by poverty-related issues. Bil-
lions of people go hungry, lack access to safe drinking
water, adequate shelter, medicine, and electricity. nearly
half of humanity – approximately 3.1 billion people as of
2010 – lives below the USd 2.50/day poverty line. It would
take roughly USd 500 billion – approximately 1.13% of
world income (or two-thirds of the US military budget)
– to lift these 3.1 billion people out of extreme poverty.
The top 1% own 40% of the world’s wealth, while the
bottom 60% hold less than 2% of the world’s wealth. As
Thomas Pogge wrote, “we are now at the point where
the world is easily rich enough in aggregate to abolish all
poverty,” but we are “choosing to prioritize other ends
instead.” roughly 18 million people die from poverty-
related causes every year, half of whom are children under
the age of five. Pogge places significant blame for these
circumstances upon the “global institutional arrange-
ments that foreseeably and avoidably increase the
socioeconomic inequalities that cause poverty to persist
[...] [policies which] are designed by the more power-
ful governments for the benefit of their most powerful
industries, corporations, and citizens16.”
In 2013, oxfam reported that the fortunes made by
the richest 100 people in the world over the course
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of 2012 (USd 240 billion) would have been enough
to lift the world’s poorest people out of poverty four
times over. An oxfam executive, Barbara Stocking,
noted that this type of extreme wealth – which saw
the world’s richest 1% increase their income by 60% in
the previous twenty years – is “economically ineffi-
cient, politically corrosive, socially divisive and envi-
ronmentally destructive [...] We can no longer pretend
that the creation of wealth for few will inevitably bene-
fit the many – too often the reverse is true17.” A study
by the Tax Justice network in 2012 found that the
world’s superrich had hidden between USd 21 and 32
trillion in offshore tax havens, meaning that inequality
was “much, much worse than official statistic show,” and
that “for three decades extraordinary wealth has been
cascading into the offshore accounts of a tiny number of
superrich,” with the top 92,000 of the world’s superrich
holding at least USd 10 trillion in offshore accounts18.

T H E E N V I R O N M E N T A L I M P A C T

O F I N E Q U A L I T Y

The human social order – dominated by states, cor-
porations, banks and international organizations –
have facilitated and maintained enormous inequality
and poverty around the world, allowing so few to
control so much, while the many are left with little.
This global social and economic crisis is exacerbat-
ed by the global environmental crisis, in which the
same institutions that dominate the global social
order are simultaneously devastating the global
environment to the point where the future of the
species hangs in the balance. 
Just as the dominant institutions put ‘profit before
people,’ so too do they put profit before the envi-
ronment, predicating human social interaction
with the environment on the ideology of ‘mar-
kets’: that what is good for corporations will ulti-
mately be good for the environment. Thus, the
pursuit of ‘economic growth’ can continue
unhindered – and in fact, should be accelerated
– even though it results in massive environmen-
tal degradation through the processes of resource
extraction, transportation, production and con-
sumption19.
Trading arrangements and agreements between
the powerful rich nations and the ‘periphery’ poor
nations allow for the dominant institutions to
exploit their economic and political influence over
weaker states, taking much more than they give20.
These trading relationships effectively allow the
rich countries to offshore (or export) their environ-
mental degradation to poor countries, treating them
as exploitable resource extraction sources. As the
resources of poor nations are extracted and exported

to the rich nations, the countries are kept in poverty
(with the exception of their elites who collude with
the powerful countries and corporations), and the
environmental costs associated with the high con-
sumption societies of the industrial world are ulti-
mately offshored to the poor countries, at the
point of interaction21. Thus, international trade
separates the societies of consumption from the
effects of extraction and production, while the
poor nations are dependent upon exports and
exploiting their cheap labour forces22. This
process has been termed ecological unequal
exchange23.
Between the mid-1970s and mid-1990s, the
majority of the world’s non-renewable resources
were transferred from poor to rich nations,
accelerating in volume over time (due to tech-
nological advancements), while decreasing in
costs (to the powerful nations). Thus, between
1980 and 2002, the costs of resource extraction
declined by 25% while the volume of resource
extraction increased by more than 30%. environ-
mentally destructive processes of resource extrac-
tion in mining and energy sectors have rapidly
accelerated over the past few decades, resulting in
increased contamination of soils, watersheds and
the atmosphere. negative health effects for local
populations accelerate, primarily affecting Indige-
nous, poor and/or migrant populations, who are
subjected to excessive pollutants and industrial waste
at nearly every part of the process of extraction, pro-
duction and transportation of resources and goods24.
In an examination of 65 countries between 1960 and
2003, researchers found that the rich countries “external-
ized” the environmentally destructive consequences of
resource over-use to poor, periphery nations and popula-
tions, thus “assimilating” the environments of the less-
developed nations into the economies of the powerful
states, disempowering local populations from having a
say in how their resources and environments are treated25.
rich societies consume more than can be sustained from
their own internal resource wealth, and thus, they must
“appropriate” resource wealth from abroad by ‘withdraw-
ing’ the resources in environmentally destructive (and
thus, more economically ‘efficient’) ways. Apart from eco-
logically destructive ‘withdrawals,’ the rich nations also
facilitate ecologically destructive ‘additions,’ in the form
of pollution and waste which cause environmental and
health hazards for the poor societies. This is facilitated
through various trading arrangements (such as the
development of export Processing Zones), consisting of
minimal to no environmental regulations, cheap labour
and minimal restrictions on corporate activities26.
While Japan and Western europe were able to reduce
the amount of pollutants and ‘environmental addi-
tions’ they made within their own societies between
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1976 and 1994, they accelerated their ‘additions’ in
waste and pollutants to the poor countries with which
they traded, “suggesting a progressive off-shoring over
the period onto those peripheral countries” not only
of labour exploitation, but of environmental degrada-
tion27. Foreign direct Investment (FdI) by transnation-
al corporations has been linked to extensive environ-
mental hazards within the countries in which they are
‘investing,’ including growth in water pollution, infant
mortality, pesticide use, and the use of chemicals which
are often banned in the rich nations due to high toxicity
levels and dangers to health and the environment, and
greater levels of carbon dioxide emissions. Indeed,
between 1980 and 2000, the total anthropogenic Co2
emissions from the rich countries increased by 21%, while
over the same period of time in the poor countries it
more than doubled. While forested areas in the rich
nations increased by less than 1% between 1990 and 2005,
they declined by 6% over the same period of time in
poor countries, contributing to soil erosion, desertifica-
tion, climate change and the destruction of local and
regional ecosystems28.
According to an analysis of 268 case studies of tropical
forest change between 1970 and 2000, researchers found
that deforestation had shifted from being directed by
states to being directed and implemented by corpora-
tions and ‘economic’ interests across much of latin
America, Africa, and Asia. This was largely facilitat-
ed by the IMF and World Bank agreements which
forced countries to reduce their public spending,
and allowed for private economic interests to obtain
unprecedented access to resources and markets. The
rate of deforestation continued, it simply shifted
from being state-led to “enterprise driven29.”
Using a sample of some sixty nations, researchers
found that IMF and World Bank Structural Adjust-
ment Programs (SAPs) were associated with higher
levels of deforestation than in countries which did
not sign the SAP agreements, as they allowed rich
nations and corporations to “externalize their for-
est loss” to poor nations. Further, “economic
growth” as defined by the World Bank and IMF
was related to increased levels of deforestation,
leading the researchers to acknowledge that, “eco-
nomic growth adversely impacts the natural envi-
ronment30.” World Bank development loans to
countries (as separate from structural adjustment
loans) have also been linked to increased rates of
deforestation in poor nations, notably higher rates
than those which exist in countries not receiving
World Bank loans31.
Military institutions and armed warfare also have
significant environmental impacts, not simply by
engaging in wars, but simply by the energy and

resources required for the maintenance of large mili-
tary structures. As one US military official stated in
the early 1990s, “We are in the business of protect-
ing the nation, not the environment32.” While the
United States is the largest consumer of energy
among nations in the world, the Pentagon is “the
world’s largest [institutional] consumer of energy33.”
The combination of US tanks, planes and ships
consume roughly 340,000 barrels of oil per day (as
of 2007)34. Most of the oil is consumed by the Air
Force, as jet fuel accounted for roughly 71% of
the entire military’s oil consumption35.
nations with large militaries also use their vio-
lent capabilities “to gain disproportionate access
to natural resources36.” Thus, while the US mili-
tary may be the largest single purchaser and
consumer of energy in the world, one of its pri-
mary functions is to secure access to and control
over energy resources. In an interview with two
McKinsey & Company consultants, the Pentagon’s
first-ever assistant secretary of defense for opera-
tional energy and programs, Sharon e. Burke, stat-
ed bluntly that, “My role is to promote the energy
security of our military operations,” including by
increasing the “security of supply37.”
In a study of natural resource extraction and armed
violence, researchers found that, “armed violence is
associated with the extraction of many critical and
noncritical natural resources, suggesting quite strongly
that the natural resource base upon which industrial
societies stand is constructed in large part through the
use and threatened use of armed violence.” Further,
when such armed violence is used in relation to gain-
ing access to and control over natural resources, “it is
often employed in response to popular protest or rebel-
lion against these activities.” Most of this violence is car-
ried out by the governments of poor nations, or by mer-
cenaries or rebels, which allows for distancing between
the rich nations and corporations which profit from the
plundering of resources from the violent means of gain-
ing access to them. After all, the researcher noted, “other
key drivers of natural resource exploitation, such as the
IMF, World Bank, WTo, and global marketplace, cannot,
on their own, guarantee core nation access to and control
over vital natural resources38.” Perhaps unsurprisingly,
then, the United States – and other powerful nations –
and the major arms companies within them are the
largest arms dealers in the world39.
It is clear that for scientists – and anyone else – interested
in addressing major environmental issues, the source of
the problem lies in the very structure and function of
our dominant modern institutions, at the point of inter-
action. In short: through states, armed violence, banks
and corporations, international organizations, trade
agreements and global ‘markets,’ the environment has
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become a primary target of exploitation and destruc-
tion. resources fuel the wealth and power of the
very institutions that dominate the world, and to
maintain that power, they engage in incredibly
destructive activities with negative consequences for
the environment and the human species as a whole.
The global environmental crisis is intimately related to
the global social and economic crises of wealth
inequality and poverty, labour exploitation, and ‘eco-
nomic growth.’ To address the environmental crisis in a
meaningful way, this reality must first be acknowledged.
This is how an anarchistic understanding of the envi-
ronmental crisis facing the world and humanity can
contribute to advancing how we deal with these pro-
found issues. For the sciences, the implications are
grave: their sources of funding and direction for research
are dependent upon the very institutions which are
destroying the environment and leading humanity to
inevitable extinction (if we do not change course).
Advancing an anarchistic approach to understanding
issues related to Indigenous repression and resistance to
environmental degradation can help provide a frame-
work through which those in the scientific community
– and elsewhere – can find new avenues for achieving
similar goals: the preservation of the environment
and the species.

