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Abstract 

This project explores autonomy-oriented currents within permaculture and anarchism. Drawing on a 

minor current of Western thought influenced by Baruch Spinoza, autonomy is reconceptualized as a 

situational process that entails both connection and separation. Autonomy is thus an always-partial 

departure from the toxic patterns nurtured by capitalism, white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, settler 

colonialism, state domination, and other forms of subjection. This investigation focuses on the way 

autonomy-oriented currents transform their own relationships and situations, rather than seeking to 

ameliorate Empire’s institutions. As a project-based thesis undertaken through Cultural Studies, this 

investigation involved a number of components in addition to this text, including a blog, co-authoring a 

book, and propagating perennials and fruit trees. These activities are drawn into conversation with other 

autonomy-oriented texts and practices, and their potentials and pitfalls are analyzed in relation to 

liberalism, morality, counterhegemony, academia, oppression, industrialization, militancy, and settler 

colonialism. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

For radicals of many stripes, contemporary political life is marked by failure and 

humiliation. Recent elections tend to be between right-wing populists and authoritarians on the 

one hand, and centrist neoliberals on the other. Most governments, on the right and the left, are 

overseeing militarization and environmental degradation alongside cuts to healthcare, schools, 

social assistance, and other forms of state spending that were created to contain struggles and 

revolts a century ago. The world is hurtling towards ecological collapse and climate catastrophe, 

while world leaders set ‘emissions targets’ approved by the corporations that control them. Here 

on the west coast of Canada where I live, skyrocketing housing prices have intensified 

gentrification and made it increasingly difficult to even live in Victoria or Vancouver.  

People have good reasons to be cynical about the most visible forms of political action: 

protests, lobbying, consumer ethics, awareness-raising and electioneering are all premised on the 

sad hope of ameliorating dominant institutions and limiting some of the destruction under way. 

Sometimes these efforts do have an effect, but they constitute a dismal political horizon. It is clear 

that things are getting much worse for most living beings on the planet, and we are invited to 

watch it all unfold on our screens. 

From the perspective of many currents I draw on in this project, a major part of the 

problem is that we are increasingly dependent on the systems we need to dismantle, destroy, or 

ward off. Empire—the toxic mix of capitalism, state control, heteropatriarchy, settler colonialism 

and white supremacy—has an increasingly strong hold on how we relate to each other and the 

places where we live. How can one fight ecological devastation when life is entirely dependent on 
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industrialized production? How can one refuse wage labour when it is the only way to survive? 

The point of these questions is not a moral one, based in pointing out hypocrisies. The question is 

a strategic and political one: how can one fight a system that has a hold on life itself, conditioning 

our relationships and desires? Formulating the problem this way leads to a radically different 

horizon: the focus is on forms of life that undo or interrupt Empire’s hold, while carving out 

space for something different here and now. This is the horizon of autonomy, and this concept, 

and the practices and values it gives rise to, are what underpins this research project.  

This project is an attempt to revalue and rethink autonomy-oriented practices and forms 

of life. There are no blueprints for autonomy, and it can only begin right where people find 

themselves, because it always arises in and through an engagement with one’s immediate 

situation. Taking this seriously, I have chosen to focus on autonomous experimentation within 

anarchism and permaculture. Both of these movements contain currents that support the kinds of 

autonomy I am interested in, and they also have their own pitfalls and obstacles.  

 

Anarchism 

Anarchism is a diverse tradition that emphasizes direct action, mutual aid, autonomy, and 

non-hierarchical relationships. Over the past 40 years, it has been renewed and transformed 

through an engagement with ecological struggles, anti-war and anti-nuke movements, feminism, 

and Indigenous resurgence, among others. In particular, I am interested in anarchism’s 

prefigurative current, which places emphasis on transformation here and now, rather than 

working towards a revolutionary horizon in the future. This includes taking direct action to create 

other ways of living, such as alternative medicine and healing, deschooling and alternatives to 

school, ecological gardening and subsistence practices, transformative justice, cooperatives and 

non-hierarchical ways of organizing labour, community self-defense, and other constructive 
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alternatives. It also includes activities more typically associated with direct action, which impede, 

subvert, or destroy Empire’s circuits and infrastructures including sabotage, occupation, 

blockades, theft, violent confrontation, and non-violent direct action. 

 

Permaculture 

Permaculture is a newer movement that originated in the 1970s in Australia as a fusion of 

ecology, landscape design, and traditional subsistence techniques. It is a process of design that 

mimics patterns in nature, with the aim of regenerating, rather than degrading, ecosystems while 

providing habitats and yields for human and non-human life. What began as a focus on ecological 

gardening has since broadened to include a huge array of practices, including alternative 

economies and community land trusts, sustainable building, and other initiatives. While 

permaculture is often associated with particular techniques, at its most abstract it is a system of 

design based on careful observation of patterns and relationships in social and ecological systems. 

While many currents in permaculture often refuse to engage with questions of oppression, 

exploitation and violence, I am most interested in the edges of permaculture, where it cross-

pollinates with anarchist, anti-capitalist, feminist, and Indigenous traditions that are oriented 

towards radical social and political change. 

I do not focus on permaculture and anarchism because they are more transformative or 

more promising than other currents of autonomy, but because they have deeply shaped my own 

trajectory, values, and desires. Part of my argument in this work is that autonomous currents 

begin from where people find themselves, rather than attempting to find the most radical, least 

oppressive, or best way of living.  
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Theoretical contribution to autonomy 

Part of this project involves an effort to do theory: that is, to reflect critically on the world 

and on practices of autonomy specifically. This entails reconceptualising autonomy. Under 

liberalism, autonomy tends to mean freedom from external constraints, coupled with a capacity 

for self-government. The ‘units’ of liberal autonomy tend to be sovereign states and their 

subjects. The autonomous individual of liberal discourse—an ideal structured on the model of the 

white, male, property-owning man—is a fabrication of Empire, configured through processes of 

discipline and control. Untying autonomy from liberalism, as I do in this project, requires a 

completely different basis for thinking about autonomy and agency, one that is about severing 

some connections while creating new kinds of relations and dependencies. Because our desires 

and subjectivities are determined by the relational webs in which we are immersed, autonomy is 

not about escaping ties, but becoming active in their composition. This thesis thus works to 

reconceptualise autonomy as a creative and relational process of participating in the forces that 

compose our lives. 

 

Edges and affirmative reading 

The hegemonic way to do academic theory (even radical theory), I would suggest, is 

constrained to the level of metatheory: it is not about reflecting on the world directly, but mostly 

about comparing, contrasting, and criticizing various theoretical texts within a given field. The 

process of metatheoretical reading can be useful, and I deploy it here to analyze the potentials and 

pitfalls of autonomous currents. However, I am also keen to avoid taking a detached, critical 

stance that is common in academic investigation.  I am deeply sympathetic to permaculture and 

anarchism, especially in terms of the prefigurative alternatives they have inspired.  Furthermore, 
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these traditions continue to inspire me, teach me things, and inform my own political perspective 

and practice.  

With this in mind, I make an effort to balance critical thought with what I call affirmative 

thought, focusing on helpful and promising elements within the currents I investigate. This does 

not mean giving up critique altogether, but rather using critique to remove obstacles to productive 

lines of thought and practice. I believe that offering a sympathetic critique of these traditions 

involves getting to know them in even more intimate ways, in addition to taking critical distance 

from them.  While I want to find ways to unsettle and radicalize these traditions, I want to do so 

in ways that are compassionate, intimate, and uncertain.  

 

Autonomy within and beyond academia 

A major part of this project entails an intervention into the question of what a PhD is, 

who and what it is for, and what it can look like. A PhD is supposed to be the final training 

ground for graduate students, cultivating the forms of expertise necessary for them to become the 

next generation of professors. This creates a whole sequence of imperatives for grad students. At 

the heart is the imperative to spend most of our time reading and writing about a small field of 

expertise, in the hopes that we can secure a tenure-track position, becoming professional readers 

and writers for the rest of our lives. Overall, a PhD is about reading and writing, and while one 

might have other experiences, talk to people, and so on, all of this must be translated back into 

reading and writing (as data, research creation, or some other method) to count for anything. 

The Cultural Studies Program at Queen’s has carved out a lot of space for 

experimentation against the grain of these imperatives, and this was a major reason I chose to do 

my PhD there. Instead of writing a traditional dissertation, students can choose to do a ‘project’ in 

which some of the activities that count towards the degree are things other than reading and 
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writing. In other words, the Cultural Studies program is one of the few programs I know of in 

which there is a little more space to combine theory with practice, and to experiment with the 

edges and limits of what a PhD can be. My project is actually a constellation of interconnected 

projects, aimed at investigating and practicing autonomous experiments connected to 

permaculture and anarchism. They include (1) a blog called cultivating alternatives, in which I 

experimented with non-academic writing and engagement around a wide variety of topics 

connected to my research; (2) a book, co-authored with carla bergman, entitled Joyful Militancy 

about the potential of experimentation, openness, creativity, and care in radical movements and 

the obstacles to them;1 and (3) a project called GRAFT, dedicated to propagating and sharing fruit 

trees and edible perennials, along with the knowledge of how to grow and care for them.  

Rather than planning out all of these projects in detail and then carrying them out, each 

one emerged through an iterative process of experimentation. Through ongoing challenges, 

mistakes, and critical reflection, the project was reshaped in significant ways. This process of 

emergent design was somewhat planned and articulated in my proposal, but I could not have 

anticipated the way things ended up. When I first proposed this project, Joyful Militancy was 

supposed to be a short essay, and it slowly ballooned to a collaborative book project that took 

over most of my life for over a year. In a different way, the GRAFT project also shifted away 

from a focus on propagating fruit trees to give away, towards an ongoing fundraiser to support 

Indigenous resurgence efforts. I discuss each of these examples throughout this text, drawing out 

practical examples, insights, and challenges and putting them in conversation with the theorists 

and practitioners I draw on. This has enabled me to formulate different problems, write for 

                                                        
1	I	refer	to	the	book	at	some	points	in	this	thesis,	primarily	in	Chapter	6;	however,	the	
book	itself	does	not	form	any	part	of	this	thesis.		
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different audiences, and engage in other activities and gain different kinds of knowledge than 

those of contemporary academia.  

While I want to cultivate autonomy from some imperatives of academia and I have 

worked to cultivate an accessible writing style for the book and the blog, I see this text (the 

analytic component) as the academic portion of my project. It will be read primarily by my 

committee, and it is written for the purposes of bringing together various theoretical and practical 

insights from the project. In some places it is highly technical and likely inaccessible to a popular 

audience; however, I hope to be evaluated on the basis of my project as a whole, and I have 

included other materials in Appendices. 

 

Project outline 

The central question I pursue in this text is: what are the potentials and pitfalls of 

autonomy-oriented currents within permaculture and anarchism? This investigation is 

simultaneously empirical, theoretical, and practical: it draws together a theoretical investigation 

with actually-existing projects and initiatives, in addition to my own projects that I have 

undertaken as part of the PhD project option. 

Theoretically, I draw primarily on what I call the Spinozan current (often associated with 

the post-structuralist thought of Gilles Deleuze and Michel Foucault) to reconceptualise, analyze, 

and affirm autonomous currents. I suggest that Spinoza is part of a minor current in Western 

philosophy that helps to theorize autonomy as a relational, experimental, ethical process. This 

current is also invaluable in conceptualizing Empire as a relational assemblage of exploitation, 

violence and control, which works through conditioning our values, relationships, and desires.  

In this sense, Empire is as much ‘in here’—in our own behaviours, habits, and 

perceptions—as it is ‘out there’ in the discourses, laws, policies, and practices that are necessary 
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for its reproduction. Rather than leading to defeat and complacency, I want to suggest that this 

relational conception of the dominant order helps to highlight the importance of autonomous 

currents: rather than escaping once and for all, this perspective begins from the situations, values, 

and priorities of those involved. 

Methodologically, this project is inspired by Colectivo Situaciones’ conception of 

militancia de investigación, which they suggest should be understood in English as both “militant 

research” and “research militancy” (74). As their translators Sebastian Touza and Nate Holdren 

explain, this retains the dual meaning of “knowledge production that happens to be radical” 

(militant research) and “radical activism that happens to take the form of knowledge production” 

(74). They argue that traditional methodological approaches within academia (as well as 

approaches arising from political parties and humanitarian organizations) tend to reify and 

instrumentalize their objects of inquiry through the imposition of pre-existing political and 

epistemological frameworks (74-5). Their alternative is not to throw away rigor or refuse research 

as such, but to do research in a way that aims at the expansion of potencia - power, or joy. This 

means that the specific approach to research (and the way it is interwoven with practice) is a 

situated, ethical question that cannot be reduced to a method. Abstracting from this situation, they 

explain, “might produce a ‘method’ in which all the richness and potencia of research militancy 

in the situation is trimmed off to leave only that part whose utilitarian value makes it transferrable 

to other situations” (75). In this sense, the search for a general method that is then ‘applied’ to 

various situations can corrode the potential of inventiveness, creativity, and emergence.  

What does this mean for my project, then? Instead of setting out with a linear method that 

would determine my projects and how I reflect on or analyzed them, I have sought to tactically 

deploy a variety of approaches. My analysis is drawn from three interconnected sources: (1) 

relevant academic and non-academic publications (2) published interviews with permaculturalists 
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and anarchists and (3) my own experience gleaned through the projects I have undertaken. Rather 

than separating them out, in most of this text I bring them together, drawing on each one as 

appropriate. In this sense, my approach could be understood as a hybrid of autoethnographical 

inquiry, and a more theoretical approach that entails metatheoretical analysis and the 

development of concepts.  

Arising through a critique of social-scientific preoccupations with ‘researcher 

detachment,’ autoethnography is based on the insight that attachments and relationships between 

the theorist and his object of inquiry are not only inexorable, but can also be a source of insight. 

As BRE explains, autoethnography involves “a practical rethinking of terms like validity, 

reliability, and objectivity” (226). Rather than representing situations objectively, the strength of 

autoethnography is its capacity to “identify zones of contact, conquest, and the contested 

meanings of self and culture that accompany the exercise of representational authority” (Neuman 

191). I thus deploy an autoethnographic approach to reflect critically on both the projects I have 

engaged in, and my own position and training as a researcher, with the aim of generating insights 

about the concrete project and the process of inquiry and the institutional context in which I am 

engaged. 

While I use autoethnography selectively as a mode of inquiry, my theoretical approach to 

inquiry both complements and complicates an autoethnographic approach. In Chapter 3 I 

complicate this in two ways, consistent with research militancy and its search for potencia. I 

argue that academic tendencies towards critique and ‘paranoid reading’ can end up corroding 

potencia and I put forward an affirmative approach to inquiry, which complements critique. From 

this perspective, autoethnographic reflection can be paranoid or generative, depending on its 

deployment. Second, I argue for the tactical importance of opacity and illegibility, suggesting that 

representing certain relationships and practices might also corrode their transformative potential. 
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Taken together, I suggest that these interventions further explain the emergent nature of the 

methods I use here, as contingent and ethical questions rather than linear approaches: what to 

analyze, how to do so, what to write about, and what to remain silent about are questions that 

cannot be detached from the ethico-political relations that connect me to the projects and currents 

I am analyzing. This raises questions not only about how to reflect on autonomous currents, but 

what aspects should be omitted. This is consistent with (and necessary for) the pursuit of my 

research question: I hope to remain attuned not only to potentials and pitfalls ‘out there’ among 

those involved in autonomy-oriented currents, but also in my own research and the ways it makes 

certain things (il)legible. In this sense, I apply both autoethnography and theoretical inquiry 

tactically, with the aim of opening up some questions and leaving aside others. In this way, I aim 

to undertake investigation that is both theoretically rigorous and practically grounded in some of 

the questions and concerns that animate autonomous currents within permaculture and anarchism.  

 

Chapter summary 

The next Chapter unpacks the complex relationship between Empire and autonomy. 

Conceptualizing autonomous transformation and politics is a struggle, I suggest, because Empire 

has its own ready-made conceptions of autonomy rooted in the individual subject. I identify 

several obstacles to autonomous politics and thought in this chapter. The first obstacle is the 

liberal vision of autonomy, grounded in the liberal subject and universalizing morality. I 

destabilize this vision by drawing the Spinozan current into conversation with anarchism. To 

become autonomous from these apparatuses of control, I suggest, is an inherently relational and 

experimental process.  

The second obstacle to autonomy is the hegemony of hegemony and its tendency towards 

universality and representation. From the perspective of hegemony, autonomous politics appears 
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parochial and particularistic because it is incapable of transforming Empire as a whole or 

changing dominant institutions. Destabilizing the hegemony of hegemony entails rethinking 

autonomous transformation as something that exceeds representation, operating through a process 

of singularization that transforms desires. Rather than lacking coherence, autonomous politics can 

be understood as a productive divestment from hegemonic orientations that entrench dependence 

on the state and other institutions. This divestment opens up space for prefiguration: the capacity 

to experiment with new forms of life, here and now. The chapter ends by drawing out some 

implications for autonomy in general. 