I N D I G E N O U S R E P R E S S I O N

A N D R E S I S T A N C E

Indigenous peoples in the Americas have been
struggling against colonialism, exploitation, segrega-
tion, repression and even genocide for over 500
years. While the age of formal colonial empires has
passed, the struggle has not. Today, Indigenous
peoples struggle against far more powerful states
than ever before existed, transnational corpora-
tions and financial institutions, international orga-
nizations, so-called “free trade” agreements and
the global ‘marketplace.’ In an increasingly inter-
connected and globalized world, the struggle for
Indigenous peoples to maintain their identity
and indeed, even their existence itself, has been
increasingly globalizing, but has also been dri-
ven by localized actions and movements.
Focusing upon Indigenous peoples in Canada, I
hope to briefly analyze how Indigenous groups
are repressed, segregated and exploited by the
dominant institutions of an incredibly wealthy,
developed, resource-rich and ‘democratic’ nation
with a comparably ‘good’ international reputa-
tion. Further, by examining Indigenous resistance
within Canada to the destruction of the natural
environment, I hope to encourage scientists and
other activists and segments of society who are

interested in environmental protection to reach out
to Indigenous communities, to share knowledge,
organizing, activism, and objectives. 

A L E G A C Y O F C O L O N I A L I S M

historically, the Canadian government pursued
a policy of ‘assimilation’ of Indigenous peoples
for over a century through ‘Indian residential
schools,’ in what ultimately amounted to an
effective policy of “cultural genocide.” In 1920,
Canada’s deputy Minister of Indian Affairs
duncan Campbell Scott bluntly explained: “I
want to get rid of the Indian problem [...] our
object is to continue until there is not a single
Indian in Canada that has not been absorbed
into the body politics and there is no Indian
question, and no Indian department40.”
The segregation, repression and exploitation of
Indigenous communities within Canada is not a
mere historical reality, it continues to present
day. Part of the institutional repression of Indige-
nous peoples is the prevalence of what could be
described as ‘Third World’ conditions within a
‘First World’ nation. Indigenous communities
within Canada lack access to safe drinking water at
a much higher rate than the general population41.
Indigenous people and communities in Canada also
face much higher levels of food insecurity, poverty,
unemployment, poor housing and infant mortality
than the rest of the population42. Accounting for
roughly 4% of the population of Canada (approxi-
mately 1.2 million people as of 2006), Indigenous peo-
ples also face higher rates of substance abuse, addic-
tion, and suicide43.
Indigenous people – and especially women – make up a
disproportionate percentage of the prison population44.
Further, as Amnesty International noted, “Indigenous
women [in Canada] are five to seven times more likely
than other women to die as a result of violence45.” The
native Women’s Association of Canada has documented
roughly 600 cases of missing or murdered indigenous
women in Canada, more than half of which have occurred
since 2000, while human rights Watch reported that the
royal Canadian Mounted Police (rCMP) in northern
British Columbia had “failed to properly investigate the
disappearance and apparent murders of [indigenous]
women and girls in their jurisdiction46.”

R E S O U R C E E X T R A C T I O N ,

E N V I R O N M E N T A L D E G R A D A T I O N ,

A N D I N D I G E N O U S P E O P L E S

Industries seeking to develop land and extract resources
are increasingly turning to Indigenous territories to
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develop and seek profits on the land and environment
upon which such communities are so often dependent
for survival. At the point of interaction with the environ-
ment, Indigenous peoples are left to struggle with the
damaging environmental and health consequences
caused by state and corporate interests extracting
resources and wealth from the land and environment.
The Alberta tar sands (or oil sands) is a primary exam-
ple of this process. Many environmental, indigenous
and human rights organizations consider the tar sands
development as perhaps “the most destructive industrial
project on earth.” The United nations environmental
Programme identified the project as “one of the world’s
top 100 hotspots of environmental degradation.” The
dense oil in the tar sands (diluted bitumen) has to be
extracted through strip mining, and require enormous
amounts of resources and energy simply to extract the
reserves. It has been documented that for every one bar-
rel of oil processed, three barrels of water are used,
resulting in the creation of small lakes (called ‘tailing
ponds’), where “over 480 million gallons of contaminat-
ed toxic waste water are dumped daily.” These lakes
collectively “cover more than 50 square kilometres
(12,000 acres) and are so extensive that they can be
seen from space.” The processing of the oil sands cre-
ated 37% more greenhouse gas emissions than the
extraction and processing of conventional oil47.
While the United States consumes more oil than
anywhere else on earth, Canada is the main suppli-
er of foreign oil to the United States, exporting
roughly 1.5 million barrels per day to the US (in
2005), approximately 7% of the daily consumption
of oil in the US. The crude bitumen contained in
the tar sands has been estimated at 1.7 trillion
barrels, lying underneath an area within Alberta
which is larger than the entire state of Florida
and contains over 140,000 square km of boreal
forest. In 2003, the United States department of
energy officially acknowledged the reserves of
crude bitumen in the Alberta tar sands, and ele-
vated Canada’s standing in world oil markets
from the 21st most oil-rich nation on earth to
the 2nd, with only Saudi Arabia surpassing48.
Alberta’s tar sands have attracted the largest oil
companies on earth, including royal dutch
Shell, exxonMobil, BP, and Total S.A. local
indigenous communities thus not only have to
struggle against the devastating environmental,
health and social consequences caused by the tar
sands development, but they also have to struggle
against the federal and provincial governments, and
the largest corporations on earth. The Athabasca
river (located near the tar sands development) has
been depleted and polluted to significant degrees,
transforming the region “from a pristine environment

rich in cultural and biological diversity to a landscape
resembling a war zone marked with 200-foot-deep
pits and thousands of acres of destroyed boreal
forests.” Indigenous peoples have been raising con-
cerns over this project for years49.
disproportionate levels of cancers and other deadly
diseases have been discovered among a local
Indigenous band, the Fort Chipewyan in Athabasca.
These high levels of cancers and diseases are
largely the result of the enormous amounts of
land, air, and water pollution caused by the tar
sands mining50. one Indigenous leader in Fort
Chipewyan has referred to the tar sands devel-
opment as a “slow industrial genocide51.” As
pipelines are planned to be expanded across Canada
and the United States to carry tar sands oil, this
will have devastating impacts for “indigenous
communities not only in Canada, but across
the continent52.”
Between 2002 and 2010, the pipeline network
through Alberta experienced a rate of oil spills
roughly sixteen times higher than in the United
States, likely the result of transporting diluted
bitumen (dilBit), which has not been commonly
transported through the pipelines until recent
years. In spite of the greater risks associated with
transporting dilBit, the US agency responsible for
overseeing the country’s pipelines decided – in
october of 2009 – to relax safety regulations regard-
ing the strength of pipelines. In July of 2010, a rup-
tured enbridge pipeline in Michigan spilled 800,000
gallons of dilBit, devastating the local communities in
what the government referred to as the “worst oil spill
in Midwestern history.” In July of 2011, an exxon
pipeline spilled 42,000 gallons of dilBit into the Yellow-
stone river in Montana53.

I D L E N O M O R E :  T H E R I S E O F

I N D I G E N O U S R E S I S T A N C E

In 2009, the Canadian Ministry of Indian Affairs and
northern development announced the Federal Frame-
work for Aboriginal Economic Development which sought
to “improve the participation” of Indigenous people “in
the Canadian economy,” primarily by seeking “to
unlock the full economic potential of Aboriginal Cana-
dians, their communities, and their businesses54.” An
updated report on the Framework in 2012 reaffirmed
the intent “to modernize the lands and resource man-
agement regimes on reserve land in order to increase
and unlock the value of Aboriginal assets55.” As John
Ibbitson wrote in the Globe and Mail, “businesses that
want to unlock the economic potential of reserves,
from real estate development to forestry and min-
ing, need the legal certainty that a property regime
makes possible56.”
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In late 2012, Canadian Prime Minister Stephen harper’s
Conservative Party introduced an omnibus Budget
Bill (C-45) which amended several aspects of the Indian
Act (without proper consultations with Indigenous
groups). Bill C-45 also moved forward to “unlock” bar-
riers to resource extraction, environmental degradation,
and corporate profits with an amendment to the navi-
gable Waters Act, which dramatically reduced the num-
ber of protected lakes and rivers in Canada from 40,000
to 97 lakes, and from 2.5 million to 63 rivers57.
Following the introduction of Bill C-45 to the Canadian
Parliament, a group of four Indigenous women in the
province of Saskatchewan held a “teach-in” to help
increase awareness about the Bill, quickly followed by a
series of rallies, protests and flash mobs where Indige-
nous activists and supporters engaged in ‘round dances’
in shopping malls, organized through social media net-
works like Twitter and Facebook. This sparked what
became known as the ‘Idle no More’ movement, and
on december 10, 2012, a national day of Action took
place, holding multiple rallies across the country. The
immediate objectives of the Idle no More movement
were to have the government “repeal all legislation that
violates treaties [with Indigenous peoples], including
those that affect environmental regulations,” such as
Bill C-45 and the previous omnibus Bill C-38. The
longer-term objectives of the movement were to
“educate and revitalize aboriginal peoples, empower
them and regain sovereignty and independence58.”
Pamela Palmater, a spokesperson for Idle no More
and a ryerson University professor noted that
Indigenous people in Canada were opposing Bill
C-45 “not just because it impacts their rights, but
also because we know that it impacts the future
generations of both treaty partners,” referring to
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous Canadi-
ans. “The question,” she added, “really should
be whether Canadians will rise to protect their
children’s futures alongside First nations59.”
Theresa Spence, an Indigenous chief from a
northern ontario community (Attawapiskat)
went on a hunger strike for 44 days to support
Idle no More and raise awareness about a serious
housing crisis in her community. Spence only
ended her hunger strike upon being hospitalized
and placed on an Iv drip60. her community of
Attawapiskat had been experiencing a major hous-
ing crisis for a number of years, and in 2011, a state
of emergence was declared in response to the fact
that for over two years, many of the community’s
1,800 residents were “living in makeshift tents and
shacks without heat, electricity or indoor plumb-
ing.” James Anaya, a United nations human rights
expert expressed his “deep concern about the dire
social and economic condition” of the Attawapiskat

community to the Canadian government, which
reflected a situation “akin to third world condi-
tions61.” The Conservative government of Stephen
harper (which came to power in 2006) blamed the
crisis on the internal handling of funds within
Attawapiskat, claiming that the government pro-
vided USd 90 million in funding for the commu-
nity since 2006. however, analysis of the funds
revealed that only USd 5.8 million in funding
had gone toward housing over the course of five
years. Meanwhile, estimates put the necessary
funds to resolve the housing crisis alone at USd
84 million62. The former Minister for Aboriginal
Affairs acknowledge that the government had
known about the housing crisis for years, saying
that it “has been a slow-moving train wreck for
a long time63.”
In 2005, the community of Attawapiskat had
signed a contract with the international mining
conglomerate de Beers to develop a diamond
mine 90 km near their community. The mine
officially opened in 2008, projecting a 12-year
contribution to the ontario economy of USd 6.7
billion64. In 2005, de Beers dumped its sewage
sludge into the Attawapiskat community’s lift sta-
tion, causing a sewage backup which flooded many
homes and exacerbated an already-developing
housing crisis, followed by another sewage backup
potentially caused by de Beers in 200865. Afterward,
the company donated trailers to the community to
serve as “short-term emergency shelters,” yet they
remained in place even four years later66.
As the Idle no More movement took off in late 2012
and early 2013, members of the Attawapiskat commu-
nity undertook road blockades leading to the de
Beers mine. The company sought a legal injunction
against the protesters, and the blockade was ended just
as a large number of police were headed to the com-
munity to “remove the barricades.” After successfully
blocking the fine from properly functioning for nearly
twenty days, the company announced that it was con-
sidering taking legal action against the protesters67.
The Idle no More mission statement called “on all people
to join in a revolution which honors and fulfills Indige-
nous sovereignty which protects the land and water [...]
Colonization continues through attacks to Indigenous
rights and damage to the land and water. We must repair
these violations, live the spirit and intent of the treaty
relationship, work towards justice in action, and protect
Mother earth.” The movement’s manifesto further
declared that, “the state of Canada has become one of
the wealthiest countries in the world by using the land
and resources. Canadian mining, logging, oil and fish-
ing companies are the most powerful in the world
due to land and resources. Some of the poorest First
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nations communities (such as Attawapiskat) have
mines or other developments on their land but do not
get a share of the profit68.” As Pamela Palmater noted,
Idle no More was unique, “because it is purposefully
distances from political and corporate influence. There
is no elected leader, no paid executive director, and no
bureaucracy or hierarchy which determines what any
person or First nation can and can’t do [...] This move-
ment is inclusive of all our peoples69.”
The Athabasca Chipewyan Indigenous band which had
been struggling for years against the tar sands develop-
ment were further mobilized with the eruption of Idle
no More onto the national scene, including by estab-
lishing a blockade on highway 63 leading to the tar
sands development70. As Chipewyan chief Allan Adam
noted, “The way I look at it, the First nations people
are going to cripple this country if things don’t turn out
[...] Industry is going to be the target.” he also added:
“We know for a fact that industry was the one that lob-
bied government to make this regulatory reform71.”
Indeed, this was no hyperbole.

T H E S T A T E I N S E R V I C E

T O C O R P O R A T I O N S

Greenpeace obtained – through access to information
laws – a letter sent to the Canadian government’s
environment minister and natural resources minis-
ter dated december of 2011, written by a group
called the energy Framework Initiative (eFI), repre-
senting the Canadian Association of Petroleum
Producers, the Canadian energy Pipeline Associa-
tion, the Canadian Fuels Association, and the
Canadian Gas Association. The letter sought “to
address regulatory reform for major energy indus-
tries in Canada” in order to advance “both eco-
nomic growth and environmental performance.”
It specifically referenced six laws that it wanted
amended, including the national energy Board
Act, the Canadian environmental Assessment
Act, the Fisheries Act, the Species at risk Act,
Migratory Birds Convention Act, and the navi-
gable Waters Protection Act. referring to many
of these laws as “outdated,” the letter criticized
environmental legislation as “almost entirely
focused on preventing bad things from happen-
ing rather than enabling responsible outcomes72.”
less than a month after receiving the letter, the
Canadian natural resources Minister Joe oliver
lashed out at activists opposing the construction
of enbridge’s northern Gateway pipeline ship-
ping oil from Alberta’s tar sands to the B.C. coast
for shipment to Asia, stating, “Unfortunately, there
are environmental and other radical groups that
would seek to block this opportunity to diversify

our trade... Their goal is to stop any major project
no matter what the cost to Canadian families in
lost jobs and economic growth. no forestry. no
mining. no oil. no gas. no more hydro-electric
dams.” oliver went on, saying that such “radical
groups” were threatening “to hijack our regulatory
system to achieve their radical ideological agenda,”
and accused them of using funding from “foreign
special interest groups73.”
documents from the energy industry revealed
that big corporations advised the harper gov-
ernment not to amend the many environmen-
tally related acts separately, but to employ “a
more strategic omnibus legislative approach,”
which resulted in the two omnibus bills over
2012, Bills C-38 and C-45, which included “hun-
dreds of pages of changes to environmental pro-
tection laws [...] weakening rules that protect
water and species at risk, introducing new tools
to authorize water pollution, as well as restricting
public participation in environmental hearings
and eliminating thousands of reviews to examine
and mitigate environmental impacts of industrial
projects74.” The energy industry got virtually every-
thing it asked for in the two omnibus bills, includ-
ing – as their letter to the harper government sug-
gested – reforming “issues associated with Aborigi-
nal consultation75.”
documents from environment Canada showed how
the minister informed a group of energy industry
representatives that the development of pipelines were
“top-of-mind” as the government pursued “the mod-
ernization of our regulatory system.” When the new
legislation passed the Canadian environmental Assess-
ment Agency announced that it has cancelled roughly
3,000 environmental assessments, including 250 reviews
related to pipeline projects76. other documents showed
that at the same time the minister was informing energy
corporations that he was serving their interests, he was to
inform Indigenous leaders that any “changes to the gov-
ernment’s environmental assessment or project approvals
regime” were “speculative at this point” and that they
would “respect our duties toward Aboriginal peoples77.”
As the harper government became the primary lobbyist
for the Alberta tar sands, documents showed how the
government compiled a list of “allies” and “adversaries”
in its public relations campaign, referring to energy
companies, environment Canada and the national
energy Board as “allies” and the media, environmental
and Indigenous groups as “adversaries78.” The Canadi-
an government even ran an “outreach program” where
diplomats would attempt to secure support among
American journalists for the Keystone xl pipeline
project – taking oil from the Alberta tar sands to the
Gulf Coast in the United States79.
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As the Canadian government revised its anti-terror-
ism strategy in early 2012, it listed “eco-extremists”
alongside white supremacists as a threat to national
security80. A review of Canadian security documents
from the national police force (rCMP) and the Canadi-
an Intelligence Agency (CSIS) revealed that the govern-
ment saw environmental activism such as blockades of
roads or buildings as “forms of attack” and “national
security threats.” Greenpeace was identified as “poten-
tially violent,” as it had become “the new normal now
for Canada’s security agencies to watch the activities of
environmental organizations,” noted one analyst81.

I D L E N O M O R E A N D O I L P I P E L I N E S

The government of Canada acknowledged in early 2013
that it expected – over the following decade – that there
would be “a huge boom in Canadian natural resource
projects,” potentially worth USd 600 billion, which is
foreseen to be taking place “on or near” Indigenous
lands. one Indigenous chief in Manitoba warned that
the Idle no More movement “can stop Prime Minis-
ter harper’s resource development plan and his bil-
lion-dollar plan to develop resources on our ancestral
territory. We gave the warriors that are standing up
now, that are willing to go that far82.”
In an official meeting between the harper govern-
ment and the Assembly of First nations in January
of 2013, Indigenous ‘leaders’ presented a list of
demands which included insuring there was a
school in every indigenous community, a public
inquiry into the missing and murdered Indigenous
women, as well as several other very ‘moderate’
reforms. For the government, the objectives were
much more specific, as internal documents
revealed, written in preparation for harper’s
meeting with Indigenous leaders. As one briefing
memo stated, the government was working
towards “removing obstacles to major econom-
ic development opportunities83.”
For the Idle no More movement, which does
not consider itself to be ‘represented’ by the
Assembly of First nations leaders, the objective
is largely “to put more obstacles up,” as Martin
lukacs wrote in the Guardian. Indigenous peo-
ples, he noted, “are the best and last defense
against this fossil fuel scramble,” specifically in
mobilizing opposition to “the three-fold expan-
sion of one of the world’s most carbon-intensive
projects, the Alberta tar sands84.”
In March of 2013, an alliance of Indigenous lead-
ers from across Canada and the United States
announced that they were “preparing to fight pro-
posed new pipelines in the courts and through
unspecified direct action,” specifically referring to the