In Chapter 3 I work through some entailments and potentials of autonomy from 

hegemonic tendencies within the academy. I lay out imperatives of professionalization and 

domestication within academia, before outlining a distinction between theory, metatheory, meta-

metatheory, and practice. I suggest that this distinction is helpful in reflecting on what (and who) 

intellectual work is for and what it does. From this perspective, charting out alternatives for 

intellectual practice entails a critical relationship to academia and to anti-intellectual currents of 

radical milieus. From here, it is possible to grasp the potential and significance of the creation of 

alternatives to hegemonic academia. I provide some examples of this, before outlining my own 

project as an attempt to do intellectual work along these lines.  

I also provide a brief overview of anarchism and permaculture as discourses and 

practices, and then outline my own project and my approach. As part of this, I argue that one 

entailment of thinking, writing, and practicing autonomous alternatives is the question of 

legibility and opacity. In other words, cultivating autonomy from Empire requires being illegible 

in certain ways, which raises important questions for thinking and writing about these currents. I 

conclude by working through the implications of (il)legibility and opacity for this analytic 

component.  
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Drawing in particular on anti-racist and autonomist feminism, Chapter 4 maps Empire as 

an accumulation of divisions and violence arising in and through the rise of the witch trials, the 

transatlantic slave trade, capitalism, and Indigenous genocide, which have folded themselves into 

our habits, relationships, and desires. I do so in order to situate anarchism and permaculture 

within this system, as both complicit with oppression and as participating in undoing it. My 

argument in this chapter is that undoing oppressive divisions is ultimately a complex set of 

ethical questions rather than moral ones, and I point to some common notions that have arisen 

within various contexts to reach across, undo, and negotiate these divisions. This includes 

intentionally sharing skills and tasks; supporting autonomy through caucuses; recognizing the 

partiality and complicity of all autonomous experiments; and connecting different worlds, people, 

and projects.  

Drawing on Ivan Illich and other critics of industrialization, Chapter 5 theorizes Empire 

as a system that induces dependence on its infrastructure. I examine this dependence through the 

interconnected processes of institutionalization, industrialization, and deskilling. I reject both the 

depoliticization of Empire’s infrastructure, as well as a purist separation from them. Cultivating 

autonomy from Empire entails an always-impure recovery and relearning of skills, practices, and 

relationships that are both combative and regenerative.  

Chapter 6 reflects on the phenomon of ‘sad militancy’ in radical spaces, a tendency that 

recreates sadness through rigid ideological and moral purity. I discuss my efforts with carla 

bergman to write about this phenomenon and to relay some theoretical concepts—developed 

primarily within academic affect theory and post-structuralism—into milieus where sad militancy 

circulates. 

Chapter 7 focuses on settler colonialism and what it means for settlers practicing 

permaculture and anarchism. I draw on theorists whose work denaturalizes colonialism and 
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reveals the potential complicity of permaculture, anarchism, and other autonomy-oriented 

currents. I argue that the pitfalls of these critiques lies in a tendency to transform settler 

colonialism into a moral problem, obfuscating its more complex, ethical character. At stake here 

is the capacity to transform settler subjectivity in ways that undo its toxic attachments to 

colonialism while creating different sorts of attachments. My argument is that while permaculture 

and anarchism are always potentially complicit in settler colonialism, they may, under certain 

conditions, also support Indigenous resurgence and help transform settler subjectivities in 

important ways. I show how anarchists, permaculturalists, and Indigenous people are exploring 

some of these affinities and I focus on the Unist’ot’en camp as a particular site where these 

currents have come together. 
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Chapter 2 

Autonomy from liberalism, morality, and hegemony 

Empire and autonomy 

In this chapter I begin an analysis of the complex relationship between autonomy and 

Empire by laying out some of the key concepts deployed throughout this project. At the heart of 

this argument is a reconceptualization of both autonomy and Empire as a set of complex 

relational processes rather than as more ‘thing-like’ institutions or structures. I suggest that 

autonomy is a process that breaks the hold of Empire on our habits, desires, relationships and 

orientations. This opens space for us to formulate problems ourselves, in a way that is tuned to 

our own situations, and to generate creative responses that consist in new relationships, practices, 

values, subjectivities and forms of life.  

I conceptualize ‘Empire’ as the toxic mix of heteropatriarchy, colonialism, the state-form, 

white supremacy, capitalism, ecological domination, and other exploitative, oppressive ways of 

relating that have reinforced each other over the last several centuries. Following recent work in 

feminism, autonomous Marxism, anarchism, post-structuralism, Indigenism and queer theory, I 

understand power as relational and productive, leading towards a conception of Empire as a 

globalized assemblage of domination and control, which folds itself into our bodies, our modes of 

production and reproduction, our habits of thought, and our everyday lives (Smith 2010; Heckert 

2014; Alfred 2005; Dixon 2014; Holloway 2010; Day 2005).2 In this sense, Empire is both ‘out 

                                                        
2	Many	of	the	currents	I	draw	on	focus	on	one	element	of	Empire	in	particular	(such	as	
settler	colonialism)	or	they	show	how	seemingly	different	elements	interlock	(such	as	
capitalism	and	patriarchy).		These	currents	have	different	names	for	the	monster,	they	
formulate	the	problem	of	Empire	differently,	they	emphasize	different	elements,	and	
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there’—expressed in its dominant institutions, policies, and structures—and ‘in here’—in the 

intimate, embodied, and often-unconscious ways that we relate to each other in everyday life.   

A key premise shared broadly across these analyses, I would suggest, is that despite the 

pervasiveness of oppression, there are cracks and openings of autonomy everywhere.  Empire is 

pervasive but never all-encompassing; its forms of domination and control are totalizing but 

never total. In this sense, autonomy is constantly at stake in Empire: through violence, division, 

exploitation and assimilation, it is being destroyed in some ways, in some places, while being 

revitalized and cultivated in others (Federici 2004; Mies 2014; Holloway 2010; p.m. 2011; Olson 

2012; Hardt and Negri 2011; Anonymous 2011). Conceptualizing autonomy as a process is also 

difficult because it is weighed down with connotations of isolation, autarky, and sovereignty. 

From this perspective, cultivating autonomy from Empire can sound like a desire to create 

isolated little islands, walled off from the world. In this chapter I make an effort to 

reconceptualize autonomy as a dynamic and creative process that entails separation but also 

connection. 

A first step towards conceptualizing Empire, autonomy, and their relationship is to affirm 

the reactive aspects of Empire and the creative aspects of autonomy. Rather than thinking of 

Empire as a system of domination to which social movements react, autonomist marxists flip the 

script in what Stephven Shukaitis (2009) calls “the reversal of perspective,” reconceptualizing 

class struggle as the dynamic motor of capitalist relations, rather than merely a reaction to 

capitalism (12).  Autonomist accounts emphasize the dynamism of class struggle, and argue that 

Empire “is constrained to react to the struggles” (Hardt and Negri 2000, 59).  What makes this 

                                                                                                                                                                     

sometimes	they	exist	in	tension	with	one	another;	however,	I	am	arguing	that	they	
share	key	understandings	of	Empire	and	autonomy,	and	I	focus	on	these	continuities	in	
this	text.		
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reversal possible?  John Holloway (2010) insists that this is not merely a rhetorical move, and 

traces the roots of this reversal to Italian factory struggles where it became clear that capitalists 

are always searching for new forms of discipline, control, and exploitation because they are faced 

with a proliferation of resistance, from foot-dragging to sabotage to organized expropriations 

(162).  Feminist autonomists have also used this reversal of perspective to push beyond the 

constraining image of the male factory worker as the primary figure of resistance, revealing the 

struggles of women, slaves, and Indigenous peoples to which Empire has needed to adapt (Mies 

2014; Federici 2004).  More generally, all of Empire’s forms of control can be understood, at 

least in part, as reactive attempts to contain, co-opt, and destroy autonomy and revolt.  

Maria Mies (2014) suggests that the concept of autonomy can seem vague because, like 

other “struggle concepts,” it emerges through social movement practice rather than being worked 

out by an ideological mastermind (36).  For this reason, she says, concepts like autonomy—as 

they are deployed by feminists and others—are “of a more open character than scientific 

definitions.  They are derived from our struggle experiences and the reflection on these 

experiences, and have thus a certain explanatory value” (36).  Clarification of concepts is part of 

political struggle: “questions of conceptualization are questions of power, that is, they are 

political questions.  In this sense, the clarification of conceptual positions is part of the struggle of 

feminism” (Mies 2014, 36).  In this sense, I suggest that tracing out resonant conceptions of 

autonomy and Empire is not merely a descriptive practice, but a form of struggle that can 

contribute to the cultivation of autonomy from Empire.  

This chapter develops a reading of what I call ‘the Spinozan current,’ which I suggest 

runs through minor currents of Western thought, including anarchism. I draw on this current to 

conteptualize autonomy and explore its potential. However, Empire has its own conceptions of 
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autonomy, so I want to trace out a liberal conception of autonomy, and explain how it is in 

tension with currents seeking autonomy from Empire.  

 

Wresting autonomy from liberalism 

As a discourse of the state and government par excellence, liberalism grounds itself in the 

universal subject. For Hobbes (2008) this was the self-interested subject in a war of all against all, 

which necessitates the sovereign State. For Kant (2012) the autonomous subject comes into 

existence by acting morally, such that it could will its actions to become a universal law. Liberal 

thought tends to be concerned with balancing this individual autonomy with the freedom or 

autonomy of others (Taylor 1994; Kymlicka 2001). As Warren Magnusson (2008) explains, 

liberal political thought colludes with the state, through an often-implicit “appeal to the 

sovereign” leading to “prescriptions for morality, ethics, law, government, and politics.” The 

autonomous liberal subject is thus reproduced by a form of thought that presupposes the state as 

both the guarantor and regulator of autonomy.  

Grounding agency and autonomy in the individual subject is not limited to liberal 

discourse, but extends into anarchism, permaculture, and other radical traditions as well. For 

instance, postanarchist thinkers have argued that classical anarchist thought (associated with 19th 

and early 20th century anarchism) tends towards an essentialist conception of the human subject 

(Newman 2011, May 1994, Call 2003, Day 2005). As with liberalism, there are many variants of 

this, but it tends to presuppose either an innate goodness of human nature, or an essential kernel 

of individual will and agency (Newman 2011, 58). Currents within permaculture often tend 

towards a similar liberal grounding. For example, the subject-position of the ‘designer’ can also 

partake of the inheritance of the Western subject, whose agency consists in properly combining 

various elements through knowledge, reflection and mastery. From this perspective, currents 
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within anarchism and permaculture can end up reconstructing, rather than dismantling, the 

individualizing and universalizing grounds of liberal subjectivity.  

In my work with carla bergman on Joyful Militancy, we tried to destabilize these 

notions of liberal autonomy and offer a different conception, tracing out resonances with 

feminism, Indigenous political theory, and the Spinozan current. Our aim was similar to my own 

here: to conceptualize liberal autonomy, freedom and morality as stultifying forms of 

subjectification, and trace out an alternative. In Joyful Militancy, (Bergman and Montgomery 

2017) we thus sought to engage in the kind of conceptual struggle Maria Mies outlines above by 

showing how liberal autonomy is founded on disconnection: 

If relationships are what compose the world and our lives, then 
the “free individual” of modern, Western capitalism (an 
implicitly straight, white, able-bodied, cis-gendered, property-
owning man) is a sad and lonely vision: a strange fiction 
invented by a violent and fearful society, walled in by morality 
and self-interest. This is an uprooted being who sees his 
rootlessness—his very incapacity to make and sustain 
transformative connections—as a feat of excellence (82). 

From this point of view, the liberal subject is premised on a disavowal of its own dependencies 

and relationships: it is autonomous insofar as it is unhindered, unaffected, and sovereign; 

however, this sovereignty can only be sustained by a massive network of (gendered, racialized, 

colonial) violence, exploitation and discipline (Mies 2014; Federici 2004; Smith 2010). Below I 

will draw on and extend the argument carla and I made in Joyful Militancy: the liberal 

individual is not the basic unit of autonomy, but on the contrary, exists only as a fiction 

constantly maintained by Empire’s forms of subjectification. To undo the liberal subject of 

autonomy also means grounding an analysis and practice of autonomy in something other than 

this subject. The paradox is that this fictive autonomous subject has been the ground for 
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conventional conceptions of action, agency, and politics in most forms of Western political 

thought. Who or what acts, decides, and struggles, if not the subject? 

 

Autonomy through the Spinozan current 

Here I want to introduce Spinoza’s ontological framework as a way to reconceptualize 

autonomy and its potential. Spinoza is part of a minor current in Western philosophy that refuses 

Cartesian dualisms of mind/body and subject/object in order to conceptualize a dynamic world in 

process. Spinoza’s thought has deeply influenced post-structuralist and autonomist Marxist 

thought, including Michel Foucault (1983), Gilles Deleuze (Deleuze 1978, 1998, 1992a), Felix 

Guattari (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 1983), Antonio Negri (1999), Michael Hardt (Hardt 2015; 

Hardt and Intergalactico 2010), Colectivo Situaciones (2012) and the Invisible Committee (2009, 

2015). Rather than deploying concepts from the arsenal of Deleuze and Guattari or other Spinoza-

inspired theorists, carla and I chose to center Spinoza’s own vocabulary of joy, sadness and affect 

in order to relay this mode of thought to a non-academic audience. In doing so, some of our most 

helpful interlocutors were Tiqqun (2010, 2011) and the Invisible Committee (2009, 2015), both 

because they tend to use evocative examples and, unlike most other philosophers listed above, 

they are widely read (or at least known) within non-academic currents of anarchism and other 

anti-authoritarian milieus. We sought to draw on useful parts of their work while leaving behind 

what we read as an often-dismissive and arrogant style. A second key source was Deleuze’s 

(1978) lectures on Spinoza, in which he explains Spinoza’s thought in plain language. Consistent 

with the approach we took in the book, my aim is to work through the Spinozan ontology here in 

order to arrive at a relational conception of autonomy. In this sense, I suggest that Spinozan 

philosophy can be helpful both in resisting liberal subjection and in affirming lines of flight from 

it.  
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Rather than constructing a stable essence to ground the subject (as with liberalism), or 

deconstructing this essence to reveal the play of presence/absence, or inside/outside (as with the 

Derridean current (Derrida 1993; Laclau and Mouffe 2001; Zizek, Laclau, and Butler 2011; 

Thomassen 2007; Newman 2012), Spinoza’s most important work, The Ethics, (1994) is 

grounded in affect. What Spinoza calls a ‘body’ is not a stable essence, not a subject or an object 

with a distinct inside and outside; instead, a body is defined by its affective transitions. It is a 

pattern of relations in movement, defined only by the way it affects and is affected by other 

bodies. As Deleuze (1978) explains in his lectures on Spinoza: 

What counts is the question, of what is a body capable? And 
thereby he sets out one of the most fundamental questions in his 
whole philosophy (before him there had been Hobbes and 
others) by saying that the only question is that we don’t even 
know [savons] what a body is capable of, we prattle on about the 
soul and the mind and we don’t know what a body can do. But a 
body must be defined by the ensemble of relations which 
compose it, or, what amounts to exactly the same thing, by its 
power of being affected. 

By placing the question of affect at the center of philosophy, Spinoza turns life into a 

fundamentally experimental endeavor. Rather than figuring out eternal essences or stable 

properties, philosophy (and life more generally) is fundamentally about experimenting with 

capacities to affect and be affected. This is not about creating a catalogue of capacities in order to 

understand a body in its totality, because bodies are changing at every moment. Rather than fixed 

concepts designating stable subjects or objects, Spinoza’s concepts designate variations and 

transitions. These affective transitions are conceptualized through a relational dualism: ‘joy’ is 

Spinoza’s word for an increase in the body’s capacity to affect and be affected, and ‘sadness’ is 

his name for a decrease in capacity (Hardt 2015; Deleuze 1978). The radical implications of this 

should not be underestimated. Spinoza does not simply provide an account of subjective emotions 
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or experience, but an ontological account of the world: there are no things, but only doings: 

actions, happenings, increases and decreases in capacity. 

One important implication of this is that our desires are not our own: they are the product 

of everything that affects us. As Deleuze (Deleuze and Parnet 2007, 61) explains:  

We live in a world which is generally disagreeable, where not 
only people but the established powers have a stake in 
transmitting sad affects to us. Sadness, sad affects, are all those 
which reduce our power to act. The established powers need our 
sadness to make us slaves. The tyrant, the priest, the captors of 
souls need to persuade us that life is hard and a burden. The 
powers that be need to repress us no less than to make us anxious 
… to administer and organize our intimate little fears. 

This insight is immediately political, raising the question of how we can come to desire our own 

subjection, enslavement, and powerlessness. From this perspective, rather than asking why people 

sometimes steal, revolt, and resist the life offered to them under Empire, it makes more sense to 

ask, with Deleuze and Guattari, “why do people still tolerate being humiliated and enslaved, to 

such a point, indeed, that they actually want humiliation and slavery not only for others but for 

themselves?” (1983, 38). How, in other words, do we come to desire and participate in Empire’s 

sad form of life?  

Contemporary post-anarchist theorists (May 1994; Call 2003; Day 2005) have shown 

how this question runs through a genealogy of 19th and early 20th century anarchism that is often 

said to anticipate many of the insights of post-structuralism. For instance, Ron Sakolsky (2015) 

has argued that a critique of ‘mutual acquiescence’ runs through the thought of Max Stirner, 

Fredrich Nietzsche, Piotr Kropotkin, and Gustav Landauer. Similarly, Richard Day (2005, 16) has 

argued that Landauer’s thought anticipates Foucault’s analysis of productive power. Landauer 

argues that the State is not a structure that can be smashed, but rather, “a social relationship, a 

certain way of people relating to one another” (2010, 214). Drawing on this genealogy, Sakolsky 
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conceptualizes ‘mutual acquiescence’ as “the social adhesive that cements the bricks of alienation 

and oppression which structure our daily lives” (2015, 5). Rather than being imposed from above, 

mutual acquiescence names a form of control that is rooted in “everyday psychological and social 

relationships” (7). Empire, from this perspective, works by propagating and transmitting sad 

affects: continually recreating situations in which people are caught in stagnating, violent, 

depleting patterns. 

 

Autonomy from morality 

Morality is crucial in transmitting these sad patterns. The anarchist current I drew on 

above is highly critical of morality, revealing it as an inheritance of Christianity and its 

universalizing worldview. Max Stirner (1995) argues that morality, like the state, is a ‘spook’—

an abstraction that entrenches passivity rather than undoing it. This Stirnerian critique runs 

through currents of post-Left anarchism and anarchist individualism, which have criticized Leftist 

politics for its implicit reliance on a universalizing division between good and evil, along with 

implicitly Christian tendencies towards guilt and shame (McQuinn 2009; Landstreicher 2009; 

Dragonowl 2015). For instance, Aragorn! argues (2009) that “Moral value, or ‘good’, is defined 

by the specific cultural values of Europe, of a developed Christian worldview, and the developing 

beliefs in individualism, meritocracy, and mercantilism,” insisting that all divisions between good 

and evil are rooted in specific histories and cultures. Morality is thus universalizing, rather than 

universal. Many of these critiques (Newman 2006; Dragonowl 2015) argue that the Left has 

inherited what Nietzsche (1989) calls the ressentiment of “slave morality,” leading to a reactive 

orientation to the world, recreating subjectivities based in weakness and victimhood. Here I think 

it is important to insist that this critique need not dovetail with victim-blaming and a denial of the 

reality of pervasive violence. Instead, it gets at the way moral binaries lead to a reactive form of 
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subjectivity that ultimately frustrates capacities to deal effectively with patterns of violence. 

According to the post-Left anarchist Wolfi Landstreicher (2009), for instance, this Leftist 

moralism leads to “a set of simplistic doctrines through which to view the world and a litany of 

moral outrages perpetuated by the current rulers.” Morality and collective responsibility call “for 

individuals to sacrifice themselves to the various causes, programs and organizations of the left.” 

At stake here is not simply a philosophical error, but a set of commitments and assumptions that 

reproduces mutual acquiescence.  

Over the last decade, debates about nihilism and morality have become intense and often 

toxic in anarchist milieus, calcifying into camps of individualists and post-Left anarchists who 

reject morality and embrace nihilism on the one hand, and social anarchists, anarcho-syndicalists 

and others who reject nihilism remain tied to the Left (and often implicitly to morality). 

In our book, we sought to affirm the anarchist critique of morality while warding off some of the 

conclusions—and the often dismissive and arrogant tone—of nihilist and post-Left currents. As 

an alternative to morality, many of these currents tend to fall back on individualism or nihilism, 

and it is here that we wanted to part ways with them. Post-left criticism is highly influenced by 

the thought of 19th century anarchist Max Stirner (1995), rooting anarchist agency in a 

conception of individual egoists following their own desires. From this perspective, what is 

stifled by morality and the state is ultimately the creative individual, who is freed by rejecting 

morality and other spooks. As Landstreicher (2009) explains, “At its best, the anarchist endeavor 

has always been the total transformation of existence based on the reappropriation of life by each 

and every individual, acting in free association with others of their choosing” (emphasis added). 

The individual is conceived here as an autonomous unit with its own desires. 

In our book, we sought to make an intervention into these currents by advancing a non-

universalizing alternative to morality and an alternative to nihilism and individualism. In doing 
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so, we drew on a current of anarchism associated with Landauer, Spinoza and post-structuralism. 

Landauer read Nietzsche and Spinoza and was critical of both universal morality and 

individualism (2010, 99–100). While he credits Stirner with the insight that the State, God, and 

morality are spooks, Landauer insists that individual was a spook itself, “a rigid and absolute 

expression for something that is very mobile and relative” (101-2). Landauer thus rejects both 

universalizing moralism and Stirnerian individualism. We sought to extend this insight in the 

book, suggesting that Landauer’s thought shows how “individual people could not be abstracted 

from their already existing relationships, values, and communities. Like the state, the self-

enclosed individual is a fiction of Empire. ‘I’ am already a crowd, enmeshed in others.” 

(Bergman and Montgomery 2017, 107).  

 

Empire’s techniques of individualization 

We drew these anarchist currents into conversation with post-structuralist thought of 

Foucault (2010) , Deleuze (1992b), Tiqqun (2010) and the Invisible Committee (2009) who show 

how the fictions of individual autonomy and freedom are made real by a complex set of 

techniques for disciplining bodies, governing populations and engineering environments. As 

Foucault’s analysis of governmentality have shown, the autonomous liberal subject does not pre-

exist the State and capital. Instead governmental apparatuses produce liberal subjects and the 

milieu of freedom through which they move (Foucault 2010, 267–90). As Foucault writes, “the 

development, dramatic rise, and dissemination throughout society of these famous disciplinary 

techniques for taking charge of the behavior of individuals day by day and in its fine detail is 

exactly contemporaneous with the age of freedoms” (28). Bank accounts, law, courts, passports, 

consumption, schooling, statistical analysis, confession, social media, surveillance, private 
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property, cellphones, contracts, and other elements of everyday life in liberal capitalist societies 

are the means by which autonomous liberal subjects are fabricated. 

Through these fine-grained techniques of discipline and control, the liberal individual is 

not set free, but continually reproduced through processes of subjectification. From a Spinozan 

perspective, it becomes possible to see these techniques of normalization and pacification as a 

political strategy of ongoing counter-insurgency. The more we see ourselves as citizen-consumers 

seeking the satisfaction of our own interests and desires, the more detached we become from our 

own powers of acting. This is the perspective of the Invisible Committee, who suggest that under 

contemporary societies of control, the self exists “in a permanent state of deterioration, in a 

chronic state of near-collapse,” while at the same time Empire proliferates techniques of 

individualization and control, keeping bodies in narcissistic loops of customization and 

performance (The Invisible Committee 2009, 31). Ubiquitous surveillance, entrepreneurship, 

social media, smartphones, fashion, and consumption are apparatuses that cut bodies off from 

capacities to affect and be affected differently. Tiqqun provides an example of these apparatuses 

at work, along with an account of why we submit to them: 

“There is nothing mysterious about why Blooms [liberal 
subjects] submit so overwhelmingly to apparatuses. Why, on 
certain days, at the supermarket, I don't steal anything; whether 
because I am feeling too weak or I am just lazy: not stealing 
provides a certain comfort. Not stealing means completely 
disappearing in the apparatus, means conforming to it in order to 
avoid the violence that underlies it: the violence between a body 
and the aggregate of employees, surveillance personnel, and, 
potentially, the police. Stealing compels me to a presence, to an 
attention, to expose my bodily surface to an extent that, on 
certain days, it is just too much for me. Stealing compels me to 
think my situation. And sometimes I don't have the strength. So I 
pay; I pay for sparing myself the very experience of the 
apparatus in all of its hostile reality” (Tiqqun 2011, 156).  
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To submit to apparatuses of control—and to become the kind of docile body they aim to bring 

into being—thus tends to feel more comfortable than resisting or subverting them. When these 

apparatuses are working, submission is not felt as an imposition: docility and self-interest can 

come to seem normal and natural. Bodies in thrall to liberal subjectivity are thus defined by a 

penchant for impotence: desire turned against itself, incapable of being affected in a whole range 

of ways because it can only seek the satisfaction desires that have been patterned by Empire.  

In criticizing individualism, we sought to raise questions about the desirability and 

feasibility of anarchist politics that is predicated on the individual. The Spinozan perspective 

reveals the poverty of a conception of autonomy based in the individual, and the ways that this 

tendency risks uncritically embracing the individualizing techniques of Empire, rather than 

undoing them. At the same time, doing away with individual essences does not foreclose on the 

contingent possibility of recognizing and supporting individual autonomy. As Stephven Shukaitis 

(2009) explains, 

Autonomy is not something that is possessed by an individual 
subject so much as a relation created between subjects; that is, it 
is a form of sociality and openness to the other created through 
cooperative relations. Relations composed of individual subject 
positions in the process of emergence, rather than something that 
is possessed by isolated individuals before an encounter. The 
assumption of the existence of autonomy, whether by individuals 
or collectively, might well be an important precondition in 
creating conditions for its emergence. Autonomy is more a 
notion that is useful in mutual shaping and crafting of the social 
field, rather than something that precedes it (9).  

Autonomy, as it is being conceptualized here, is an orientation and a process that is renewed 

through relationships. 

Active autonomy 

In the book, we put forward a conception of autonomous transformation that undoes 

Empire’s forms of control, while avoiding the pitfalls of morality and individualism. Following 



 

 

 

27 

 

the Spinozan ontology laid out above, we argued that becoming autonomous is not simply a 

process of escaping processes of subjectification as if we could climb out of a cage, because these 

processes condition us, compose us, and make us who and what we are. Here we side-stepped the 

binary of morality and nihilism by developing a situational conception of situational ethics. It is 

important to emphasize that this is a very different conception of ethics than both its colloquial 

meanings and its renderings in moral philosophy. As we explain in the book, “Ethics is often 

spoken of colloquially as an individual morality: a static set of principles held by individuals 

(ethical consumption, codes of ethics, and so on). In fact, dictionary definitions conflate ethics 

with the “moral principles that govern a person’s behavior” (Bergman and Montgomery 2017, 

89). Similarly, traditional political philosophy—including many of its anarchist variants—tends 

to conceive ethics as “binding principles of conduct” (May 1994, 123). Rather than a fixed set 

principles, we sought a conception of ethics that wards off fixity. This conception of ethics is 

indebted to Richard Day’s (2001, 2005) work, and our (2014) interview with Day for the book 

was indispensable for developing this further. As Day explained in the interview, “In a critical, 

analytic—ethical—way of relating, it is impossible to know what one might think or feel ahead of 

time; that will be contingent upon many circumstances of the situation. There is likely to be much 

more complexity, much more nuance, less dogmatism, certainty, and purity.” As we explained in 

the book, rejecting morality does not necessarily entail nihilism or relativism. On the contrary, 

“recognizing our interconnectedness means becoming capable of more fidelity to our web of 

relations and our situations, not less” (Bergman and Montgomery 2017, 88).  

In order to concretize the potential of this relational ethics, we emphasized the Spinozan 

ontology of affect. Autonomy from Empire must be a process through which a body becomes 

capable of affecting its situation and being affected in turn. From this perspective, there are no 
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universal values, but only situated, ethical ones that arise through bodies in transition. We drew in 

particular on Deleuze’s reading of Spinoza: 

There’s a fundamental difference between Ethics and Morality. 
Spinoza doesn’t make up a morality, for a very simple reason: he 
never asks what we must do, he always asks what we are capable 
of, what’s in our power, ethics is a problem of power, never a 
problem of duty. In this sense Spinoza is profoundly immoral. 
Regarding the moral problem, good and evil, he has a happy 
nature because he doesn’t even comprehend what this means. 
What he comprehends are good encounters, bad encounters, 
increases and diminutions of power. Thus he makes an ethics 
and not at all a morality (Deleuze 1978). 

From this perspective, ethics is the negotiation with forces in which we are always already 

immersed, through which we become more capable. For Spinoza, there is no universal ‘good.’ 

The only ‘good’ is joy: the increase in a body’s capacity to affect and be affected, which varies 

moment to moment. Ethics entails getting in touch with situations and relationships in order to 

participate in joy’s unfolding. In contrast, morality tends to induce and reproduce sadness: it 

creates transcendent ideals about how things should be, disconnected from the capacity to 

transform them here and now, and uses the sad passions of guilt and pity to induce conformity 

and duty.  

Here we tried to show how ethical attunement is something many people are already 

engaged in, often intuitively, without necessarily needing this complex philosophical lineage: 

Unlike the cold abstraction of morality, a body’s capacities can 
only be discovered through attunement and experimentation, 
starting right where you are. You never know until you try. In 
trying, whether you “succeed” or “fail,” you will have learned 
and changed, and the situation will have changed, even if only 
slightly. This sounds simple, and in many ways it is. It speaks to 
the ways that many of us already try to navigate our everyday 
lives: not by adhering to fixed commandments, but by learning 
to inhabit our own situations in ways that make us more capable 
and more jointly alive (Bergman and Montgomery 2017, 90). 
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This means that there is no other place to start than with our own situations, traditions, places, and 

penchants. Tiqqun calls this ‘civil war’: the ontological fact that there is not one true mode of 

judgement, but only the free play of bodies or forms of life encountering each other, without any 

transcendent arbiter (Tiqqun 2010, 26–35). As we argued in our book, this means learning to 

become more attuned, responsive, and capable of sustaining enabling transformation.  

 

Actively nurturing joy 

How does one tune into and nurture this enabling transformation, then? What does it 

mean to actively participate in this process? This is difficult to describe because the conception of 

the autonomous or free subject (and the division between subject and object) is built into modern 

English grammar: who or what acts to undo liberal subjectivity? In the book we drew together 

currents from feminism, Indigenous political theory, affect theory and others to move through this 

paradox, recasting freedom and autonomy as a different kind of process that is fundamentally 

relational and affective. From this perspective, we argued, freedom and autonomy are: 

not about creating self-contained units but about participating in 
complex, shifting, relational processes. We always begin in the 
middle: amid our situations, in our neighborhoods, with our own 
penchants, habits, loves, complicities, and connections. There is 
no individual that comes before the dense network of relations in 
which we’re embedded (Bergman and Montgomery 2017, 91). 

 

We learned to use Spinoza to think through these questions in large part thanks to our 

interview with Sebastian Touza, who insisted that Spinoza’s distinction between passivity and 

activity is vital, and pointed us to Deleuze’s lectures on Spinoza (Touza 2016). Much of the time, 

we undergo joy and sadness passively: we feel more alive and capable, and then we feel less so, 

without being able to participate in the overall process. As Deleuze writes, 
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sometimes my power of acting increases, okay, sometimes it 
diminishes; but whether it increases or diminishes I remain 
within passion because, in both cases, I do not possess it: I’m 
still separated from my power of acting. So when my power of 
acting increases, it means that I am then relatively less separated, 
and inversely, but I am still formally separated from my power 
of acting, I do not possess it. In other words, I am not the cause 
of my own affects, and since I’m not the cause of my 
own affects, they are produced in me by something else: I am 
therefore passive, I’m in the world of passion (Deleuze 1978). 

Deleuze further explains passivity through the example of swimming in the ocean: a body is hit 

by a wave, sputters, laughs or cries (Deleuze 2017). The moralizing mistake would be to decide 

that the wave is the cause of one’s sadness and therefore evil. In this way, we misconstrue the 

causes of our sadness, separating out and defining subjects or objects from the thrum of relations. 

Rather than coming from mastery or abstract knowledge, autonomous activity arises from 

learning to relate in new ways: one learns how to swim, how to ride waves or move with them, 

how to fold waves into the composition of one’s body such that it leads to a new capacity.  