northern Gateway, Keystone xl and Kinder Morgan
pipeline projects. one Indigenous leader at the for-
mation of the alliance warned, “We’re going to stop
these pipelines one way or another.” Another
Indigenous leader commented: “We, as a nation,
have to wake up [...] We have to wake up to the
crazy decision that this government’s making to
change the world in a negative way85.”
The territories of the ten allied Indigenous groups
“are either in the crude-rich tar sands or on the
proposed pipeline routes.” one Indigenous
leader from northern British Columbia referred
to the Canadian government, stating, “They’ve
been stealing from us for the last 200 years [...]
now they’re going to destroy our land? We’re not
going to let that happen [...] If we have to go to
court, if we have to stand in front of any of their
machines that are going to take the oil through,
we are going to do that. We’re up against a wall
here. We have nowhere else to go86.”
roughly one week after the Indigenous alliance
was formed, an exxonMobil pipeline carrying
Alberta tar sands oil through the United States
ruptured in the town of Mayflower, Arkansas,
spilling thousands of barrels of oil into residential
neighbourhoods and the surrounding environment.
exxon quickly moved in with roughly 600 workers
to manage the cleanup and sign checks “to try to win
over the townsfolk and seek to limit the fallout87.”
The United States Federal Aviation Administration
(FAA) put in place a “no fly zone” over Mayflower,
Arkansas, within days following the oil spill. The ‘no
fly zone’ was being overseen by exxonMobil itself, thus,
as Steven horn commented, “any media or indepen-
dent observers who want to witness the tar sands spill
disaster have to ask exxon’s permission88.”
Between March 11 and April 9 of 2013 (in a span of
roughly thirty days), there were 13 reported oil spills on
three separate continents, with more than a million gal-
lons of oil and other toxic chemicals spilled in north
and South America alone. The oil spills included an
enbridge pipeline leak in the northwest Territories in
Canada (March 19), a tar sands ‘tailing pond’ belonging
to Suncor leaking into the Athabasca river in Alberta
(March 25), a Canadian Pacific railway train derailment
spilling tar sands oil in Minnesota (March 27), the exxon
spill in Mayflower (March 29), oil-based hydraulic fluid
spilling into the Grand river from a power plant in
Michigan (March 31), a Cn rail train derailment in
ontario (April 3), a drilling leak in newfoundland
(April 3), the Shell pipeline leak in Texas (April 3), a
condensate spill at an exxon refinery in louisiana
(April 4), and a pump station ‘error’ in Alaska (April
9)89. Another spill took place in June on Kinder Mor-
gan’s Trans Mountain pipeline in British Columbia,
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one of the pipeline extensions being opposed by
Indigenous groups90.
Meanwhile, Stephen harper was in new York in
May, speaking to the highly influential US think
tank, the Council on Foreign relations, where he
explained that the proposed Keystone xl pipeline
“absolutely needs to go ahead,” adding that it was “an
enormous benefit to the US in terms of long-term
energy security91.” TransCanada, the company aiming
to build the Keystone xl pipeline, along with the gov-
ernment of Alberta, hired a team of lobbyists with con-
nections to the obama administration and Secretary of
State John Kerry in particular to pressure the US gov-
ernment to approve the pipeline92. In late April, the
president of the American Petroleum Institute confi-
dently declared, “When it’s all said and done, the presi-
dent will approve the pipeline93.” In late May, the Ceo
of TransCanada said, “I remain extremely confident
that we’ll get the green light to build this pipeline94.”
leaders from 11 different Indigenous bands in the United
States “stormed out” of a meeting in May being held
with federal government officials in South dakota in
protest against the Keystone xl pipeline. The leaders
criticized both the project and the obama administra-
tion, with one leader commenting, “We find our-
selves victims of another form of genocide, and it’s
environmental genocide, and it’s caused by extractive
industries.” Another Indigenous leader who walked
out of the meeting warned, “What the State
department, what President obama needs to hear
from us, is that we are going to be taking direct
action95.” TransCanada has even been supplying US
police agencies with information about environ-
mental activists and recommendations to pursue
charges of “terrorism” against them, noting that
the company feared such “potential security con-
cerns” as protests, blockades, court challenges,
and even “public meetings96.”
While Indigenous communities in Canada and
elsewhere are among the most repressed and
exploited within our society, they are also on the
front lines of resistance against environmentally
destructive practices undertaken by the most
powerful institutions in the world. As such,
Indigenous groups are not only standing up for
environmental issues, but for the future of the
species as a whole. With the rapidly accelerating
‘development’ of the tar sands, and the increasing
environmental danger of huge new pipelines pro-
jects, resistance to how our modern society treats
the environment is reaching new heights. Indige-
nous organizing – much of which is done along
anarchistic ideas (such as with the Idle no More
movement) – is presenting an unprecedented chal-
lenge to institutional power structures. Thus, there

is an increased need for environmentalists, scientists,
and others who are interested in joining forces with
Indigenous groups in the struggle against environ-
mental degradation and the potential extinction of
the species. In Canada, there is an even greater
impetus for scientists to join forces with Indige-
nous communities, for there is a state-sponsored
assault upon environmental sciences that threat-
en to devastate the scientific community in the
very near term.

T H E C A N A D I A N G O V E R N M E N T ’ S

A T T A C K O N E N V I R O N M E N T A L

S C I E N C E

Since Stephen harper’s Conservative govern-
ment came to power in 2006, there has been a
steady attack upon the sciences, particularly
those related to environmental issues, as the gov-
ernment cuts funding for major programs and
implements layoffs. one major facet of this
attack has been the ‘muzzling’ of Canadian scien-
tists at international conferences, discussions with
the media, and the publication of research. At one
conference hosted in Canada, scientists working
for environment Canada were forced to direct all
media inquiries through the public relations depart-
ment in an effort “to intimidate government scien-
tists97.” Under new government guidelines, scientists
working for the department of Fisheries and oceans
(dFo) cannot publish material until it is reviewed by
the department “for any concerns/impacts to dFo pol-
icy.” The Canadian Association of University Teachers
(CAUT) expressed in a letter to Stephen harper their
“deep dismay and anger at your government’s attack on
the independence, integrity and academic freedom of
scientific researchers98.” hundreds of Canadian scientists
marched on Parliament hill in July of 2012 in what they
called a “funeral procession” against the government’s
“systematic attack on science99.”
one of the world’s leading science journals, Nature, pub-
lished an editorial in March of 2012 calling on the Canadi-
an government to stop muzzling and “set its scientists
free100.” Journalists requesting interviews with Canadian
government scientists on issues related to the Arctic or cli-
mate change have had to go through public relations offi-
cials, provide questions in advance, adhere to “boundaries
for what subjects the interview could touch upon,” and
have a Pr staffer “listen in on the interviews101.”
dozens of government agencies and programs related to
environmental sciences have had their budgets slashed,
scientists fired, or were discontinued altogether102. The
environmental law Centre at the University of victo-
ria lodged a formal complaint with Canada’s Federal
Information Commissioner about the muzzling of
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scientists, outlining multiple examples “of taxpayer-
funded science being suppressed or limited to pre-
packaged media lines across six different government
departments and agencies.” natural resources Canada
now requires “pre-approval” from the government
before any scientists give interviews on topics such as
“climate change” or the “oilsands103.”
The attack upon the sciences is part of the harper gov-
ernment’s 2007 strategy, Mobilizing Science and Technology
to Canada’s Advantage, which directed “a major shift away
from scientific goals to economic and labour-market pri-
orities,” aiming to focus on science and research which
would be directly useful to industry and for commercial
purposes. The natural Sciences and engineering research
Council of Canada (nSerC) has been steered by the gov-
ernment “toward industry-related research and away from
environmental science.” The government’s minister of
state for science and technology noted that the focus for
research was to be on “getting those ideas out to our fac-
tory floors, if you will, making the product or process or
somehow putting that into the marketplace and creating
jobs104.” Further, the national research Council (nrC)
was “to focus more on practical, commercial science
and less on fundamental science” which wouldn’t be as
beneficial to corporate interests. The minister of state
for science and technology, Gary Goodyear, announced
it as “an exciting, new journey – a re-direction that
will strengthen Canada’s research and innovation
ecosystem for many years to come.” The president
of the nrC noted that, “We have shifted the pri-
mary focus of our work at nrC from the tradi-
tional emphasis of basic research and discovery
science in favour of a more targeted approach to
research and development105.”
As Stephen harper said, “Science powers com-
merce,” but apparently to harper, that is all it
should do, even though many scientists and acad-
emics disagree106. The implications should be
obvious: just as society’s interaction with the envi-
ronment is unsustainable, so too is the dependen-
cy of the sciences upon those institutions which
are destroying the environment unsustainable.

M O V I N G F O R W A R D

regardless of one’s position in society – as a
member of an Indigenous group, an activist
group, or within the scientific community – all of
human society is facing the threat of extinction,
accelerated by our destruction of the environment
sourced at the point of interaction (the location of
extraction) between the dominant institutions of
our world and the natural world itself. roughly half
the world’s population living in extreme poverty,
with billions living in hunger, with poor access to

safe drinking water, medicine and shelter, monu-
mental disparities in wealth and inequality, the pro-
duction and maintenance of unprecedented
weapons of death and destruction, we are witness-
ing an exponentially accelerating plundering of
resources and destruction of the environment
upon which all life on earth depends. If there has
ever been a time in human history to begin ask-
ing big questions about the nature of our society
and the legitimacy of the institutions and ideolo-
gies which dominate it, this is it.
An anarchistic understanding of the institutions
and ideologies which control the world order
reveals a society blinded by apathy as it nears
extinction. The very same institutions which
dictate the political, economic and social direc-
tion of our world are the very same ones
destroying the environment to such an extent
that the fate of the species is put at extreme risk.
To not only continue – but to accelerate – down
this path is no longer an acceptable course of
action for humanity. It is time that socially segre-
gated populations begin reaching out and work-
ing together, to share knowledge, organizational
capacity, and engage in mutual action for shared
objectives. With that in mind, it would appear to
be beneficial not only for those involved – but for
humanity as a whole – if Indigenous peoples and
segments of the scientific community pursued the
objective of protecting the environment together.
Acknowledging this is easy enough, the hard part is
figuring out the means and methods of turning that
acknowledgement into action.
This is again where anarchist principles can become
useful, emphasizing the creative capacity of many to
contribute new ideas and undertake new initiatives
working together as free individuals in collective orga-
nizations to achieve shared objectives. This is not an
easy task, but it is a necessary one. The very future of
humanity may depend upon it.                                  8
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Chilkat Blanket, Canada Northwest native art, wool
and cedar bark trimmed with other fur, pre-1870, 

(courtesy UBC Museum of Anthropology, Vancouver).
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SN’T IT IRONIC THAT, DESPITE THE TREMENDOUS

scientific and technological advances, and the
massive increases in material production that
have been achieved over the past two cen-

turies, the world now finds itself in the grips of
an acute multidimensional crisis with one quar-
ter of the world’s population living in poverty
and squalor? Recent alarms about carbon emis-
sions, global warming, peak oil, resource deple-
tion, burgeoning debt and financial crises have
raised the general level of awareness that civi-
lization is now at a turning point, but we have
seen little in the way of explanation, other than
vague references to human nature and greed.
This is not the natural order of things, and it is
no accident. It is the consequence of our reliance
upon a deeply flawed and unfair system of
money, banking, and finance. It is no mere coin-
cidence that the most pressing aspect of our global
predicament is the debt crisis which has become
especially acute over the past few years. People and
governments are falling ever more deeply into debt,
and disparities of income and wealth are increasing

everywhere. The levels of debt carried by all sec-
tors, both private and governmental, have grown
exponentially – much more rapidly than popu-
lation or any measure of economic output. Virtu-
ally every national government around the world
is struggling to find a way to avoid defaulting on
their debts, and people even in the world’s rich-
est and most advanced countries are being told
that their governments cannot provide them
with the basic requirements for living a dignified
life. We are told that social programs must be
drastically cut because countries can no longer
afford them. Why are we in such a predicament,
and where are we to look for workable approaches
to solving it?
In order to meet the challenge before us, it is nec-
essary for us to understand the broad context of
politics and power and how the systems of money,
banking, and finance have all been structured to
centralize power and concentrate wealth, serving
the interests of a few at the expense of all. I will
attempt here to briefly describe what I’ve learned
about the basic cause of our predicament, and out-
line the means by which we can turn the tide of his-
tory toward happier, more democratic outcomes. 

C A P T I V E G O V E R N M E N T S

Our first impulse is to look to government to solve such
problems, but the recent government actions, including
massive bank bailouts that shift the burden of private
losses onto the shoulders of the general public have
made it clear that governments’ priority is to maintain,
at any cost, the flawed system that has, for a very long
time, been ever more effectively centralizing power and
concentrating wealth. The political machinery has been
so thoroughly captured by the elite corporate interests,
especially those that control the mechanisms of money,
banking, and finance, that we are forced to look else-
where for solutions. Despite the much vaunted rhetoric
about the spread of democracy and “government by
the people,” the reality throughout the world remains
much different. Thirty plus years of research and
analysis have convinced me that true political democ-
racy cannot prevail until economic democracy has been
achieved, and economic democracy cannot be achieved
without transcending the global, central-banking,

PE O P L E-C E N T E R E D A D J U S T M E N T:
T R A N S C E N D I N G T H E D E B T C R I S I S A N D C R E AT I N G A F U T U R E

O F A B U N D A N C E,  F R E E D O M ,  A N D G LO B A L H A R M O N Y

I

S P A N D A J O U R N A L I V , 1 /2 0 1 3 |     A N A R C H Y & N O N P R O F I T | 6 9

T H O M A S  H .  G R E C O  J R



interest-based, debt-money regime and the debt-growth
imperative that is built into it.

T H E G R O W T H I M P E R A T I V E

All but a handful of economists and political leaders
still believe that the answer to our problems is more
economic growth –more production, more consump-
tion, more highways, more buildings, more logging,
more fishing, etc., ad infinitum. And, of course, with
all of that comes not only environmental despoliation,
but ever more debt. Any sane person should be able to
see that continuous growth on a finite planet cannot be
sustained – development and qualitative improvement,
yes, quantitative growth, no.
This addiction to growth stems from the way in which
money is created, and a general unwillingness to admit
that the prevailing system of economics is incapable of
fairly distributing the benefits of civilization’s progress.
To understand the growth imperative, one must first
understand the nature of modern money. Quite simply,
money today is credit created on the basis of loans made by
banks at interest. This interest burden on the debt by
which money is created causes debt to grow exponen-
tially simply with the passage of time. It therefore
requires that banks create ever more debt to enable
the payment of the interest due on existing loans.
Such is the debt imperative which gives rise to a
growth imperative as debtors struggle to acquire
enough money from the market to service their
debts. Individual debtors must try to increase their
incomes from wages and micro-enterprise, com-
panies must try to increase sales and profits, and
government must try to increase their revenues
from taxes and fees.
Among other things, the debt/growth imperative
prevents the emergence of a steady state econo-
my because no amount of production and
increase in business activity can bring about an
automatic increase in the amount of money.
Only by deliberate actions by banks to grant more
loans can the supply of money be increased 1.

C O M M U N I T Y E M P O W E R M E N T

A N D T H E E M E R G E N C E O F

E C O N O M I C D E M O C R A C Y

I believe that the vast majority of people in the
world share with me the burning desire to live
in a world that is more inclusive, participatory,
just, harmonious, and sustainable. If our political
and financial establishment cannot provide that,
then we the people must create it ourselves. 
Fortunately, there exists a peaceful and ready path
that leads toward liberation and a world that works

for everyone. It will require the devolution of power
to the community level and decentralization of con-
trol in order to bring about the necessary massive
positive shifts in collective human behavior. The
key to empowerment lies in rethinking the ways in
which we pay one another for the goods and ser-
vices we need and want. By claiming and exercis-
ing the power we already have, we can escape the
“debt-trap” and avoid the destruction of our com-
munities, our nations, and the natural environ-
ment. Once the flawed money system has been
transcended, resolution of the other aspects of
the mega-crisis, will then become possible.
There are a few things that individuals can do
to empower themselves and improve their sit-
uation, but within the context of the complex
global economy and deepening crisis, the
effectiveness of isolated individual action is
greatly limited. It will require organized, coordi-
nated, collective action to save civilization. It
may seem paradoxical, but that kind of action
is more likely to come from the collective intel-
ligence and wisdom of ordinary people dealing
with their own problems in the own local com-
munities, than from the knowledge and impulses
of a few self-appointed “leaders” who have some-
how managed to climb to the top of the heap in
the global game of “monopoly2.” While competi-
tion has a role to play in urging us to higher levels
of realization, science shows us that life thrives
more on cooperation than on competition. 
What is required is organized action that:
1 ~ Builds community and restores all aspects of “the

commons,” including the credit commons3.
2 ~ Supports the localization of economic activity –

local production and distribution, local sourcing of
inputs, and local investment of local resources.

3 ~ Provides a significant measure of independence
from conventional money, banking and finance.

The first two of these cannot be effectively achieved
without accomplishing the third, and all of this implies
the need for local organization at a small, “human scale.” 

T H E T R A N S F O R M A T I O N O F M O N E Y

The primary function of money is to serve as a medium
of exchange, i.e., as a means of payment to facilitate the
reciprocal exchange of goods and services. But conven-
tional political money is centrally controlled by central
banks and central governments, and manipulated to
serve their own interests at the expense of everyone
else. Community interests can only be advanced by com-
munities assuming control of their own credit.
There are two ways to provide “home-grown” sources of
“liquidity,” or means of payment. One is the emission
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of private currencies by local “trusted issuers;” the
other is the organization of local trading circles called
credit clearing exchanges.
To illustrate the first case, imagine a local electric
power company or telecom company issuing its own
currency vouchers by using them to pay its suppliers
and employees. These vouchers, being redeemable for
electric power or telecom services, have inherent value
to anyone who has need for these services, which pre-
sumably would be a large portion of the local popula-
tion. If the vouchers were made transferrable and issued
in conveniently small denominations, they could easily
pass from hand to hand as a sort of local money that
anyone might use to pay for other goods and services.
There is plenty of historical precedent for such private
currencies that have been circulated at various times by
a wide variety of issuers. The only requirements for a
sound and effective private currency are that it be:
1 ~ Spent into circulation or given as a rebate to cus-

tomers,
2 ~ Transferrable, with few or no restrictions,
3 ~ Redeemable at face value by the issuing entity for

the goods and services that the it offers for sale at
the issuer’s regular everyday prices.

Such private currencies and vouchers that are spent
into circulation by local enterprises can provide
local liquidity without reliance on bank loans and
without the payment of interest. Currencies might
also be issued by municipal governments or agen-
cies on the basis of their anticipated tax or service
revenues, and by non-profit organizations on the
basis of in-kind donations pledged by local mer-
chants and service providers.
A credit clearing exchange is an association of
producers that agree to provide their goods and
services to each other without payment in con-
ventional money. Instead, they simply keep
accounts in which a sale is recorded as a “credit”
which increases their account balance, and a
purchase is recorded as a “debit” which decreases
their account balance. In the long run, it is
expected that each member will put into the
association as much value as s/he takes out from
it. In other words, the value of a member’s pur-
chases is offset by the value of their sales. In
accounting terms, it can be looked at as an offset
of accounts payable against accounts receivable.
This is merely an extension of the common busi-
ness practice of selling on open account – “I’ll
ship you the goods now and you can pay me
later,” except it is organized, not on a bilateral
basis, but within a community of many buyers and
sellers. Done on a large enough scale that includes a
sufficiently broad range of goods and services, such

systems can avoid the dysfunctions inherent in con-
ventional money and banking. They can open the
way to more harmonious and mutually beneficial
relationships that enable the emergence of true
economic democracy.
This approach is not entirely new. It is a proven
and well established process that is used by hun-
dreds of thousands of businesses around the
world that are members of scores of commer-
cial trade exchanges (sometimes called “barter”
exchanges) that provide the necessary account-
ing and other services for moneyless trading. In
this process, the things you sell pay for the
things you buy without using money as an
exchange intermediary. Instead of chasing dol-
lars, euros, pounds, etc., you use what you have
to pay for what you need. 
Unlike traditional barter, which depends upon
a coincidence of wants and needs between two
traders who each have something the other
wants, credit clearing provides an accounting
for trade credits, a sort of internal currency, that
allows traders to sell to some members and buy
from others. There are reportedly more than
400,000 companies world-wide who, in this way,
presently trade more than USD12 billion dollars
worth of goods and services annually without the
use of any national currency.
Perhaps the best example of a credit clearing exchange
that has operated successfully over a long period of
time is the WIR4 Economic Circle Cooperative.
Founded in Switzerland in the midst of the Great
Depression as a self-help organization, WIR provided a
means for its member businesses to continue to buy
and sell with one another despite a shortage of Swiss
francs in circulation at the time. Over the past three
quarters of a century, in good times and bad, WIR (now
known as the WIR Bank) has continued to thrive. Its
more than 65,000 members throughout Switzerland trade
about USD 2 billion worth of goods and services each
year, paying each other, not in official money, but in
their own accounting units called WIR credits.
Businesses, especially small and medium sized enterprises
(SMEs), typically find that the availability and cost of
conventional money obtained as loans from banks, is
unpredictable, unreliable, and expensive. Unlike nation-
al currencies that are subject to the policies and machi-
nations of governments and banks, community curren-
cies and exchange credits are readily available and
dependable because they:
~  Are created and controlled locally by local produc-

ers themselves based on their capacity to provide
each other with desired goods and services.