Rather than (only) getting away from something, we sought to develop a conception of 

Spinozan autonomous activity that entails the capacity to actively work on our relations. In the 

book, we associated this with the concept of ‘relational freedom’ rather than autonomy; however, 

these concepts describe the same process. Whereas the liberal individual seeks satisfaction of its 

own preferences and desires, it is incapable of actively participating in the processes that 

compose and condition these desires. In the book, we tried to show how this is always-already 

happening at the margins and edges of Empire’s forms of subjectification, offering the following 

anecdotes: 

Someone gets in touch with bird migrations, insects, weather 
patterns: they affect her more and more deeply as she tunes into 
their rhythms, over months and years. They begin to make her 
up. The loss is palpable as fewer return each year, and her hatred 
of the destruction grows alongside her love of the few remaining 
refuges for non-human creatures where she lives. Her rage and 
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despair finds resonance with others, similarly entwined, and they 
figure out how to fight together. This is neither individual self-
interest, nor moral altruism. It is relational ethics: the willingness 
to nurture and defend relationships.3 

Two friends fold their lives together; they draw new capacities 
out of each other. They hurt each other, and they work through 
it, emerging more intertwined than before. They are no longer 
sure which ideas and mannerisms were “their own” and which 
belonged to the friend. They know each other’s triggers and 
tendencies, intimately. One finds himself in trouble, and the 
other drops everything to help, at great personal risk. But this 
risk and sacrifice is not because it is morally right, or because 
they have calculated that it is in their own self-interest. It is not 
even felt as a choice; it is something drawn out of them 
(Bergman and Montgomery 2017, 90). 

In both of these examples, bodies become more capable through a reconfiguring of relations. In 

the first, it was an increase in the capacity to affect and be affected by ecological processes and 

living beings, leading to new ties and desires, and eventually to an emergent capacity to defend 

them. In the second, it was the ways two friends activate new capacities in each other, developing 

bonds that overrode individual self-interest.  

To render this in political terms, autonomy is a process of actively undoing Empire’s 

stultifying attachments and forms of subjectifications, and nurturing transformative relationships 

and desires. To undo the docility and hierarchies nurtured by institutions like schooling and 

prisons entails nurturing other ways of relating, learning, and creating safety. Similarly, nurturing 

relationships of care and interdependence helps to undo the vapid self-interest and individualism 

nurtured by capitalism. The ‘agent’ of autonomy here is not the individual, but bodies-in-process. 

Crucially, this conception of autonomous action runs against the grain of the (gendered, 

racialized, ableist) notions of activity that have formed the basis of Western divisions between 

active and passive, and resonates with Indigenous political theorist Glen Coulthard’s 

                                                        
3	This	anecdote	is	based	on	conversations	and	exchanges	with	Kim	Smith.	
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characterization of joyful activity and militancy as a product of always-already existing 

relationships of support and solidarity:  

It’s a product of relationships. It’s not the effect of doing 
relationships well; it’s because we’re already in relationships of 
solidarity. We’re helping each other out, we’re drawing people 
out of the negative into more positive relationships. Joyful 
militants aren’t choosing and saying “oh, I’m going to do this.” 
It’s because I’m being interpellated into more positive 
relationships, which provide me with different perspectives on 
the world, that draw me away from what would be entirely 
acceptable and rational, and that’s despair. How do we not have 
despair in these situations that we’re in? It’s because 
relationships are drawing us away from that to the extent that 
they can, to the extent that they’re successful. A joyful militant is 
less a product of a will to do so; there’s a work, we’re constantly 
working on each other (Coulthard 2016). 

At stake in this struggle are all kinds of connections and capacities that are closed off by Empire, 

morality, and individualism. Autonomy here is not (only) about disconnection from or 

interruption of its processes of subjectification, but about the ethical capacity to engage in and 

experiment with other connections and transformations that remake our relations and create new 

kinds of subjects with different values, capacities, and desires.  

 

The hegemony of hegemony 

In the next section I want to show how this horizon of autonomous experimentation is 

inhibited by a second tendency within Empire, which reduces politics to the attempt to reform or 

take over the State and other dominant institutions within Empire. Autonomy-oriented currents 

have criticized the ways that theory and practice often continue to orbit around Empire and its 

dominance. This is a trap, as Peter Linebaugh explains, because it makes Empire out to be more 

complete than it is: “we must not attend to the completeness of the wall,” he writes, “but to its 

chinks” (2014, 158).  J.K. Gibson-Graham point to what they call “capitalocentrism,” of 
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economic discourses that recapture alternatives “by identifying them in relation to capitalism as 

the same as, the opposite of, a complement to, or contained within” (Gibson-Graham 2006, 56). 

Similarly, Richard Day argues that there is a tendency of social movements to become trapped in 

what he calls the hegemony of hegemony, “the assumption that effective social change can only 

be achieved simultaneously and en masse, across an entire national or supranational space” (Day 

2005, 8).  The hegemony of hegemony and capitalocentrism obscure non-capitalist alternatives 

and other minor currents of social change, which tend toward autonomy from Empire.   

The concept of hegemony, as it has been developed by Western (i.e. non-Russian) 

Marxist and social democratic analysts, can be traced to the thought of Antonio Gramsci (1971), 

who argued that dominant groups maintain their dominance less by overt repression than by 

subtle forms of control that manufacture the consent of dominated groups. Gramsci showed how 

capitalist values and beliefs were disseminated through churches, schools, newspapers, and other 

institutions. For Gramsci, the analysis of the struggle for hegemony was an attempt to understand 

how a particular group (the bourgeoisie) could present itself (and its interests) as universal, 

“capable of absorbing the entire society, assimilating it to its own cultural and economic level” 

(Gramsci 1971, 260).  

Here I am specifically interested in the way that hegemony has tended to inform the 

analysis and practice of social and political change. My argument is that counterhegemony is both 

a goal immanent to political struggles and a way of understanding and evaluating politics, both of 

which create barriers to conceptualizing and affirming autonomy. I follow Richard Day (2005) in 

suggesting that the struggle for hegemony has itself become hegemonic, meaning that the 

assumptions underpinning this mode of social change have come to pervade many approaches to 

political and social transformation. While these assumptions are widespread, they can be 

productively understood by looking at explicit proponents of hegemony.  
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As Stuart Hall suggests, hegemony tends to be intertwined with the question of “what 

strategies and forms of political action/organization could unite concretely different kinds of 

struggle?” (Chen and Morley 1996, 417). In this sense, counterhegemony opens the possibility of 

a more systematic transformation of hegemonic structures. From this perspective, effective 

politics tends to be synonymous with achieving an effect on these structures. This tends towards a 

search for commonalities among progressive movements in the hopes of building unity, and in its 

more ambitious variants, counterhegemony is about the dream of a unified bloc that would be 

capable of challenging transnational capital (Carroll and Ratner 1994, 19-20) or taking over the 

capitalist means of production (Srnicek and Williams 2015). Counterhegemony thus tends to 

presuppose a struggle for control over the state and other political institutions, in hopes of 

achieving large-scale effects. 

 

Hegemonic aversion to autonomy 

From a counterhegemonic perspective, autonomy-oriented movements tend to be 

perceived as parochial and ineffective. For instance, Karl Boggs criticizes what he calls the 

“prefigurative impotence” of movements that refuse to engage with the state and other dominant 

institutions (Boggs 1989, 19). Other proponents of counterhegemony tend to absorb and 

instrumentalize autonomous currents as parts of a counterhegemonic strategy. As William Carroll 

writes, 

Clearly, non-branded tactics such as the impedance of 
institutions through blockades and the construction of temporary 
autonomous zones can be valuable in the conduct of a war of 
maneuver, just as development of activist networks and of 
communities based on mutual aid contributes to a war of position 
by building capacity for another world. But I doubt that these 
tactics, and the broader practice of structural renewal (rendering 
the system redundant by withdrawing energy from its 
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structures)… add up to a viable alternative to counter-hegemony 
(Carroll 2009, 31). 

From the perspective of hegemony, the reason that autonomous tactics are inadequate is because 

they are not counterhegemonic. Attempts to articulate other logics of social change can be either 

subsumed or dismissed on the grounds that they lack what counterhegemony promises: a unified 

alternative. The hegemony of hegemony thus produces its own tautological commonsense: when 

effectiveness is measured in terms of the capacity to achieve hegemonic effects, hegemony is the 

only viable politics. 

 

Destabilizing the hegemony of hegemony 

Destabilizing the hegemony of hegemony requires a way to understand non-hegemonic, 

autonomy-oriented currents on their own terms, rather than as merely ineffective, particularistic, 

and isolated. The hegemony of hegemony centers hegemonic institutions, assessing social 

movements by their capacity to reform, control, or overturn these structures. Fundamentally, 

hegemony is about representation, and so what matters is the articulation of common goals, 

demands, programmes, identities and interests. From this perspective, autonomy-oriented currents 

are often completely unintelligible, since they often refuse to represent themselves to dominant 

institutions and authorities. When they are intelligible at all, it can only be as failures and 

refusals. 

I would suggest that there is a critique running through autonomy-oriented currents that 

highlights the ways that hegemonic conceptions and practices of politics remain tethered to 

Empire, its institutions, and its horizons of social and political change. Currents of post-Left and 

anti-political anarchism often call this ‘Leftism,’ or simply ‘politics,’ pointing to penchants 

among Leftist social movements for programmes, parties, reformist campaigns, and forms of 
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recruitment that attempt to win adherents and treat people as instruments, creating obstacles to 

autonomous transformation (McQuinn 2009; Landstreicher 2009). Similarly, Glen Coulthard has 

criticized “the politics of recognition” and the tendencies of neoliberal governmentality to absorb 

subjects within processes of negotiation, claims-making, and self-representation in ways that 

ultimately stultify Indigenous autonomy (Coulthard 2007). Richard Day (2005) has suggested that 

‘the politics of demand’ is a political logic at the core of hegemonic thinking, through which 

subjects are entreated to make demands and seek reforms in ways that ultimately reinforce 

structures of domination and dependence. This keeps politics stuck in “an endless repetition of a 

self-defeating act that only perpetuates the conditions that give rise to its own motive force” (Day 

2005, 15). From the affective perspective developed in this chapter, then, hegemony is about 

capturing, controlling, and directing political energies, channeling them towards unification, 

representation, and the creation of demands or blocs. It does so through a hegemonic blackmail 

that insists on unification and representation as a political necessity, obfuscating other modes of 

social and political change. 

Destabilizing the hegemony of hegemony requires a conception of change that is neither 

universalizing and hegemonizing, nor simply particularistic. What the hegemony of hegemony 

obfuscates is the potential of autonomous transformation, which does not rely on representation, 

but instead works affectively by immediately transforming relationships and situations. As I 

explained above, within the Spinozan current, affect is a relational force that is irreducible to a 

subject or any other stable category. Affect is the productive force that undoes and disrupts 

representation and subjectification, as bodies take on new desires, habits, and compositions. This 

process is what Felix Guattari called ‘autonomization’ or ‘singularization:’ 

The function of autonomization in a group corresponds to the 
capability of carrying out its own work of semiotization, of 
cartography, inserting itself into local power relations, making 
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and unmaking alliances, and so on. What characterizes a process 
of singularization (which, at one time, I called the “experience of 
a subject-group”) is that it is self-modeling. In other words, it 
captures the elements of the situation, it constructs its own types 
of practical and theoretical references, without remaining 
dependent in relation to global power, whether in terms of 
economy, knowledge, technology, or segregations and prestige 
that are disseminated. Once groups acquire this freedom to live 
their processes, they acquire an ability to read their own situation 
and what is taking place around them. It is this ability that will 
give them at least some possibility of creation and make it 
possible to preserve this very important character of autonomy. 
(Guattari 2008, 62) 

This heightened capacity for creation and transformation takes place as people are able to undo or 

interrupt some of Empire’s forms of subjectification and articulation, creating openings for joy 

and figuring out how to sustain the process of transformation collectively, without relying on 

dominant institutions and authorities. Elsewhere, Deleuze and Guattari call this ‘minoritarian 

politics,’ whose power “is not measured by their capacity to enter and make [itself] felt within the 

majority system… but to bring to bear the force of non-denumerable sets” (Deleuze and Guattari 

1987, 471). These ‘non-denumerable sets’ are precisely the active processes of autonomy 

discussed above, which are not reducible to a particular subject, identity, goals, or programmes. 

Rather than tending towards representation or hegemony, this is a process of becoming active in a 

collective process of composition. Rather than universal solutions dictated by the imperative to 

displace Empire as a whole, autonomization opens space for people to formulate problems for 

themselves, in ways that cannot be resolved by hegemonic institutions, breaking dependence and 

opening space for creative responses.  

 

Giving up 

I would suggest that this helps explains the potential behind tendencies of ‘giving up’ and 

‘turning away’ that emerge as persistent themes in autonomy-oriented politics. For instance, 
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Richard Day suggests that non-hegemonic currents are driven by what he calls a politics of the 

act, which entails “giving up on the expectation of a non-dominating response from structures of 

domination; it means surprising both oneself—and the structure—by inventing responses that 

preclude the necessity of demand and thereby break out of the loop” (Day 2005, 89). Similarly, 

drawing on the work of Franz Fanon, Glen Coulthard has shown how currents of Indigenous 

resurgence and decolonization are based in a turn away “from their other-oriented master-

dependency, and to instead struggle for freedom on their own terms and in accordance with their 

own values” (Coulthard 2014, 43). From a green anarchist perspective, the anonymous author of 

Desert advocates giving up on the prospect of a global anarchist revolution, global collapse, or 

any other universal vision: 

To be disillusioned — with ‘Global Revolution’ and with our 
capacity to ‘Save the Earth’ — should not alter our anarchist 
nature, or the love of nature we feel as anarchists. There are 
many possibilities for liberty and wildness still. What are some 
of these possibilities and how can we live them? What 
objectives, what plans, what lives, what adventures are there 
when the illusions are set aside and we walk into the world not 
disabled by disillusionment but unburdened by it? (2011, 62) 

Like all the perspectives above, however, giving up is not a turn towards cynicism and despair, 

but an active divestment of desire that enables new openings, new questions, and new space for 

autonomous transformation.4 Permaculture is often framed as one of these beginnings, described 

by Fionn Quinlan as arising from “a general disdain for our current system” along with “a feeling 

of frustration at the geneal lack of immediate outcomes obtained through protesting” (Quinlan 

2016). 

                                                        
4	The	analysis	developed	below	is	deeply	indebted	to	conversations	with	Kim	Smith,	who	
has	taught	me	about	the	transformative	potential	of	hopelessness.	



 

 

 

39 

 

In all of these currents, autonomy from the hegemony of hegemony is enabled by 

interrupting and divesting from all kinds of relationships, habits, orientations, and 

subjectifications that keep us stuck in sad loops of dependence. However, I think it is crucial to 

avoid lapsing into a simplistic voluntarism here: one cannot ‘choose’ to divest from Empire’s 

forms of life because they tend to infuse desires and subjectivities. As we suggested in Joyful 

Militancy, undoing some of these orientations might also mean undoing oneself, and this can be 

a painful process, requiring patience and mourning, rather than some kind of hard-nosed realism.  

 

Autonomy as seduction and prefiguration 

My aim here is not to replace the strategic necessity of hegemony with a strategic 

necessity of autonomy, but to suggest that autonomy works through an entirely different logic of 

change. Turning away, the politics of the act, and ‘giving up’ is not about the superiority of one 

form of change over another, but about the escape from Empire’s sad forms of capture. This 

escape might lead to a proliferation of experiments in non-hegemonic change. Rather than 

spreading through programmes, recruitment, or demands, non-hegemonic autonomous currents 

spread through direct responses to the problems they formulate, in a way that has the potential to 

transform others through seduction: those who encounter them are sometimes able to experience 

a different way of life, a more joyful world in motion, or feel out ways of relating, along with the 

problems and questions that brought the form of life into being. The anarchist collective 

Crimethinc explains seduction this way: 

When we seduce, we present someone who ostensibly doesn’t 
want something with a new situation in which they may want it 
after all… Our practices of seduction don’t aim to induce others 
to do things they don’t want to do, but to induce others to want 
to do them, in the most meaningful sense: to want to take on all 
the risks and pleasures they entail (Crimethinc. 2013). 
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Seduction is an affective form of change rather than one based in analysis or strategy. It breaks 

the binary between coercion and consent because it is about an immediate process of change that 

transforms desires, preferences, and subjectivities. To the conception of seduction developed by 

Crimethinc, I would add that this process entails not only seducing others but also ourselves. 

Rather than positioning oneself as the one who has autonomy or politics figured out, seduction 

might be understood as an ongoing experiment in creating situations and forms of life that are 

joyful in the Spinozan sense: expanding our capacities to act, create, fight, and live together.  

I think the notion of seduction and autonomization help explain the focus on, and the 

promise of, prefigurative experiments among anarchists, permaculturalists, and other autonomy-

oriented currents. Uri Gordon (2008) suggests that prefiguration “represents a broadening of the 

idea of direct action, resulting in a commitment to define and realise anarchist social relations 

within the activities and collective structures of the revolutionary movement itself” (35). Rather 

than envisioning a utopia and then attempting to actualize it, I would suggest that prefiguration 

can be understood as an experimental response to autonomously formulated problems, in line 

with the kind of non-hegemonic change I have outlined above. This is not simply a moral stance, 

similar to the Kantian imperative, in which one should only live in the way that one wishes 

everyone else to live, in the hopes that others will be inspired by virtuous conduct. If 

prefiguration is understood morally, it can become a stultifying duty rather than an enabling 

process: we end up doing certain things not because they are enabling but because they are they 

are consistent with a fixed division of good and evil and therefore the ‘right’ thing to do. Rather 

than embodying an ideal of goodness and hoping to spread a virtuous vision of the future, an 

autonomous prefigurative process, as it is being theorized here, is about learning to become active 

in experimenting in one’s own situation by formulating problems collectively and inventing 

enabling responses. Autonomous prefiguration names the ethical capacity to engage in an 
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iterative process through which we are experimenting in living the values and lives we want, and 

they are folding back on us and reshaping us in an enabling way.  

 

Some implications for autonomous politics 

Autonomous transformation lies at a more humble scale and scope than dreams of 

revolution and counterhegemony: rather than evaluating efforts in terms of their capacity (or not) 

to dismantle Empire as a whole, whether they have a coherent plan, or whether they ‘add up’ to a 

counter-hegemonic force, it entails more attention to the potentials for transformation immanent 

to situations. Giving up on universalizing dreams might be an ethical divestment of stultifying 

practices and desires. In a sense, this is more ambitious than counterhegemony, not less: rather 

than lapsing into parochialism and giving up on radical transformation, it entails dismantling the 

very notion that there is (or has ever been) one world, one truth about social change, one set of 

values, and returns us to the immediacy of life and the singular relations that compose us. 

I have shown how the ‘agent’ of autonomous transformation is not the sovereign liberal 

subject, but a more dispersed and relational agency that emerges through joy. Rather than relying 

on the liberal subject, autonomous transformation undoes this subject through a process of 

desubjectication that activates new capacities to affect and be affected. To avoid falling back on 

the individual subject as the agent of change, we tended to use the term ‘joyful forms of life’ in 

the book. In order to avoid reifying an individual subject of autonomy here, I will refer to these 

collective experiments as autonomy-oriented currents and autonomous forms of life. 

In the book, we wanted to show how tangible ideas and practices can emerge from 

through experimentation. Through a process of autonomy, one can form what Spinoza called 

‘common notions’ about how to sustain enabing transformation. Developed further in Chapter 4, 

common notions are not rules or precepts, but ideas immanent to situations and capacities. They 
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can be productively elaborated and shared, but there is always a risk that they will become rigid, 

divorced from the enabling relations that brought them into being. I would suggest that anarchist 

concepts such as mutual aid and affinity can be understood as common notions: they are not 

moral imperatives or ethical precepts, but ways through which people actively transform their 

situations.  

Another implication of the perspective I have developed here is that autonomy is always 

precarious, limited and partial. Empire and the relationships it imposes cannot be escaped 

completely nor eliminated once and for all because they arise in and through us. Rather than 

abolishing them through a grand revolution, prefiguration undoes them immediately by creating 

other kinds of practices. These experiments always contain their own complicities with Empire: 

there is no way to be purely ‘against’ or ‘outside’ of Empire, and in fact this desire can corrode 

autonomous transformation itself. Similarly, autonomy can stagnate into habits or inherited ways 

of doing things that are no longer alive and attuned to the situation. When this happens, common 

notions die out and morality, rigidity, or other forms of fixity take over. 

Finally, because the hegemony of hegemony works by pulling bodies into relationships 

of representation and recognition, autonomy often entails strategic opacity: silence, camouflage, 

subtlety, feigned ignorance, secrecy, and other practices might all be useful in remaining opaque 

to Empire. This is not simply about countering forms of surveillance and policing, but about 

refusing to be the kind of entity that can be recognized and properly incorporated (or eliminated) 

by Empire. This means evading Empire’s attempts to capture and represent autonomous currents 

in order to remain active in conditioning one’s own transformation. 
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Chapter 3 

Autonomy from the hegemonic university 

The University’s entanglements with Empire 

In this chapter, I explain my project via a critique of hegemonic imperatives within 

academia, which I argue constrain the potential for autonomy-oriented theory and practice. My 

focus on writing to non-academic audiences and cultivating non-academic skills is not an attempt 

to abandon the academic world as a whole, but rather to inhabit academic spaces in ways that do 

not presuppose a career in academia, or the subjectivities and priorities this entails.  This means 

interrogating the priorities and practices that tend to be valued and naturalized in graduate school, 

holding onto some while transforming or leaving others behind, with the guiding question of how 

I can develop skills, practices, connections, and capacities that will help me contribute to 

autonomous currents while meeting the requirements of my degree. 

Critics of schooling have shown how, from their inception, schools have been designed to 

train the next generation of workers and reproduce hierarchy and conformity (Illich 2000; Hern 

1998; Black 2016). As the pinnacle of modern schooling, the main function of academia has been 

to train the next generation of managers, bureaucrats, and professionals: elites whose role is to 

administer Empire’s institutions. In recent years, neoliberalism has penetrated universities and 

intensified capitalist imperatives within them, creating new imperatives and forms of 

rationalization (The Edu-Factory Collective 2009; Slaughter and Rhoades 2000; 

Undercommoning Collective 2016). Class sizes have increased, professors are expected to 

supervise more graduate students, and more administrators have been hired to oversee the 

neoliberalization of the university. As the baby boomer generation of professors retire, 
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universities either hire sessionals to take their place, or if student enrolment is too low, they close 

down or consolidate faculties.  

As part of this neoliberal transformation, each position within the university is 

increasingly perceived in capitalist terms. Students are perceived as commodities by both the 

universities who extract tuition from them and the financial corporations who service their debt. 

Students and their parents are invited to perceive their education as an investment towards better 

job prospects, and they evaluate their professors in terms of customer satisfaction. As 

professorships in the humanities and social sciences are increasingly replaced by sessionals and 

other forms of precarious labour, graduate students find themselves in intense competition for a 

tiny number of tenure-track positions. As Amit Basole writes, “We live in times of super-

specialization of disciplines when academic faculty often produce knowledge only for their peers 

and may even be punished via academic sanctions such as denial of tenure for not producing 

enough knowledge for specialist consumption” (Basole 2009, 35). Graduate students seeking to 

secure a place within academia need to keep up a constant publishing schedule, creating a ‘brand’ 

for ourselves so that our focus, contribution, and forms of expertise are easily marketable to 

universities. This means writing a dissertation that can be published as a book, presenting papers 

at several conferences each year, and taking on other responsibilities (including teaching and 

administration) that will bolster a CV, and hopefully future career prospects. Perhaps most 

depressingly, aspiring academics are constantly uprooted: we are supposed to do an 

undergraduate degree in one place, a graduate degree at another, get a post-doctoral fellowship 

somewhere else, and then apply to dozens of universities and do job talks, preparing ourselves to 

move anywhere in North America (or sometimes anywhere in the world) for a tenure-track 

position. 
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While many graduate students come to university because they want time and space to 

explore ideas, these productivist imperatives mean that aspiring academics have very little time to 

do anything other than think and write, with very particular goals in mind. This produces a 

particular kind of subject: one who is competitive, isolated, individualistic, paranoid, placeless, 

and hyper-specialized. The Research and Destroy collective puts it this way:  

The “vocation” for which they [graduate students] labor is 
nothing other than a fantasy of falling off the grid, or out of the 
labor market. Every grad student is a would be Robinson Crusoe, 
dreaming of an island economy subtracted from the exigencies 
of the market. But this fantasy is itself sustained through an 
unremitting submission to the market. There is no longer the 
least felt contradiction in teaching a totalizing critique of 
capitalism by day and polishing one’s job talk by night 
(Research and Destroy 2009). 

Within radical academia, we can write about communism while living amidst massive disparities 

of wages/salaries; fly around to conferences talking about ecological devastation; and talk about 

anarchism while recreating all the hierarchies of the university. The point here is not that 

individuals are hypocrites, but that academic imperatives tend to force out other ways of living 

and relating: academic institutions erode the potential for collective, communal, non-hierarchical, 

autonomy-oriented intellectual theory and practice. 

 

Anti-intellectual currents within radical spaces 

A second and related barrier to autonomy-oriented thinking and practice is anti-

intellectual currents within radical milieus in North America. That is, in addition to the hegemony 

of paranoid reading, there is a reactive tendency that dismisses any recourse to theory: we just 

need to ‘do shit’ or ‘act’ and we do not need more questions and ideas (Landstreicher 2009). I 

would suggest that this tendency arises in part as a reaction to the ways that universities remain 

deeply exclusive and conservative. Universities continue to reproduce white supremacy, 
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patriarchy, class divisions, and colonialism, both in terms of who goes to university and how 

knowledge and ideas are shared (Basole 2009). There is also an earned hostility towards the 

extractivist tendencies of academia: students and professors often show up to communities 

wanting to interview people and use them for research, without contributing or participating in 

struggles (Gaudry 2011). I would argue that anti-intellectual currents in radical milieus are also 

due in part to the university’s monopoly on theory: those of us who are drawn to thinking and 

writing go off to university and we can become progressively detached from the commitments, 

values and collective forms of life that we may have been part of. Those of us who first become 

radicalized through universities can also end up using theory and critique as a cudgel in non-

academic spaces, deploying academic theory in a way that undermines the collective formulation 

of problems and the collective exploration of autonomy. In response to these tendencies, what 

arises is often a hostility to anything that sounds academic or theoretical. Unfortunately, this 

means that academia (as an institution) gets conflated with intellectual practice and theory 

(thinking, talking, and writing about ideas).The upshot is that—in many regions of North 

America, at least—there are few collective spaces to think deeply and explore autonomous 

practices, political commitments, and values. 

Within these hegemonic tendencies, there is, of course, always resistance. The most 

intense resistance to these imperatives has come through direct actions and occupations by 

students and others within universities. Students have been at the heart of numerous insurrections 

and uprisings, including the events of May 68 in France, and more recently in Greece, Quebec, 

and elsewhere (Research and Destroy 2009; Savard 2016; Katz 2015). However, it is notable that 

these uprisings began and intensified precisely as students refused to be students—that is, as they 

resisted the forms of discipline imposed on them and interrupted processes of subjectivation 

designed to create docile, compliant, anxious consumers of education (Filler Collective 2017). On 
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the contrary, their militancy and autonomy comes from longstanding infrastructures that support 

more autonomous, combative, and communal forms of life. In Quebec in 2012, a student uprising 

sprung from decades of anti-authoritarian student union organizing that is largely absent 

elsewhere in Canada (Savard 2016). In Athens, the uprising of December 2008 emerged from a 

long-standing milieu of anarchist and autonomy-oriented squats, bars, and social centers 

(Research and Destroy 2009). 

 

The edges of academic spaces 

Academic imperatives and modes of subjectivation are always being undone at the edges 

in more subtle ways as well. Professors and students sometimes manage to subvert their roles and 

generate relationships of mentorship and friendship. Some academics carve out time for 

organizing and other non-academic activities. Those within and outside the academy are 

sometimes able to come together to formulate problems together and explore ideas that are 

rigorous without being bound to the rituals, conventions and jargon of academia. Therefore, 

rather than abandoning the university or giving up on the possibility of doing theory in activist 

circles, I am interested in affirming the potential for autonomous experiments at the edges of 

universities. Below, I provide a few examples of these edges from my own experience. Some of 

them are what I would call para-academic spaces: they make use of certain academic resources 

and institutions, while pushing the boundaries of what universities can be and do, or they involve 

academics and non-academics in creating alternatives to the hegemonic imperatives of academic 

life. 

The Purple Thistle Institute in Vancouver was a two-week long experiment in collective 

teaching and learning in the summer of 2011. The diverse, multi-racial team of instructors, 

comprised of both academics and non-academics, offered courses on a wide variety of topics 
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including decolonization, activist art, urban studies, deschooling, economics and capitalism, and 

philosophy (Purple Thistle 2011). The students had a wide variety of educational backgrounds, 

including deschoolers without formal education and graduate students who had been in school for 

most of their lives. The PTI also worked to create concrete connections between theory and 

practice: each student was connected to various community organizations and projects within 

East Vancouver. I attended the PTI and it was a transformative experience through which I first 

met carla and several other long-time friends and collaborators.  

Another example of a learning space that pushes the boundaries of academia is a course 

called “Reindigenizing people and environments,” co-taught by Richard Day and Ardoch 

Algonquin elder Bob Lovelace. This intensive ten day land-based course is offered for credit at 

Queen’s University and is open to students from all disciplines. Students, teaching assistants and 

instructors camp for over a week on Bob’s land on Ardoch Algonquin territory and share 

responsibility for the collective reproduction of the camp, meaning everyone works together to 

cook, clean, and design and create shelter. I have been privileged to be a course assistant 

alongside Joan Donaghy in all three years the course has run, and it has been incredible to see the 

kinds of insights and transformations that can happen when students are able to get some distance 

from the individualizing routines through immersion in a more communal and collective space, 

and connect questions of Indigeneity, decolonization, ecology, anarchism, and other themes to 

their own lives.  

When I was given an opportunity to teach a course at Queen’s in 2015, I modeled it on 

my experience with this course and designed an intensive land-based course combining themes of 

decolonization, anti-racism, anarchism, permaculture, radical ecology, and feminism, called 

“Cultivating Alternatives to Empire.” Richard Day and Joan Donaghey allowed us to camp at 

their place so that we could be out of the city, and they also provided a huge amount of 
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mentorship and support. Knowing I could not replicate the kind of mentorship offered by Bob, 

Richard and Joan, I encouraged the students to take responsibility for figuring out a lot of the 

course themselves. I developed a kind of scaffolding with some scheduled visits and activities, 

and they made decisions by consensus about how to allocate the course budget, where to buy 

food and what to buy, how to figure out cooking, cleaning, and other collective tasks, and how to 

spend their time each day. While I am a strong believer that everyone is capable of autonomous 

and collective life under the right conditions, I was frankly overwhelmed at the ways that students 

shared responsibilities and figured things out for themselves throughout the course. We also 

chose to take an hour or two each day to (re)read the course readings before discussing them, and 

this, combined with the distance from distractions and other imperatives, created conditions for 

some of the most rigorous and exciting seminar discussions I have ever had. 

In all these cases, making these alternatives happen required established academics to go 

beyond merely having radical ideas, towards transgressing and undoing academic imperatives in 

order to carve out space for these experiments. The academics and non-academics involved 

expended their cultural capital, cobbled together resources, and volunteered time, knowing that it 

would count for very little, if anything, on a CV. They also required students and teachers to learn 

together how to undo some of the hierarchies and expectations that are entrenched around what 

learning looks like and what counts as knowledge. I would not suggest that any of these examples 

are the most radical or transformative edges of academia; they are just the ones I have been 

personally exposed to.  

These examples show that an autonomy-oriented perspective of the sort I have been 

outlining can be cultivated, when we begin from our own situations and relationships with the 

university. From this perspective, it is worth affirming and exploring anything that can help undo 

hegemonic academic imperatives of isolation and individualization. At the same time, all of these 
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experiments have their own potentials and limitations. The land-based courses I was involved in, 

for example, were only open to university students and they also required students to take two 

weeks off towards the end of the summer, when many of them would have been working in order 

to earn money to pay tuition. Similarly, while the PTI was open to all, it required people to be 

able to carve out two weeks of space in their lives to focus on it. This meant that the courses 

tended to be fairly privileged spaces that were not particularly accessible to folks with families, 

poor people, and others who would not be able to take that time. The immersive nature of these 

experiments is thus a barrier and a crucial part of these spaces, supporting the growth of close 

ties, friendship, trust, vulnerability, and collective responsibility. 

 

Autonomous thought within and beyond the university 

It has become commonplace to claim that theorizing is not (only) a process of reflection 

or abstraction, but an embodied practice with its own productive effects and connections. As a 

theorist—as someone who loves concepts, critique, new ideas and the way they can enliven 

thought and practice—my own experience of theorizing within academic spaces is one of 

incredible potential combined with depressing limitations. Below, I unpack some of these 

limitations based on a distinction that Richard Day and I conceptualized together for a book 

chapter (Montgomery and Day 2014) as the difference between theory, metatheory, and meta-

metatheory. This is a somewhat artificial distinction, as all of these levels are overlapping and 

interconnected; however, I think it is useful in conceptualizing what is emphasized and 

marginalized in contemporary radical academic theory, and can help to highlight some of the 

important (meta(meta))theoretical orientations of my project.  From the perspective of this 

distinction, for example, it is possible to see how even some of the most rigorous and explicitly 
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radical theory tends to remain divorced from (and therefore useless to) radical or autonomous 

practices. 