~  Are always redeemable for goods and services
at regular prices.
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~  Remain in the local area so they promote “buy
local” and stimulate more local production over
imports from outside.

~  Are accepted throughout the community in pay-
ment for all kinds of goods and services.

~  Strengthen the entire local economy by providing a
supplemental means of payment, especially during
depressions when official money is scarce. 

~  Enhance the communities’ quality of life.
While private currencies and credit clearing exchanges
have in recent years proliferated around the world, a
few additional steps are needed to complete the neces-
sary transformation. It is now necessary to:
1 ~ Optimize and standardize the procedures and pro-

tocols involved in the allocation of credit and cur-
rency issuance.

2 ~ Provide mechanisms for exchanging private curren-
cies and credits for one another.

3 ~ Organize trade exchanges together into wide area
networks to enable trading between widely separat-
ed members of different exchanges.

4 ~ Increase the amount and variety of goods and ser-
vices offered.

5 ~ Include all levels of the supply chain – retailers,
wholesalers, manufacturers, basic commodity
producers, and ultimately, employees/consumers.

6 ~ Eventually, private currencies and credits will
need to be denominated in some concretely
defined, independent, and universal measure
of value5.

W H A T G O V E R N M E N T S S H O U L D D O

T O E S T A B L I S H E C O N O M I C A N D

F I N A N C I A L S T A B I L I T Y

In my book, The End of Money and the Future of
Civilization, I traced the events and actions that
have lead to the politicization of money and
banking and described how national govern-
ments in collusion with global financial inter-
ests have arrogated power to themselves by their
abusive issuance of money, abandoning all sem-
blance of monetary and fiscal responsibility, and
I argued that government control of money
needs to be ended (the separation of money and
state). Now let us consider what central govern-
ments could and should do if they were truly
interested in serving the common good and pro-
moting a just and harmonious world. 
I strongly believe that the most promising approach
to the necessary transformation is through private,
voluntary initiatives that mobilize resources, empower
communities, and restore the “credit commons.” So,
while I am not at all sanguine about the near-term

prospects for the success of political approaches to
monetary reform, it is necessary to recognize the
power of national governments and the role they
might eventually play in producing positive out-
comes. It is most unlikely, but still conceivable,
that some enlightened government in some small
country somewhere might be willing to lead the
way by renouncing its abuse of the money issuance
power and by supporting the kinds of commu-
nity-based and private exchange mechanisms I
have described. So let me outline the specific
kinds of legislative and executive actions that
are needed.
In light of the dysfunctions inherent in the
present global monetary regime that have
already been described, I would advocate for
legislation that would achieve the following
objectives:
~  protect against both inflation and deflation,
~  eliminate involuntary unemployment;
~  protect against the effects of international

economic and financial instabilities;
~  provide a greater measure of independence

from foreign economic and political manipu-
lations, and

~  enable the emergence of effective and efficient
means for mediating the exchange of goods,
services and financial instruments.

It is well within the realm of possibility to achieve all
of these objectives, and there exists a solid base of
knowledge and experience that makes evident the
structural changes that are necessary to do so. The
main obstacles to implementing these changes are
governments’ addiction to deficit spending and their
subservience to the vested interests of international
finance that manipulate money and finance to serve
their own narrow interests.
Inflation is possible only under the circumstance where
there is a monopoly on the issuance of money and that
money is compelled, by means of “legal tender” laws, to
circulate at face value. By putting an end to the issue
monopoly and repealing all general legal tender laws, the
inflation problem will be solved. These actions, of course,
imply the existence of an objective, concrete standard of
value, as well as competing exchange mechanisms (com-
petition in currency). Governments must allow private
alternative exchange media that are (1) subject to free
market valuation and (2) the right of anyone except the
issuer to refuse to accept such currencies.
The central banks of all countries are closely inter-
linked enabling a few individuals to control the
national and global economies, to subvert democrat-
ic government, and to exploit the people through
their monopolization of credit. By their alternating
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policies of credit liberalization followed by credit
restriction, they cause recurrent cycles of bubble and
bust, inflations and recessions with their attendant
miseries of diminished purchasing power, bankrupt-
cies, foreclosures, and unemployment.
The global interlinking of banking and finance, and
the institutions and procedures that promote chronic
indebtedness, have enabled the banks of the developed
countries to dominate the economies and governments
of lesser developed countries (LDC’s). Countries like
Ecuador, which have accepted the US dollar as their own
domestic medium of exchange, have made themselves
completely dependent upon the dollar and the US bank-
ing system. In no case should the exchange of goods
within a country be rendered impossible because there
are disturbances in finance outside the country. The ill
effects of such disturbances can be avoided if private
exchange alternatives exist. Thus, governments should
permit private entities to establish clearing banks as a
self-help measure, without any government restrictions,
discriminatory taxes, or subsidies. Only mechanisms that
ensure openness and transparency should be required.
The task of these clearing banks should be to bring
into contact the available raw materials with the exist-
ing labor power, and the available products with buy-
ers’ needs, without requiring payment in convention-
al money. They will thus contribute significantly to
the general facilitation of the exchange of goods and
services and the abolition of involuntary unemploy-
ment. These clearing banks are able to guarantee
domestic liquidity regardless of conditions elsewhere.
The disadvantages suffered by the provinces and
certain deprived sectors, such as agriculture, will
be diminished, and the exchange of goods within
the country will become independent of the cur-
rencies of foreign countries.

L E G I S L A T I V E P R O P O S A L S

I N B R I E F 6

P R O P O S A L I ~   S T A B L E V A L U E R E C K O N I N G

A N D P R O T E C T I O N A G A I N S T I N F L A T I O N A N D

D E F L A T I O N

Stable value reckoning in all transactions is
essential to an orderly, equitable, and efficient
economy. It is therefore necessary that a unit of
account be defined in unambiguous terms. The
avoidance of inflation (and deflation) requires
that there be a measure of value that is indepen-
dent of, and separate from, any national or other
currency, and that no currency, either public or
private, be invested with general legal tender sta-
tus. A truly stable value reckoning is quite impos-
sible as long as legal tender exists. It is therefore
proposed that:

1 ~ All laws granting general legal tender status be
repealed,

2 ~ That the official unit of account be declared
on the basis of a specific value standard that is
defined in concrete physical terms. It should
be comprised of a specified amount of some
commodity or group of commodities, e.g.,
371.25 grains of fine silver (the original defin-
ition of the US dollar), or, much preferably, a
composite standard comprised of specified
weights or volumes of selected standard
commodities. (See note 3).

P R O P O S A L I I ~   E X C H A N G E U T I L I T I E S

The substance of modern money is credit and
every currency is a credit instrument. The
proper functioning of an economy requires
that the exchange process be unencumbered by
monopoly control over credit by any govern-
ment, private entity, or cartel. To restore the
disturbed private economy, eliminate unem-
ployment, and enable a more complete match-
ing of economic needs with actual and potential
supplies, institutions must be established that
make free reciprocal exchange in the economy
possible. It is therefore proposed that:

1 ~ Governments should not interfere with, and
indeed should encourage, the establishment and
operation of private credit clearing utilities that
are voluntarily subscribed to, and operated
according to agreed standards of honesty, open-
ness, and transparency.

2 ~ That there should be no interference with the
issuance and circulation of private currencies that
are issued upon proper foundation and in accor-
dance with agreed standards of honesty and trans-
parency.

P R O P O S A L I I I ~   P U B L I C F I N A N C E

There should be a strict separation between money and
the state. Any financial instruments issued by the gov-
ernment must be made to stand upon their own merits
in the financial markets. It is therefore proposed that:
1 ~ No government-issued security, including bonds,

warrants, notes, vouchers, or other instruments
intended to circulate as currency, should be forced
to circulate at face value by means of legal tender
laws or otherwise. Likewise, long-term government
debts in such forms as bonds or notes should enjoy
no special privilege regarding their acceptance or
value in the market.

2 ~ Government may, if it wishes, finance its short-term
needs through the direct issuance from the Treasury
of non-interest bearing tax anticipation warrants,
but the rate, relative to the value standard, at which
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such warrants are accepted as payment by private
parties shall be determined by the parties themselves
in the free market, and not be compelled by legisla-
tion. Only the government itself shall be compelled to
accept its own financial instruments at face value.

3 ~ There should be no further monetization of long-
term government debts by “open market operations”
of central banks, or otherwise.

4 ~ Outstanding government debt should be gradually
reduced.

5 ~ Since there is no longer any role for it, the central
bank shall be abolished, and government finances
should be managed directly by a department of the
government.

Such actions as these would force central governments to
balance their budgets, but would not totally preclude
them from issuing their own currencies7. But if a govern-
ment currency is made to circulate on its own merits in
competition with other exchange media, the amount of
currency issued would need to be kept within reason-
able limits, in proportion to its anticipated revenues
from taxes and fees, to prevent its being discounted or
refused in the market. A government could spend its
own small denomination no-interest bonds into circu-
lation as a way of paying for its immediate needs,
guaranteeing to redeem these bonds, not in gold or
other currency, but by accepting them at face value
in payment for taxes and fees. Additional longer-
term financial needs would have to be financed in
the conventional way of selling interest-bearing
bonds to the public at the market rate.
The Rentenmark, that was issued in Germany
following the great currency inflation of 1921 to
1923, provides a useful model for a government
issued currency. Ulrich von Beckerath described
it as follows:

The Rentenmark had neither a forced market rate
nor was its acceptance in general circulation
enforced [it was not “legal tender”]. It was not
redeemable in gold, although it was made out in
gold. It was guaranteed by tax foundation (par.
14, no. 3 of the Act), that is, all taxation offices
accepted the Rentenmark at its face value irre-
spective of any market discount. Inasmuch as the
aggregate amount issued (2,000 million marks)
corresponded to the revenues of those offices for
only two months, Lorenz von Stein’s “safety coef-
ficient” (namely total of State paper money not
more than a third to a half of the annual require-
ments of the public revenue offices) was far from
reached. In order to make a concession to popular
opinion, the Act referred to a cover by landed prop-
erty, but at the same time the Act provided that no
one was obliged to surrender real estate property for
Rentenmarks. Also, a small annual contribution was
imposed on landowners and manufacturers; but this
was not collected because it naturally proved superflu-
ous for safeguarding the currency8.