 

Paranoid and affirmative reading 

For my purposes here, what I call ‘theory’ involves taking a step back from practice and 

reflecting on what is going on: in the world, in the collectives or projects we are involved in, or in 

our everyday lives. As I suggested above, the imperatives imposed by the neoliberal university 

tend towards the continuous output of superficial ideas; however, I want to get at a different (but 

related) problem that conditions radical academic theory in particular. From the perspective 

developed here, the problem is not simply that this kind of theorizing is insufficiently critical or 

rigorous, but that it often displays a tendency towards what the queer theorist Eve Sedgwick 

(2003) calls “paranoid reading.” Paranoid reading takes as its objects the things it wishes to 

dismantle or undo, which makes it anticipatory, seeking never to be surprised.  It is dedicated to 

seeing that which others don’t, and pointing out how other analyses are insufficiently critical 

(Sedgwick 2003, 126–27). Sedgwick links paranoid reading to a hermeneutics of suspicion: it is 

an attempt to avoid oppression through constant vigilance and anticipation.  From this 

perspective, there must be no “bad surprises;” paranoia requires that bad news be always already 

known, or at least expected (130). Because paranoid readings anticipate Empire's pervasiveness, 

they can result in a stagnating cynicism that corrodes the potential of autonomy by forcing out 

other, more affirmative sensibilities.  

Sedgwick and others (Wiegman 2014) suggest that the paranoid sensibilities of suspicion, 

intense criticism, and revelation are hegemonic in contemporary theory and metatheory of the 

radical Left. The implication is that "to theorize out of anything but a paranoid stance has come to 

seem pious, naïve, or complacent" (Sedgwick 2003, 126). This is in keeping with my experience, 
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as paranoid reading has been hegemonic in many of the radical theoretical milieus I have been 

exposed to through academia. To be surprised or uncertain was a mark of inexperience, whereas 

suspicion and cynicism tended to mark knowledge and critical thought. Productive, radical 

scholarship, I was taught, was about revealing assumptions, limitations, occlusions, elisions, and 

reifications of what had come before.  From this perspective, other theorists could only be 

competitors, since only one of us could have the “thinkiest thought” (Sedgwick 1994, 160).  

This is not simply a contingent tendency of certain radical academic theoretical milieus. 

On the contrary, I would suggest that it is connected to the broader academic imperatives 

discussed above. For instance, journals typically require contributors to justify their work through 

the paranoid articulation of omissions, gaps, or oversights, positioning their own work as the 

unveiling or remedy of this failing.  Academic publishers also expect authors to cite a tremendous 

number of sources, in order to demonstrate their mastery over a particular field, leaving little 

space and time for sustained, patient engagement with a few texts, or for more speculative and 

curious modes of engagement.  

Simply noting the existence of these currents of anti-intellectualism and paranoid reading 

does not do away with them. In fact, on its own, this can only ever be a paranoid reading of 

paranoia. In our book, carla and I argued that paranoid reading can be helpful when it is 

complemented by an affirmation of potential:  

The notion of stressing potential, rather than limits, seems very 
important to us. This is not just a shift in focus, but a whole 
different orientation. Limits are often spoken of as if they are 
fixed, and paranoid reading specializes in locating them and 
pointing them out. But limits are never fixed. Limits are the 
always shifting edges of what we are, what we are capable of. To 
explore potential is to live right at these fluid edges. Affirmative 
reading is rooted in Spinoza’s insight that we do not know in 
advance what a body—or a movement or struggle—can do. This 
ignorance is what makes experimentation possible. Potential is 
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the dimension of these unfolding encounters that can never be 
known beforehand. 

To replace paranoid reading with affirmation is about activating 
a power complementary to critique, without giving up on critical 
thinking. Reading affirmatively and seeking out potentials can be 
a way for us to find new resonances and experiment with 
concepts in new ways. Critique—as the questioning of inherited 
certainties and habits—might be necessary to remove the 
obstacles to all this exploration. It might tear apart some of the 
rigidities that make experimentation difficult. But it can fall into 
a paranoid search for problems, detached from the immediacy of 
life and the potential of new encounters. Maybe some paranoia is 
necessary—just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they 
aren’t out to get you. Maybe it is a question of dosage and 
mixture, timing and framing, of combining critique and 
curiosity, wariness and exploration (228). 

In this sense, how, when and why to deploy critique is an ethical question. Any particular practice 

has its own limitations and complicities, and it might be important to notice or unsettle these, and 

this can be complemented by the capacity to explore potentials, edges, and lines of flight.  

Permaculture and anarchism are excellent sites for this non- or minimally-paranoid kind 

of investigation because they have their own affirmative tendencies. They tend to operate at the 

margins of Empire, and as permaculturists have noted, systems—both ecological and social—are 

always most vibrant and fertile at their edges. For instance, a central principle of permaculture is 

to “use edges and value the marginal” (Holmgren 2002, 223–38). As David Holmgren explains, 

this pertains not only to valuing and nurturing ecological edges or ecotones, but also “reminds us 

to maintain awareness and make use of edges and margins at all scales in all systems” (2002, 

223). For Holmgren, the edge or margin is the site in which “the most interesting events take 

place” (223). In the same way that edges of forests and marshes are tend to be sites of extreme 

diversity and dynamism, the places where discourses and practices overlap and intersect are sites 

of social and political creativity and innovation (and often sites of conflict and antagonism).   
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It is my contention that affirmative reading and exploring edges enables a departure from 

paranoia and the hegemony of hegemony: rather than searching primarily for complicities and 

flaws or trying to evaluate practices based on their capacity to displace or affect large-scale 

systems and institutions, one focuses on edges as valuable and important sites of extreme 

complexity, experimentation, and transformation. I take this to be a fundamental methodological 

imperative for this project. Rather than (only) diagnosing limitations or complicities of Empire or 

the autonomy-oriented currents that depart from them, I am more interested in exploring their 

edges, their potential, and the ways they undo or resist certain complicities and limits. At the 

same time, critique is indispensable because it helps to reveal the significance of certain practices 

of resistance or autonomy. To understand the stranglehold of hegemonic tendencies is also to 

understand the promise of those initiatives that escape Empire’s hold.  

 

Metatheory 

Just as theory takes a step back from practice to reflect on it, metatheory takes a step back 

from theory itself in order to compare, contrast, and evaluate various theories. In the article I co-

wrote with Richard Day, we argued that metatheory often becomes an end in itself in radical 

theory, comparing the perspectives of various theories in a relatively closed loop:  

The line can be drawn like this: while it’s possible to write 
theory in a way that can be accessible to, and therefore perhaps 
useful to people involved in doing things (other than writing and 
talking) to achieve social change, metatheory tends to have 
meaning only to those who specialize in theory, i.e. those who 
have the luxury of spending a lot of their time thinking, reading, 
and writing, and are often paid to do so, domesticating 
themselves within the dominant order as academic intellectuals 
(Montgomery and Day 2014, 46). 

The metatheoretical debate staged for the book in which our article appeared was between ‘the 

people’ (connected to the work of Ernesto Laclau) vs. ‘the multitude’ (connected to the work of 
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Hardt and Negri) as a way of understanding contemporary radical social movements. One could 

add a third and more recent formulation of ‘destituent power’ from Agamben (Newman 2017). 

Our intervention was to argue that while there is something at stake for radical academics in these 

distinctions (related to the credibility and viability of the theoretical camps they are in) there 

tends to be very little at stake for those who are not professional academics. Similar debates can 

be seen in related fields of radical academia that I am interested in, such as the status of joy and 

negativity in affect theory (Massumi 2015; Culp 2016; Ahmed 2010), or whether we should call 

our current historical-geological epoch the ‘anthropocene,’ (Bonneuil and Fressoz 2016) the 

‘capitalocene’ (Altvater et al. 2016) or the ‘Cthulucene’ (Haraway 2016). As graduate students, 

we are often encouraged (sometimes implicitly by the academic imperatives of publishing I have 

outlined, sometimes explicitly by our supervisors and committees) to stake out a position in these 

debates. Especially for graduate and undergraduate students, metatheory is often hegemonic and 

we are often expected to comment more on what others have said, rather than saying anything 

about our own situations, experiences, or the world around us.  

These tendencies make it very difficult to write to audiences beyond the academy.  This 

is particularly relevant to radical academics seeking to connect their work to social 

transformation: if academics are caught in a closed loop, writing only to each other in peer-

reviewed journals, how and when can theory actually connect with and reshape practices? The 

(non-)reception of theory and metatheory by people outside the academy is not just a question of 

accessibility.  It is certainly true that academic prose tends to be highly specialized and jargon-

laden; however, it is also a question of relevance to non-academic audiences.  Often the particular 

debates and questions of academic metatheory are simply irrelevant to people engaged in 

concrete political activities.   
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I do not think academics are ignorant of these tendencies. Instead, I would suggest that 

academic imperatives make it difficult to escape these patterns. We know we are writing in a 

particular style, citing particular sources, and working at the level of metatheory in order to 

intervene in debates that will be read almost exclusively by other academics within a small field 

of expertise, because this is what is required for the kind of CV that might land us a tenure-track 

position (or get tenure, or get promoted, or get funding through SSHRC and other government 

agencies). This is where metatheory is linked to the tendencies of professionalization and 

domestication I pointed to above: as theorists, if we want to be cited, published, get tenure, and so 

on, we must (with rare exceptions) set aside these questions, ensuring our work is relevant to 

other academics (and therefore, often irrelevant to others). Resisting some of these tendencies has 

been difficult for me, in part, because they are seductive and interesting: I am trained to be able to 

read these kinds of debates and I am fascinated by some of these concepts. However, when I step 

back from them, I am often struck by how little relevance they have to my everyday life, or to the 

questions and problems that animate the autonomy-oriented currents I am interested in. 

 

Meta-metatheory 

Meta-metatheory takes a further step back from metatheory to reflect on the value, 

efficacy, and stakes of metatheory itself. From a meta-metatheoretical perspective, the 

metatheoretical approaches in academia tend to force out other styles, questions, audiences, and 

ways of doing theory. Here I follow the argument that we made in the article: I am not advocating 

the abandonment of metatheory, but rather “a more refined process of selection of topics for 

metatheoretical argumentation... What’s useful to talk about, what’s dangerous to do, what can be 

translated out of metatheory, into theory and action, and what can’t?” (Montgomery and Day 

2014, 68). I would suggest that this perspective turns metatheory into an ethical question: rather 
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than comparing theoretical orientations for their own sake, or to shore up the hegemony of one’s 

own position, a meta-metatheoretical approach enables reflection about what is at stake in these 

debates and how we might engage theory in more enabling ways.  

Of course, there are pitfalls to the insistence that theory needs to be relevant to non-

academics, or those involved in radical alternatives.  Relevance can be interpreted in a way that 

implies that theory should be immediately useful in transparent ways, or that theoretical 

orientations need to be discarded if they seem to abstract or complex.  This insistence can 

function as a form of blackmail and anti-intellectualism, foreclosing the transformative potentials 

of theory.  I still love some of the dense texts of post-structuralism and (as I have hopefully made 

clear above) I think they can be connected to autonomy-oriented theory and practice, though not 

by any straightforward ‘application’ of concepts.  This meta-metatheoretical provocation about 

relevance is less about determining an approach than it is about conditioning it.  It enables a mode 

of reflection on thinking, writing, and other aspects of this project, enabling self-reflixivity about 

why I am doing this project, and how it connects with the broader values, practices, aspirations, 

collaborations and communities I am a part of. 

As we wrote, “We need to always keep in mind what we are trying to achieve, for and 

with whom, and to what end” (Montgomery and Day 2014, 68). Meta-metatheory returns 

metatheory to questions of our own values and commitments as a horizon for thinking and 

writing. These questions often go unasked in academia because of the hegemonic academic 

imperatives I have outlined: When is metatheoretical work helpful in gaining a new perspective, 

and what does this perspective enable? Why these arguments, these texts, these concepts, this 

journal, this style of writing, and this audience? These are ethical questions without right answers. 
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A meta-metatheoretical approach to infrapolitics and opacity 

In addition to raising questions about the focus, scope, style, and audience of any 

particular intervention, I also want to argue that orienting to autonomy (and working to make 

autonomous currents intelligible) is inherently connected to tensions between representation and 

opacity. As I argued in Chapter 1, Empire tends towards universalizing forms of capture and 

representation that often close off autonomizing processes. Theory can be complicit in this 

process by making autonomizing processes legible or transparent: pinning them down and 

representing them with precision, in ways that destroy or obfuscate their open-ended becoming. 

From this perspective, autonomy-oriented currents can be understood as what James C Scott 

(1987, 1992) calls infrapolitical: many of them occur below the threshold of political visibility. 

Scott’s work shows how acts such as desertion, sabotage, theft, squatting, and other autonomy-

oriented practices actually require opacity or invisibility for their effectiveness. For example, 

because desertion tends to require getting away without being detected, to desert is to escape 

without giving a clear answer as to why. In this way, the fundamental opacity of intentions, goals, 

and aims are actually part of what make certain practices of autonomy effective. 

Rather than remaining limited to criminalized acts or hidden forms of subversion and 

escape, I would argue that many—perhaps even all—autonomy-oriented alternatives have this 

kind of infrapolitical dimension to them. As an anthropologist and ethnographer, part of Scott’s 

work consists in investigating and revealing infrapolitical practices and the ways they support 

autonomy. In his ethnographic fieldwork in Malaysia, for instance, he reveals widespread 

“character assassination, petty theft, social boycotting of elite feasts, gossip and rumor, vague 

threats, and small acts of sabotage,” focusing in particular on how the peasants falsely declared 

the amount of land they had farmed in order to evade taxation (Scott 2012, 113). 
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I would suggest that Scott’s conception of the infrapolitical raises crucial questions for 

intellectual work that seeks to analyze or represent autonomy-oriented (and sometimes illegible) 

practices. As far as I know, Scott does not explore this angle, but writing about the infrapolitical 

level raises questions about the role of the theorist. At worst, by revealing this level of politics 

and the commitments and practices that subtend it, the theorist is participating in a form of 

intelligence-gathering that is useful to the state, or even performing the function of state 

surveillance. In Scott’s case, this may not be a particularly important concern: he is revealing the 

strategies of peasants halfway across the world, and perhaps there is not much the Malaysian state 

can garner from his writing anyway. However, I would argue that the stakes go up dramatically 

when one is writing about autonomy-oriented currents in one’s own region, from the perspective 

of someone participating in them. To reveal the tactics, strategies, aims and intentions behind 

infrapolitical activities poses a number of dangers. 

Legibility can endanger relationships and strategies that work only insofar as they remain 

illegible. From a meta-metatheoretical perspective, it might make sense to leave certain practices 

and ideas undiscussed in order to support their infrapolitical operation.  

Supporting security culture and counter-surveillance are two of the most obvious reasons 

to leave things unsaid. Many anarchist and anti-authoritarian movements in North America are 

under intense surveillance and making the infrapolitical legible can enable infiltration and 

criminalization. Beyond questions of counter-surveillance, as a participant in autonomy-oriented 

currents, I think there are a lot of things that cannot be shared publicly if they are to be worked 

out within communities themselves in productive ways. In other words, there are certain 

questions, problems, conflicts and interpersonal dynamics that tend to require opacity so that they 

can be pursued or resolved by those directly involved.  



 

 

 

60 

 

In a related but different dynamic, infrapolitics operates in the context of uneven patterns 

of social capital and credibility. For cis white men who tend to be celebrated and recognized for 

doing things that others do all the time, taking on reproductive labour and providing emotional 

support might also entail warding off recognition. This does not mean that privileged people 

should never be celebrated; it means being strategic about avoiding certain patterns of 

recognition, in a world that tends to center and celebrate us.  

I am trying to develop a perspective that enables ethical responsiveness to the ways that 

certain kinds of representation, celebration, analysis, and legibility can corrode (rather than 

support) autonomy-oriented currents. Sometimes this might mean shutting up and saying nothing 

about certain things; sometimes it might entail outlining general tendencies within certain 

currents or milieus, without mentioning specific people or collectives; sometimes it could mean 

focusing on historical examples where the relationships are no longer in motion and at stake. 

An important insight from this project (and the meta-metatheoretical reflection it entails) 

is that focusing on particular alternatives or projects can drain out the vitality and transformative 

nature of autonomous currents by representing them as a series of decisions or practices that are 

divorced from the affective worlds in which they are intertwined. The fecundity of autonomy-

oriented currents comes from the way they are lived and the prefigurative potential that arises in 

encountering this living, and reporting on them may actually deplete (rather than enabling) their 

transformative capacity. In this project, then, I have tried to attend to these complexities and pay 

attention to what is better left unsaid, and how to say things in ways that enable the autonomy and 

opacity of infrapolitical currents. 
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Towards a focus on permaculture and anarchism 

It is with these experiences and orientations in mind that I have tried to shape my PhD 

project in a way that draws on the potentials of academic spaces while warding off some of these 

hegemonic academic imperatives. The Cultural Studies program at Queen’s itself is an example 

of the kind of autonomy that can be enabled at the edges of academic life. The program’s project 

option opens space for students to do things other than think and write, carving out space for 

projects and practices that are not normally considered academic, such as art production and 

activism. I have thus structured my research question (and the analysis it has given rise to) 

through a meta-metatheoretical analysis: through (meta)theory and practice, I have sought 

investigate the potentials and limitations of autonomy-oriented currents within permaculture and 

anarchism.  

In choosing this focus, I am not arguing that permaculture and anarchism hold the most 

promise for thinking and practicing autonomy. From a transnational perspective, it could be 

argued that some of the most promising forms of autonomy are found in the waves of insurrection 

in places like Oaxaca and El Alto, where people have managed to force the state and capitalism 

out of their lives (and out of whole cities) in substantial ways, at least for a time (Esteva and 

Pérez 2001; Zibechi 2012, 2010). These are intense upwellings of what I called autonomization in 

the last chapter, in which people become capable of formulating problems and organizing 

themselves autonomously in new ways. Another possibility is to focus on the longstanding 

traditions and relationships that make possible and sustain these insurrections. For instance, in 

Latin America in particular, scholars like Gustavo Esteva, Raul Zibechi and Marina Sitrin have 

shown how recent insurrections and other autonomy-oriented movements are both generative of 

and reliant upon a dense social fabric based in communal forms of trust and care (Esteva and 

Prakash 1998; Zibechi 2012; Sitrin 2006, 2012). While I think these are some of the most 
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important sites of autonomous transformation, I have chosen not to focus on them for meta-

metatheoretical reasons. For one thing, I am not a Spanish speaker and I have never been part of 

an insurrection. My own interest is here in the Pacific Northwest where I live. 

Within the territories claimed by Canada, including the west coast, it could be argued that 

Indigenous decolonization movements represent most vital forms of autonomy, both in their 

consistent resistance to projects of resource extraction and state control, and in their of recovery 

and enactment relatively egalitarian ways of life, based in reciprocal relationships with land. 

While I am interested in the relationship between Indigenous decolonization and the alternatives I 

am focused on, I do not center Indigenous practices and forms of life for a number of 

interconnected reasons.  Waves of settler colonial scholarship have studied, objectified, 

romanticized, and spoken on behalf of Indigenous communities, and I do not want to participate 

in this legacy.  Indigenous peoples have foregrounded the importance of Indigenous political 

theory by and for Indigenous peoples, and settlers (including myself) are still figuring out how to 

engage with this scholarship and write about it without recentering ourselves and our own 

projects in the rare spaces that have been carved for Indigenous voices. 

In contrast to Indigenous thought and practice, in which I am (and will remain) a relative 

outsider, anarchism and permaculture have both developed as primarily non-Indigenous 

challenges to Empire. I am already connected to these political traditions and some of the projects 

that have been inspired by them, not only through scholarship, but also through my own lived 

relationships and political activism. I am ambivalent about many tendencies within permaculture 

and anarchism, because I have learned a lot and been transformed by these traditions one the one 

hand, while on the other hand, many of the spaces they create are hegemonically white, colonial, 

and reproductive of other elements of the dominant order, and I seek to work through some of 

these complicities and limits in this project. I am rooted in these traditions, and troubling their 
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own assumptions and priorities also means troubling my own subjectivity.  I have chosen to start 

with these currents from this space of ambivalence, trying to figure out what to affirm and what to 

unsettle, and paying attention to the ways in which this is already occurring at the edges of 

permaculture and anarchism. 

As anyone familiar with permaculture or anarchism will be aware, these movements are 

extremely broad and diverse, and it would be a mistake to speak of them as coherent or unified.  

Furthermore, a systematic analysis of either anarchism or permaculture would be a massive 

undertaking, well beyond the scope of this project. However, narrowing the focus to a single 

practice, strategy, or movement would mean sacrificing the cross-pollination and resonances that 

I want to embed at the heart of this project.  With this in mind, I seek to draw selectively on 

sources within both permaculture and anarchism insofar as they support the autonomy-oriented 

approaches and practices I am interested in, drawing out different themes in each chapter. Below, 

however, I briefly sketch some of the contours of both anarchism and permaculture, focusing on 

the key elements I am interested in. 

 

Permaculture  

The neologism of ‘permaculture’ (as a fusion of permanent agriculture) emerged from a 

collaboration between Bill Mollison and his student David Holmgren at the University of 

Tasmania. They drew together a combination of academic and non-academic fields including 

landscape design, ecology, biology, appropriate technology, organic gardening, natural building, 

Indigenous knowledge and systems theory to conceived of “a design system for creating 

sustainable human environments” (Mollison 1997, 1). In the late seventies they jointly authored 

Permaculture One (Mollison and Holmgren 1981), the first book to introduce permaculture. 

While there were numerous experiments in ecological design going on at the time, the concept of 



 

 

 

64 

 

permaculture attempted to synthesize the vast array of tools and approaches into a “design 

science” (Mollison 1997, 3). While it is often associated with particular techniques (such as forest 

gardening, herb spirals and swales), permaculturalists often insist that as a process of design, 

permaculture is about the specific ways in which techniques and elements are combined to create 

patterns of beneficial interaction between humans and their habitats (Mollison 1997, 5; 

Hemenway 2015). They also articulated three very broad ‘permaculture ethics’ or principles, 

which are supposed to inform all permaculture practice: care of people, care of the earth, and 

sharing surpluses (Mollison 1997, 3). 

Another core element of permaculture, which has led to the dispersion of the concept 

worldwide, was the creation of a Permaculture Design Course (PDC) with a relatively fixed 

curriculum, often offered as a residential course that lasts two or three weeks. PDC’s are now 

offered in over 100 countries and 60 languages, alongside a proliferation of internet forums, 

publications, conferences and demonstration sites (Bane 2011). Permaculture has also spawned 

the Transition Town movement, which focuses on village-scale transitions away from fossil fuel 

dependence (Hopkins 2014). Contemporary permaculture has broadened the original focus on 

agriculture and subsistence to include ‘social permaculture’ and the design of human 

organizations and systems (Depiano 2013; Starhawk 2016). 

Politically, permaculture tends to be articulated as a positive alternative to both state-

centric environmental policy and environmentalist resistance to ecological destruction (Mollison 

and Holmgren 1981; Bane 2011; Quinlan 2016). In this sense, permaculture has a prefigurative 

focus on creating regenerative and sustainable habitats for human and non-human life. It is also 

based in non-expert, non-specialized forms of experimentation, emphasizing the need for a 

diversity of shared skills and competencies.  
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Anarchism  

Anarchism arose in Europe and North America in the 18th and 19th centuries, associated 

with the thought of William Godwin (Godwin 2013), Pierre Joseph Proudhon (Proudhon 1994), 

Max Stirner (Stirner 1995) Mikhail Bakunin (Bakunin 1990), Emma Goldman (Goldman 1969), 

Voltairine de Cleyre (Cleyre and Havel 2016), and Piotr Kropotkin (Kropotkin 1995) as a 

political philosophy that opposed both capitalism and the state. While these and other ‘classical 

anarchists’ continue to be touchstones for much of anarchist theory, contemporary anarchist 

currents in North America have been influenced by radical environmentalism, Zapatismo, anti-

nuke and anti-war movements, punk, DIY, feminism, sixties and seventies counter-cultural 

currents, and Black liberation struggles (Dixon 2014; Cornell 2011; crow 2014). Anarchistic 

tactics of direct action, affinity-based organizing, and prefigurative experimentation have 

animated broad patterns of anti-capitalist resistance in North America, including the anti-

globalization movement, the Anti-Olympics movement, and the Occupy movement (Epstein 

2001; Graeber 2011; Crimethinc. 2010). 

As I suggested in the previous chapter, I am particularly interested in anarchist currents 

that reject totalizing visions of a revolution in the future in favour of situated, non-universalizing 

change here and now. For instance, Richard Day (2005) has traced what he calls a ‘genealogy of 

affinity’ that runs through currents of anarchist, Indigenous, queer, feminist and anti-racist 

struggles, emphasizing the potential direct action and prefiguration to create immediate 

transformation. Similarly, scott crow argues that anarchism is best conceived not as a cohesive 

strategy or ideology but as a set of guiding principles and ideas that are “serious and playful at 

once,” useful as a way “to get one’s bearings for starting conversations that move to action” 

(crow 2014, 81). This sensibility informs my approach to both anarchism and permaculture in this 

text (as it did in the book with carla).  
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Resonances and connections between anarchism and permaculture 

In recent years, some have explored resonances between anarchism and permaculture. 

For instance, Peter McCoy’s (Spore Liberation Front 2009) radical mycology zine playfully 

brings together anarchist conceptions of affinity and direct action with the mycological metaphors 

of spores, mycelium, and soil. The zine is both an anarchist ecological manifesto and a primer in 

DIY mycology and mushroom cultivation. Nicole Vosper’s work brings together permaculture 

and anarchism together currents of prison abolition and animal liberation to explore vegan 

agroecology and prison resistance, suggesting that anarchism and permaculture share a common 

goal of “Re-designing the world where people are prioritised over profit” (Vosper 2016). In 

Denver, Stephen Polk has worked to bring together anarchism and permaculture in collective 

housing and alternative economics projects (Polk 2015).  

Theoretically, anarchist and permaculture currents have converged on a radical critique of 

agriculture and its links to ecological degradation and the rise of the State and civilization 

(Hemenway 2017; Aragorn! and Bellamy 2017; Witch Hazel 2003). For instance, well-known 

permaculturalist Toby Hemenway (2017) has drawn on the work of James C. Scott (1999) to 

show how grain-based agriculture is linked to the rise of states, slavery, and other forms of 

domination. Following Scott, Hemenway argues that agricultural societies do not just domesticate 

crops but also themselves, through a process that leads to ecological degradation and a 

detachment from natural cycles. From this perspective, forest gardening and horticulture hold the 

possibility of a form of life that is more autonomous, horizontal, and ecologically sound, through 

which people cultivate and tend plants rather than fully domesticating them, and also ward off the 

hierarchies of the state. Similarly, Witch Hazel (2003) distinguishes forms of cultivation (such as 

gardening and seed saving) from the destructive tendencies of monocrop agriculture. The green 
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anarchist Bellamy brings an anarchist critique of civilization and agriculture together with the 

potential forest gardening, suggesting that “forest gardening implies certain social arrangements 

as well: it implies decentralization, it implies a high level of autonomy” (Aragorn! and Bellamy 

2017). While some of these currents argue for the necessity of a totalizing return to a horticultural 

way of life, I am more interested in the non-hegemonic insight that forest gardening and 

horticulture can prefigure regenerative, reciprocal relationships between human and non-human 

life, here and now. This fusion of green anarchism and forest gardening has influenced my own 

perspective, and it is part of what got me interested in grafting fruit trees and propagating 

perennials, which I discuss further below. 

 

The project: multiple capacities and audiences 

As mentioned above, I have sought to create a project that would have relevance to my 

own life, align with my values and make contributions to initiatives and currents I care about. 

This requires a departure from academic imperatives on several levels. First, I have worked hard 

to cultivate different writing styles, writing more clearly and with less jargon than would be 

expected by the academic conventions in which I have been trained. Second, I have sought to 

publish work outside of academic journals, in places where non-academics can read and engage 

with this work. Third, I have tried to take a meta-metatheoretical perspective to guide the ways I 

formulate problems in my writing, with the aim of posing questions and unpacking problems that 

are relevant to those practicing anarchism and permaculture. Writing, from this perspective, 

becomes a question of affect: one is concerned not only with what is said, but also with how it is 

said, and how this affects those who come into contact with it. 

This approach makes the analytic component of my project (this text) a strange kind of 

performative contradiction. While I am advocating for a different, non-academic approach to 
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theory, and describing the ways I pursued this approach, I have reverted to more of the technical 

style of writing in which I was trained in academia. Furthermore, I suspect that this text will be 

read primarily by my committee. Because it is one of the primary means by which I will be 

evaluated for the PhD, I am seeking to describe various elements of my project (sometimes in 

detail) in ways that might be irrelevant to some readers. However, I have included other pieces of 

writing in the Appendices, in the hopes the my committee will also read these and be able to get a 

sense of the differences in style, tone, form and content that I am interested in. 

 

Cultivating non-academic forms of writing 

Concretely, I undertook this effort to write for multiple audiences in two main ways. The 

first is cultivating alternatives, a blog I started in 2012 as I began my PhD. With this blog, I had 

several interconnected aims. First, I sought to share what I was reading. Second, I wanted to 

explore affinities between a broad spectrum of autonomy-oriented currents. The initial scope of 

the blog was much broader than anarchism and permaculture, encompassing themes of food 

justice, prison abolition, transformative justice, food sovereignty, anarchism, decolonization, anti-

racism, feminism and permaculture. It includes links and descriptions to audio, video, journal 

articles and books that I encountered throughout my research, in addition to my own writing. This 

was not systematic, so it only contains a partial archive of what I was reading and encountering 

through research.  

In all, I made 61 blog posts and the blog received approximately 120,000 site visits. Most 

of these visits were due to a few articles that were shared widely over social media. The first was 

an article entitled “Dear Rex, Colonialism exists, and you’re it,” which was a polemical response 

to Rex Murphy’s dismissive critique of Idle No More and Indigenous resurgence movements 

more generally (Montgomery 2013c; Appendix B). The second was an article written in the wake 
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of Jian Ghomeshi’s firing from the CBC after women came forward to reveal his history of 

sexualized violence (2014a). I wrote them both due to my own frustration with popular media 

coverage of colonialism and rape culture, respectively. Both were viewed around 40,000 times, 

far more than any other post. Their popularity is due in part because they were reactions to 

Canadian news cycles, and both were relatively simple and polemical. I sought to leverage the 

virality of the Ghomeshi post by writing a second, related post that highlighted autonomy-

oriented feminist responses to sexualized violence entitled “Alternatives to rape culture begin 

with feminism;” however, this post was viewed only a few hundred times (2014b). 

Other posts that I worked much harder on—and that I hoped would be more widely 

shared—had relatively small numbers of site visits. One of the first posts I wrote was called 

“Monstrous settlers: zombies, demons, and angels,” (2013a; Appendix C) and was one of my 

early attempts to talk about colonial subjectivity, as well as reactive, self-righteous forms of anti-

colonial subjectivity. In it, I tried to play with the metaphor of ‘monsters’ to get at these different 

subject-positions, and to relay a post-structuralist conception of subjectivity into non-academic 

language: 

The Upsettler, the Monarchist, and Manarchist aren’t 
people.  They’re positions that people take up, often 
unconsciously.  We become infected by colonial zombies, 
possessed by colonial demons and consumed by anti-colonial 
angels.  The Upsettler attacks Indigenous people head-on and 
denies colonialism, the Monarchist helps us brush past or 
“resolve” colonialism in a civilized way, and the Manarchist 
helps turn anti-colonialism into a badge of honour that raises us 
above ordinary settlers who don’t recognize the Truth (2013a). 

In effect, I argued that these subject-positions prevent the formulation of colonialism as 

an autonomizing problem, eroding ethical responses through moralistic and ideological reactions.  

Similarly, I wrote another article extending this analysis to debates about land claims processes, 

in an attempt to argue that contemporary decolonization requires shifting the focus from an 
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“Indian problem” to a “settler problem,” which enables settlers to formulate and respond to our 

own complicity with ongoing settler colonialism (2013b). This article was not widely circulated 

and its potential audience was much narrower: rather than commenting on a media event, I was 

attempting to get at a dynamic within anti-colonial movements, and within anarchism in 

particular. Secondly, it contained a complex and ambivalent argument about colonialism, rather 

than the kind of straightforward and polemical style of the more viral articles.  