Recapping what we said earlier, the features that
enabled the Rentenmark to maintain its value
were these:
1 ~ the Rentenmark was acceptable by all tax

offices at face value in payment of taxes,
2 ~ there was no legal compulsion for anyone

else to accept it, thus it was made to stand
on its own merits in the marketplace and
might legally pass at a discount from face
value in private transactions,

3 ~ the amount issued was modest in relation
to the tax revenues that supported it.

Are there any national political leaders any-
where who are sufficiently enlightened, trust-
ing, and service minded to promote such mea-
sures as the proposals outlined above? Are
there communities anywhere that are ready to
pull together and take control of their own col-
lective credit and demonstrate that they can
use this power responsibly to serve the com-
mon good? Can we humans use the present cri-
sis as an opportunity to make a successful tran-
sition to a higher, more harmonious and equi-
table level of civilization, or will we descend into
a “dark age” of dissension and destruction? 
These questions remain open but I believe that
the key to our future lies in how we structure
money and the mechanisms we use to relate to one
another in the material realm. I conclude with these
words from E. C. Riegel written more than sixty
years ago:
It is a remarkable fact that no constitution of any state, nor any
declaration of human rights, has ever proclaimed the right of
freedom of money issue. Yet this right is inseparable from the
right of bargain or exchange, which is the very foundation of
liberty. Man’s ignorance of the laws of money has blinded him
to the very touchstone of freedom, without which the state can-
not be curbed or his own capacity for progress and prosperity
facilitated. We stand now at the dawn of a new approach to the
ages old problem of human emancipation from superstition,
with prospect of a tremendous lift to the spirit of conquest over
the forces of darkness and depression9.             8

——————

1 For a complete explanation of interest and the debt/growth
imperative, see my book, The End of Money and the Future of Civi-
lization, especially Chapters 6, 9, and 11.

2 The effectiveness of this approach has been amply demonstrat-
ed by the work of such innovators as Carolyn Lukensmeyer (Ameri-
ca Speaks: http://www.americaspeaks.org/), Jim Rough (The Center
for Wise Democracy: http://www.wisedemocracy.org/), Tom Atlee
(The Co-intelligence Institute: http://www.co-intelligence.org/),
and Richard K. Moore (Escaping the Matrix: how We the People can
change the world. <http://EscapingTheMatrix.org>).
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3 For a fuller explanation of the credit commons, see my
chapter, “Reclaiming the Credit Commons”. In Bollier, David

and Silke Helfrich (eds.) The Wealth of the Commons: A world
beyond market & state. (Amherst, MA: Levellers Press): 230-235.
Also available at <http://bit.ly/19FYLwe>.

4 WIR, an abbreviation for “Wirtschaftsring-Genossenschaft”
is the German word for “we.”

5 I favor the use of a “market basket” of basic commodities as
a value standard that can be used as the basis for defining a universal
accounting unit or pricing unit. I have described how this can be done in
my various books. You can learn about it at <http://bit.ly/18NxubK>. 

6 These proposals are inspired by, and draw heavily upon, The Four
Law Drafts that were proposed by Dr Gustav Ramin, Heinrich Ritters-
hausen, Dr Munzer, Ulrich von Beckerath, Hans Meis, Walter Unger,
and Dr Walter Zander for implementation in Germany in 1932.

7 Given the financial turmoil as I write this and the likely deep
recession into which the global economy seems to be headed, many
readers may object to the imposition of such severe restrictions on the
central government’s fiscal policy options, specifically the option for
deficit spending to counteract deflationary pressures in the downside
of business cycle. That “cure” is part of the Keynesian orthodoxy that
has been sold to both academics and lay people over the past two or
three generations. I hope that I have succeeded here in showing that
it is the system itself that creates such pressures and that when these
restructuring prescriptions are adopted in their entirety, they will
greatly ameliorate and even, I believe, eliminate the problem of the
business cycle. This is because productive resources of capital and
labor never have reason to stand idle, since artificial restrictions on
the credit needed by the productive sector to enter the market and
to have their products exchanged will have been removed, in
which case the “need” for Keynesian deficit spending ceases to be
relevant. 

8 Beckerath, Ulrich von, Does the Provision of Employment
Necessitate Money Expenditure. Reprint taken from Peace Plans
#10, compiled by John Zube and available at, http://www.rein-
ventingmoney.com/documents/full-employment.html. For
more about the Rentenmark, see the Wikipedia entry, Hyper-
inflation in the Weimar Republic at <http://bit.ly/11IrFnv>. 

9 Riegel, E. C., The New Approach to Freedom, p. xiii.
Available at <http://bit.ly/11hDdSg>.
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G R E A M E C H E S T E R S
E X O D U S :  F R O M G L O B A L C I V I L S O C I E T Y

T O R A D I C A L D I S O B E D I E N C E

The rise of network movements utilizing anarchist prin-
ciples of organization and fusing anarchist, autonomist
and ecological critiques deeply problematizes the pro-
gressive characteristics of liberal normative conceptions
of Global Civil Society. Instead, the potential of a mili-
tant reframing of Global Civil Society first proposed by
the Zapatistas is now realized in the emergence of radi-
cally disobedient network movements that contest the
continuity of the present system of production, distribu-
tion and exchange. In this context, the role of NGOs and
the wider non-profit sector is problematized by its capac-
ity for assimilation by state-private interests.        | [11-20].

N O A M C H O M S K Y
T H E K I N D O F A N A R C H I S M I B E L I E V E I N ,
A N D W H A T ’ S W R O N G W I T H L I B E R T A R I A N S

The author examines the different efforts through which
the state and private power systems have exercised con-
trol on people’s attitudes and beliefs. He defines anarchy
as a tendency suspicious of any kind of domination or
authority as positions of power and authority are usually
impossible to justify. 
Chomsky defends anarcho-syndicalism, primarily con-
cerned with the conception of a very organized society
founded on little or no control over the workers, the work-
ers themselves controlling their own work as opposed to
the “private tyranny” of the American and English libertar-
ianism. Following the proposal of Bakunin in developing
the institutions of a future society within the present one,
the author maintains that the manner to achieve a freer
and more just society is by working on a larger-scale
democratization from the actual state. When discussing
propaganda, to show its enormous power as an effective
way to ensure control on people’s attitudes and opinions,
the author makes use of the example of Edward Bernays,
whose commercial advertising campaign induced women
to smoke cigarettes. He compares these methods to politi-
cal campaigns that undermine democracy to induce unin-
formed people to make irrational choices, and proposes to
call for awareness to make sure that the people have their
own beliefs and are able to recognize the controlling pro-
cedures of the propaganda system. 
Chomsky concludes by recognizing American tuition as
one of the responses to the liberatory movements from
the Sixties, such as the “growing worker insecurity”, that
has been keeping American students drowned in debt so
to control and indoctrinate the young.                 | [7-10].

C H R I S T O P H E R J .  C O Y N E ~
A B I G A I L R .  H A L L

ANARCHY,  PHILANTROPY,  AND THE PROVISION
O F P U B L I C G O O D S I N A F R E E S O C I E T Y

The provision of public goods is often used to justify the
state. Since many highly-valued goods such as educa-
tion, national defence, roads, etc., possess some public
characteristics (i.e. non-rivalry and non-excludability),
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standard theory predicts such goods will be underprovid-
ed by private markets. The state is typically seen as the
remedy to this problem. In contrast to this typical view,
this paper analyzes the private provision of public and
quasi-public goods in a free society. In particular, it
examines philanthropy as an avenue through which such
goods are already produced and may be provided in a
society without a central government. The Authors use
Buchanan’s (1965) theory of clubs and Leeson’s (2011) dis-
cussion of clubs and “constitutional effectiveness” as a
springboard to analyze how philanthropic giving and the
provision of goods with public qualities under anarchy
might work.                                                        | [25-30].

S I M O N C R I T C H L E Y
I N F I N I T E L Y D E M A N D I N G

The author maintains that motivational deficit in con-
temporary democracy is a fact. To avoid citizens to be
drawn into nihilistic responses, he proposes a motivating
ethics based on the formation of ethical subjectivity, key
in political praxis and resistance.
The formation of the ethical subject emerges as a result
of the authentic experience of the self, and attends to the
commitment to an infinite demand that divides subjec-
tivity. This ethical subjectivity is related to the formation
of political subjectivity since it intends to support politi-
cal resistance, consisting in the creation of distance with-
in the state from which new political subjectivities exert-
ing a universal ethical claim are created.
Critchley asserts that the bond between politics and ethics
can be found in anarchism, namely in neo-anarchism
which emphasizes the demand of an infinite responsibility
arising from the experience of injustice and, through this
lens, he explains contemporary political struggle.
Political resistance may be firstly made up by small affinity
groups sharing a new political subjectivity. The formation
of political subjectivity and the subject’s motivation to be
involved in political action – as on the “Occupy Wall
Street” response – are encouraged by an ethical demand.
Critchley does not conceive resistance and the achieve-
ment of a truly democratic politics based on the abstrac-
tion of political philosophy, instead, it should be found-
ed on a concrete account from genealogical, formal,
ethnographic research and persuasive political argumen-
tation. Therefore, in order to avoid demonstrations of
resistance to become an abstraction, politics entails the
infinite ethical demand that comes from the experience
of injustice in a specific necessary location.          | [21-24].

B U R K H A R D G N Ä R I G
T U R N I N G C H A L L E N G E S I N T O O P P O R T U N I T I E S

From the eradication of poverty to the limitation and
mitigation of climate change, from the mass extinction
of species to the depletion of crucial resources: all of
today’s major challenges are global. But to date humanity
seems unable to find appropriate global responses. The
UN and other international institutions are stuck in mul-
tilateralism: rather than protecting the global commons,
they try to reconcile competing national interests, often
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at the very expense of the global commons. Equally, the
economic sector is not geared towards promoting the
fair distribution and sustainable use of the earth’s limit-
ed resources. Exploiting natural resources is usually
more profitable than recycling or protecting them. This
leaves the third sector, civil society.
This article reviews a small but important segment of
civil society: large international civil society organiza-
tions (ICSO). Most of them consist of different national
affiliates and often look like small replicas of the UN,
seeking compromises between national interests rather
than optimal responses to global challenges. And, after a
decade of impressive growth, ICSOs are now confronted
with a number of potentially disruptive changes directly
affecting the way in which they go about their mission.
Therefore, major changes are unavoidable. ICSOs only
have the choice of embracing change and re-inventing
themselves as effective global actors or resisting change
and eventually being swept away.                        | [31-34].

D A V I D G O O D W A Y
N O T P R O T E S T B U T D I R E C T A C T I O N :

A N A R C H I S M P A S T A N D P R E S E N T

The media and other commentators in the UK constantly
employ ‘anarchists’ and ‘anarchism’ as smear words
unworthy of rational consideration, yet they refer to a
long-established way of looking at the world which has a
distinctive and impressive intellectual history.
Anarchists disdain the customary use of ‘anarchy’ to
mean ‘chaos’ or ‘complete disorder’: for them it signifies
the absence of rulers in a self-managed society, more
highly organized than the disorganization and chaos of
the present. The historic anarchist movement of the late-
nineteenth century was therefore distinguished from the
rest of the international movement of organised labour
by its rejection of state intervention from above in favour
of self-organisation from below, as well as by its rejection
of constitutional protest in favour of direct action.
The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 redefined the frame-
work of international labour politics, so that by the
1950s the remaining scattered anarchist groups seemed
no more than ghosts of a once vibrant political move-
ment. However, the new and largely youthful social
movements originating in the 1960s saw a revival of the
influence of anarchism, often unconscious or denied,
but also often held as a self-conscious political ideology.
Through all these phases of its history the anarchist
emphasis on direct action has taken two quite different
forms. Firstly, symbolic actions, whether violent or non-
violent, but usually illegal, intended as propaganda by
the deed: attempts to inspire wider popular revolt. Sec-
ondly, the building of institutions in the present which
prefigure those which will exist in a post-revolutionary
society (for example the occupation and running of fac-
tories, or the following of exemplary Green lifestyles),
intended as demonstrations of the possibility of by-pass-
ing the existing social order.
Self-conscious anarchists who have taken part in recent
demonstrations against globalisation or cuts in state
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spending are therefore not attempting to influence offi-
cial policy making: their aim is rather to influence their
fellow citizens to reject all forms of authority from above
and replace it with self-governing, cooperative associa-
tions built up from below.                                | [181-195].

T H O M A S H . G R E C O J R
P E O P L E - C E N T E R E D A D J U S T M E N T :

T R A N S C E N D I N G T H E D E B T C R I S I S A N D
C R E A T I N G A F U T U R E O F A B U N D A N C E ,

F R E E D O M ,  A N D G L O B A L H A R M O N Y

The explosion of debt in recent years in all sectors of the
economy is an inevitable result of the way in which
money is created by banks based on lending at interest.
It is the compounding of interest and increasing indebt-
edness in both the private sector and the public sector
that is the primary driver forcing artificial economic
growth that exceeds any bounds of necessity or sustain-
ability and is destroying the environment. The system
centralizes power and concentrates wealth, causing
unnecessary conflict and deprivation.
True political democracy cannot prevail until economic
democracy has been achieved, and economic democracy
cannot be achieved without making fundamental changes
in the ways we structure exchange and finance, thus tran-
scending the debt-growth imperative that is built into the
global, central-banking, interest-based, debt-money regime.
There are steps that national governments could take to
ameliorate the situation, but it is extremely doubtful that
those steps will be taken since that would mean a signifi-
cant ceding of power by central government by giving up
their addiction to deficit spending. However, the people
themselves can act to organize their own methods of
exchange that can provide sufficient local liquidity to
enable their communities to thrive regardless of the
financial turmoil in the national and global systems.
These “grassroots” systems can operate in parallel with
established systems of money and banking and need not
be in conflict with them.
Credit clearing exchanges and private currencies issued
by credible economic entities have plenty of historical
precedent and, when properly organized and adminis-
tered, have proven themselves to be effective in enabling
communities to take care of their own needs while
enhancing the overall quality of life in their communi-
ties. It is conceivable that local credit clearing exchanges
might eventually be networked together in ways that
might provide an acceptable means of payment while
maintaining control of credit at the local level.    | [69-75].

A N D R E W G A V I N M A R S H A L L
A N A N A R C H I S T I C U N D E R S T A N D I N G O F T H E

SOCIAL ORDER:  ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION,
I N D I G E N E O U S R E S I S T A N C E A N D A P L A C E

F O R T H E S C I E N C E S

Indigenous peoples have stood on the front lines of oppres-
sion, exploitation, empire and environmental devastation,
resisting domination by Western institutions for some 500
years. When it comes to addressing the environmental



issues facing the world, both scientific and Indigenous
knowledge and practices provide meaningful answers to
discovering the root causes and finding meaningful solu-
tions. While Indigenous peoples struggle under and
against the dominant institutions, the scientific communi-
ty exists within and depends upon those institutions.
Imagine what questions could be asked and answers
sought if the ‘sciences’ were not dependent upon institu-
tional sources of funding, such as the state, universities,
foundations, or corporations? An ‘anarchistic’ analysis of
environmental issues – of society as a whole – and an
‘anarchistic’ approach to organization and function could
bridge the realms of scientific and Indigenous knowledge,
linking these otherwise segregated realms of knowledge to
address some of the most fundamental and urgent issues
facing humanity and the world. There would be no greater
method for addressing environmental issues than through
a convergence between hundreds of years of Indigenous
knowledge and the potential held by the ‘scientific tech-
nique.’ This convergence could be made possible through
an anarchist framework.                                          | [53-67].

C A R L M I L O F S K Y ~  B E R H A N U N E G A
S T A B L E A N A R C H Y A N D T H E P E R S I S T E N C E
O F C I V I L S O C I E T Y O R G A N I Z A T I O N S I N

E T H I O P I A

Based on a series of interviews with NGO leaders, this
paper argues that despite the existence of a repressive
authoritarian regime, civil society and civil society orga-
nizations remain active in Ethiopia and have a strong,
autonomous existence.  We argue that Ethiopia is a poly-
centric society where the state is weak. We introduce the
concept of “stable anarchy” to describe this configuration
where the state, despite its coercive nature, fails to reduce
the influence or significance of the many autonomous
centers of resource mobilization and social capital that
NGOs represent.  The paper argues that indigenous
NGOs are intertwined with a historical trajectory by
which international aid and governmental support creat-
ed typical organizational styles and stages. The evolution
of these NGO organizational patterns is intertwined with
the work of institution building within government and
the society as a whole. The period 2005-2010 saw increas-
ing repressiveness of government, particularly focused
on NGOs that engaged in the work of teaching democra-
tic participation and fostering rights for women, chil-
dren, and the disabled.
Four factors have led to the persistence and continued
vitality of civil society elements in Ethiopia: First, the his-
tory of NGO activity has built up networks of intercon-
nection among leaders, constituencies, and support
groups that have experience, endurance and the capacity
to be mobilized. Second, there exists a cultural infrastruc-
ture within Ethiopian society such that citizens have skills
related to participation and mobilization and these are
embedded in the normal living patterns of the country’s
life. Third, the activities of NGOs have led to widespread
political learning by citizens and their knowledge and
sophistication fosters dialog and participation. Fourth, an
active diaspora community is involved both in organizing
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and supporting civil society organizations providing both
provide remittances back to the country and linkages to
the international movement for human rights.      | [41-52].

S A H L A N M O M O
M E S O E C O N O M Y A N D T H E C L E A N C O D E

The author maintains that individuals and humankind as
a whole are leaping into a new phase of consciousness
which integrates them both in the mesoteric undivided
dimension of consciousness, the fifth state of the being,
or the true human dimension coupling the spiritual to
the material planes of existence, the esoteric to the exo-
teric realities. This new advanced state of the human con-
sciousness, determined by the shifting from an individual
ego-driven to an altruistic collective social-based con-
sciousness model, integrates and enacts in itself collective
concerns, with relevant outcomes in all fields of human
endeavour, from culture to economics, form working to
social models, and so forth. In particular economy, no
longer ignited by self-interest and individual profit but
pointing to the common good, is already generating a
mesoecomomy in the spirit of social solidarity.
Momo asserts that, in order to facilitate this shift to the
mesoteric consciousness, and to prevent further negative
consequences (debris, karma) created by actions not
originating in the true human nature, the adoption of a
Clean Code of ethical conduct taking into account sus-
tainability, respect for human and social rights, the envi-
ronment, and social justice is definitely needed. A Clean
Code granting that all along the whole supply chain –
from extraction, production and distribution to con-
sumption, waste disposal and recycling; in the perfor-
mance of economic and financial actions and services; in
the planning and management process of activities
involved in sourcing and procurement, conversion and
logistic management – only “clean” (karma-free) actions,
products or complex devices or processes are performed.
In contrast with the ‘sustainable’ development so far
maintained by the international Development commu-
nity, the Clean Code ensures a Clean sustainable devel-
opment that progressively will shape the post-2015
Development Agenda.                                          | V-XII].

S C O T T T U R N E R
T H E N O N - G O V E R N M E N T A L T E R N A T I V E :

A N A R C H I S T T H E O R Y A N D G L O B A L
C I V I L S O C I E T Y

Recent decades have witnessed a dramatic expansion of
non-governmental organizations (NGO’s). Their work
includes advocating for environmental protection and
human rights, providing healthcare and emergency ser-
vices to victims of war and natural disasters, and providing
education and development assistance to the world’s poor.
While this burgeoning nonprofit sector operates in con-
junction with governmental institutions, it demonstrates
the potential of people who are engaged in voluntary,
cooperative action to promote the humanitarian values of
freedom, justice, and peace. Classical anarchist thought
suggests useful theoretical concepts for interpreting the
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emergent global civil society in which NGO’s are central
actors. Far from smashing the state, however, NGO’s are
catalysts of global conscience. They aim to supplement
governmental efforts to address humanitarian needs, and
to tame the extant vestiges of state violence and oppres-
sion within a predominantly state-centric world.  | [35-40].     
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