These experiences helped me recognize that blogs have their own imperatives (if one is 

seeking a wide audience), tending towards short posts with superficial analyses and commentary 

on current events or pop culture phenomena. At the same time, algorithms and virality are 

strange: another popular post I wrote was a long, dense review and analysis of Jane Bennett’s 

Vibrant Matter, which was viewed over 10,000 times (2013d). Furthermore, while I would 

suggest that superficial, short, simplistic articles are a tendency among political blogs, there are 

others who have carved out space for deep, autonomy-oriented thinking. Andrew Culp’s blog, 

anti-politics, explores themes of anti-politics, anarchism, opacity, Deleuze, anonymity, and other 

themes in a sophisticated style that also avoids many academic conventions (Culp 2017). In a 

different vein, Nora Samaran’s blog explores themes of feminism, conflict resolution, 

transformative justice in long articles written in plain language with anecdotes and examples. Her 

best-known post “The opposite of rape culture is nurturance culture” explores the importance of 

displacing rape culture by prefiguring relationships based on nurturance and care (Samaran 

2016). It has been shared hundreds of thousands of times and translated into several languages. 

While these examples show the potential of blogs as a medium to explore autonomy-

oriented ideas, my own experimentation with blogging eventually led me away from it, towards 

other forms of publication with established autonomy-oriented readerships. With this in mind 

carla and I initially planned to co-write and publish an article on the notion of joyful militancy 
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through Perspectives on Anarchist Theory, a journal dedicated to anarchist ideas run by the 

Institute for Anarchist Studies (IAS). After realizing that the project was bigger than we had 

initially anticipated, the folks at IAS encouraged us to turn it into a book, to be published in 

partnership with IAS through AK Press, as part of the “Anarchist Interventions” series. We also 

plan to publish excerpts from the book in various journals and online fora, in an effort to reach 

other readers. Because it is an explicit intervention into anarchist and anti-authoritarian milieus, 

AK Press is an ideal publisher for Joyful Militancy. In Chapter 5, I explore this process more 

fully, including our collaboration and the way in which we sought to relay the Spinozan current 

into non-academic spaces. 

 

Cultivating multiple capacities 

As I have outlined above, academia tends to train its students for a life of reading, 

speaking, thinking, writing and administration. An important part of the CS project option is that 

it supports explorations beyond these capacities as valuable modes of learning and thinking in and 

of themselves. In other words, within the Project Option, things that do not normally ‘count’ 

within academia can be included as part of a project. As I have explained above, my project 

involves several connected, yet distinct activities and practices. Above, I have outlined my 

reasons for the different writing projects.  Below, I want to explain the reasons for the other 

activities I have been involved in. 

I am privileged to have a committee with a broad array of skills and capacities within and 

beyond academia. My committee includes Bob Lovelace, a teacher and long-time mentor who 

taught the courses I mentioned above, as well as carla bergman, an artist, producer and organizer 

in Vancouver. In addition to working together on the joyful militancy project, carla has become a 

mentor and collaborator and our ongoing relationship on the West Coast gives her a unique 
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perspective on both my practical and intellectual engagements. She is also a role model as a non-

professionalized artist and intellectual, working to create spaces that link together radical theory 

and practice, such as EMMA talks, an ongoing speakers series that creates public spaces of 

intellectual engagement featuring women-identified writers, activists, thinkers, storytellers, 

makers and doers. 

 

GRAFT: propagating plants and skills 

At the core of my effort to cultivate multiple capacities is a collective plant propagation 

project aimed at propagating and sharing fruit trees, edible perennials, and other useful plants for 

food forests in this bioregion. Below, I provide a brief overview of the genesis and development 

of this project. I explore insights and challenges from the project more fully in future chapters, 

especially Chapter 4. For now, I explore some of the main activities of the project and its basic 

structure. 

The project emerged from my effort to experiment with some tangible skills connected to 

permaculture and food forests. In particular, I was interested in learning more about perennial 

plant propagation, as a skill that I hoped could be useful in supporting long-term, autonomy-

oriented subsistence strategies. I began grafting around 50 apple and pear trees on my own in 

2013 in my backyard. The following year, with some friends (initially with Seb Bonet, Jenny 

McCartney, Jeanette Sheehy, Michael Fraser, Tim Smith, and later Isaac Rosenberg, with whom I 

worked with most closely), I started an informal collective called Growing Regionally Adapted 

Fruit Trees, or GRAFT. We partnered with LifeCycles, a local food security non-profit, and they 

provided a bit of seed money to buy some rootstock. 

That year we grafted over 500 apple, pear and plum trees from the rootstocks we had 

ordered. I also began experimenting with propagating woody perennials from dormant cuttings 



 

 

 

73 

 

over the winter. Though there were a number of problems and challenges, a large number of trees 

and cuttings were successful, and we were able to share them with friends, neighbours, 

community gardens, and other initiatives. That year, I also co-hosted a free grafting workshop 

with Julia Ford, who coordinates the Welland Legacy Orchard. The workshop was well-attended 

with around thirty participants, and everyone had the option of taking home a grafted fruit tree for 

$5, which we used to cover the costs of soil and rootstock. I created a handout for the workshop 

with details of the apple varieties we had available, a brief primer on the kind of grafting we were 

teaching, and information about GRAFT. The content of the handout is included in Appendix A. 

The following year, we continued grafting trees and propagating plants, and held another 

workshop. In spring of 2016, the Rooting Resilience fundraiser emerged as a shared effort by 

folks from GRAFT, OUST (an Indigenous solidarity network) and the Retail Action Network (a 

group that focuses on organizing precarious workers). Rooting Resilience was a one-day festival 

and plant sale that sold many of the fruit trees and perennials we had propagated, alongside plant 

donations from local farmers, as a fundraiser to support two Indigenous resurgence initiatives.  

 

Conclusion 

In future chapters, I discuss these events in more detail, and I bring elements of my 

project into conversation with other themes and currents. This project is full of mistakes and 

limitations, which led to some important insights and changes. Some insights I have gained 

through this project are infrapolitical, in the sense that sharing them publicly would be useless or 

even destructive. Affirmative reading and metatheory are ways to explore some of the capacities 

and connections enabled through this project and other currents of permaculture and anarchism, 

while also noticing limitations and pitfalls. Meta-metatheory, I have suggested, can be a way to 
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reflect on this whole process ethically, in order to be more intentional and creative about what 

theory and research can do, who they are for, what to make visible, and what to omit. 
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Chapter 4 

Autonomy from divisions and oppression 

Introduction 

In this chapter I begin from the premise that a crucial part of autonomy-oriented theory 

and practice entails understanding, undoing, and warding off all forms of oppression—including 

heteropatriarchy, settler colonialism, capitalism, ageism, state domination, white supremacy, 

ableism, and other forms of structural violence. Centuries of violence have insinuated themselves 

into our relationships, habits, forms of kinship, as well as Empire’s institutions. I suggest that 

there is a lot at stake in how these divisions are understood and confronted, and what this entails 

for autonomy-oriented currents. 

Here I am interested in drawing on counter-histories of Empire, not as a way to establish 

the real or true story of Empire’s rise, but instead to gather up and reflect on some of the ways 

that stories about the past can open up (and close off) potentials in the future. Historicization is a 

powerful political tool because it can show how things have been otherwise, it can help us think 

through how we got here, and it can activate and open space for new forms of life and struggle 

alongside the recovery of old ones (Linebaugh 2014; Linebaugh and Rediker 2013; Federici 

2004; Davis 1983; Edmonds 2010). In doing so, counter-histories can denaturalize things that 

seems to us to be stable, eternal, or immovable. They can also attune us to certain struggles and 

practices as politically significant, worthwhile, and important. I also think that understanding the 

deep-seated nature of the wounds and violences of Empire can help us approach them with more 

compassion and humility. 

This chapter draws on intellectuals who understand oppressive divisions as a complex 

system of violence and exploitation that condition subjectivities and desires, based in an attack on 
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both traditional and emergent communal bonds, relationships, solidarities, and autonomy. For 

instance, autonomist feminist historians like Silvia Federici (2004) and Maria Mies (2014) have 

revealed how the witch trials were a concerted attempt by both the church and the state to destroy 

the social fabric that enabled resistance and autonomy to feudal rule.  According to Federici 

(2004), European feudalism was not a rigid and stable system waiting to be displaced by 

capitalism: it was a fragile one threatened by crisis and revolution. She argues that “Witch-

hunting was a deliberate strategy used by the authorities to instill terror, destroy collective 

resistance, silence entire communities, and turn their members against each other.  It was also a 

strategy of enclosure which, depending on the context, could be enclosure of land, bodies, or 

social relations” (220, emphasis in original). Witch hunts attacked women’s autonomy and 

authority, in particular, because they were often the ones who stood in the way of enclosure, and 

led revolts and insurrections against the ruling classes. These attacks led to the institutionalization 

of gendered hierarchies and sexualized violence through the nuclear family, and the systematic 

devaluation and exploitation of feminized labour. 

Similarly, Andrea Smith (2010) has shown how divisions between ‘civilized’ and 

‘savage’ arose in part as an attempt to keep settlers and Indigenous people locked in relations of 

violence and subordination, in order to prevent more open-ended encounters. Upon encountering 

far more egalitarian and autonomous ways of life among Indigenous peoples, thousands of 

Europeans fled the confines of settler society, while there were almost no examples of Indigenous 

people who wanted to live in colonial society (18). Settler colonial constructions of Indigenous 

savagery can be understood, at least in part, as an attempt to devalue forms of life that revealed 

the contingency and contestability of Western hierarchies and forms of violence.  

Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker show how white supremacy was an elite reaction 

arising in response to prevailing multiracial bonds between workers, including “soldiers, sailors, 
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and slaves from Ireland, the Caribbean, and Africa, whom the officials called ‘the outcasts of the 

nations of the earth’” (175). The criminalization of multiracial collaboration and relationships and 

the attempt to promote a white identity among people of European descent were attempts to 

eliminate the subversive potential of complicities and alliances.  

Feminist analyses of these divisions have revealed how interpersonal and sexualized 

violence, in particular, has been a central tool of control and the maintenance of racialized, 

gendered, and colonial hierarchies. Angela Davis has shown how rape was used as a tool of racist 

and colonial genocide and terror, with the aim of “extinguish[ing] slave women’s will to resist, 

and in the process, to demoralize their men” (1983, 24). At the same time, Smith, Davis, Federici 

and other feminists have shown how women resisted domination in numerous ways. Davis 

documents the ways that Black women poisoned their masters, engaged in work stoppages and 

revolts, joined maroon communities, and escaped northward out of slavery (1983, 19).  

I would suggest these historicizations of Empire’s divisions provide three, interconnected 

insights. First, they show how strategies of oppression and exploitation are interconnected, and 

the ways that techniques of domination and control have been passed back and forth and 

developed. A second crucial insight of these analyses is the way they reveal an interconnected 

fabric of domination as a highly contingent and contested field, rather than a stable or inevitable 

structure between two camps. Third, the divisions imposed through white supremacy, 

heteropatriarchy, settler colonialism, and other forms of violence can be understood as part of 

what Silvia Federici (2004) calls Empire’s accumulation of divisions: a reaction aimed at 

intensifying and institutionalizing hierarchical divisions within communities, as a form of 

counter-insurgency to prevent ongoing conspiracies, complicities, and solidarities that were (and 

are) forming among oppressed and dispossessed people.  



 

 

 

78 

 

 Furthermore, I would suggest that autonomy is a central stake in these divisions and 

struggles against them. The entrenchment of institutions like prisons, schooling, and the nuclear 

family recreate patterns of division and dependence, which reduce the capacity of people to live 

and relate beyond these institutions and the state and capitalism more generally. The 

accumulation of divisions, then, is a strategy of Empire to divide communities and destroy their 

autonomy by continually recreating relationships based in violence, imposed in particular on 

Indigenous people, Black people, and other people of colour, women, and children.  

 

Oppression in permaculture 

Within North America, permaculturalists have pointed to and challenged tendencies of 

whiteness, patriarchy, and colonialism that permeate many of their relationships and practices. 

For example, permaculture has evolved through observing, experimenting with, and adapting land 

management practices from traditional and Indigenous societies, often without acknowledging 

where these practices came from. As Adam Brock (2015) writes,  

Around the globe, it’s the first nations, people of colour, women, 
poor people, and other marginalized voices that have formed the 
bedrock of practice upon which permaculture rests. And yet, like 
most institutions in our society, permaculture has repeatedly 
minimized, romanticized, belittled, fetishized, or altogether 
ignored their contributions (2). 

While Bill Mollison and David Holmgren are the ‘founders’ of permaculture concept, its 

insights and principles are drawn from existing practices and fields of knowledge, especially the 

land-based subsistence strategies of Indigenous peoples. These practices were fused with insights 

from biology, ecology, landscape design, and other fields, and synthesized in permaculture in an 

effort to make it a ‘universal’ design science that (it was hoped) could be applied anywhere. 
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However, Brock argues that this aspiration towards universality was inherently connected to the 

white, masculine tendencies of its founders: 

The ways in which permaculture was first expressed—the 
eloquent lecture, the recitation of statistics as a claim to truth, the 
pithy phrases, the certification courses as a rite of passage—all 
of these were clear markers of Mollison’s upbringing as a white 
male. They were, and remain, artifacts of one specific culture 
rather than a universally effective means of communication. And 
they might be extraordinarily persuasive in certain contexts, with 
certain populations. For many others, though, they speak loudly 
and clearly as the voice of The Man (Brock 2015, 2). 

When it reflects the desires and priorities shaped by whiteness and affluence, 

permaculture design can contribute to patterns of racialized dispossession, gentrification, and 

incarceration. For instance, the creation of food forests by white permaculturalists—a practice at 

the core of many permaculture initiatives—have been criticized for the ways they can reproduce a 

logic of charity while contributing to gentrification and police surveillance, while failing to 

address the food insecurity of poor, racialized communities where they are sometimes built (Scott 

2013).  

Permaculture milieus also tend to marginalize the voices and perspectives of women, 

gender-non-conforming and trans people. Trina Moyles (2015) argues that “women’s 

contributions to the permaculture and local food system movements are immense, yet they are 

under-represented in forms of dissemination and recognition, including at conferences and in 

courses, textbooks, and online” (18). The hegemony of white masculinity means that white men 

tend to be recognized and celebrated as teachers and trainers. This pattern reflects both the 

heteropatriarchal tendency that rewards and values masculine forms of speech and leadership, and 

the historical devaluation of feminized labour such as gardening, harvesting, cleaning, childcare, 

and other forms of social reproduction. 
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Finally, permaculture often reproduces class divisions and capitalist imperatives that 

uncritically promote entrepreneurship, businesses, and integration into capitalism. Permaculture 

courses are infamously expensive, often charging up to $5000 for a two- or three-week course. 

Bellamy, an anarchist forest gardener argues that “capitalism has perfectly engulfed 

permaculture,” leading to the model of a commercialized permaculture design course “that is only 

available to people who have the time and money to take these classes” (Aragorn! and Bellamy 

2017). Furthermore, many permaculturalists espouse a ‘pragmatic’ or ‘non-political’ approach 

that seeks to bring permaculture to every sector of society, depoliticizing the ways that its co-

optation and integration into capitalist exploitation. 

 

Oppression in anarchism 

While anarchism is often framed as an explicit and self-conscious effort to dismantle, 

undo, and destroy all forms of domination and oppressive institutions, these invocations 

obviously have not made anarchism inherently anti-oppressive. The fact that oppressive divisions 

have insinuated themselves into habits, relationships and everyday life under Empire make it 

predictable that even self-conscious attempts to oppose all forms of domination will continue to 

reproduce them in certain forms. 

Within North America, anarchism remains hegemonically white, and this structures the 

priorities, ideas, and activities of anarchists. Peter Genderloos claims that whiteness is the biggest 

problem facing most currents within North American anarchism: 

even more than the failure of white anarchists to solve the 
mystifying problem of checking our white privilege, I mean 
intentionally preserving a movement narrative that tells the 
stories and contains the values of white people, and refusing to 
recognize the importance of white supremacy as a system of 
oppression every bit as important as the state, capitalism, or 
patriarchy (Genderloos 2009). 
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The 1999 demonstrations against the WTO in Seattle are often seen as a watershed moment for 

the contemporary anarchist movement, in which activists successfully (temporarily) shut down 

the WTO summit through direct action and affinity-based organizing. However, as Elizabeth 

Betitta Martínez writes, 

In the vast acreage of published analysis about the splendid 
victory over the World Trade Organization last November 29-
December 3, it is almost impossible to find anyone wondering 
why the 40-50,000 demonstrators were overwhelmingly Anglo. 
How can that be, when the WTO's main victims around the 
world are people of color? (Martínez 2012, 55) 

Martínez’s answer to this question is complex, and reflects a number of patterns that persist in 

anarchist movements today. According to Martínez, communities of colour did not participate in 

the Seattle demonstrations because of lack of funds, concerns about police repression, a lack of 

understanding of the WTO and its role in imperialism and racism, concerns that the protest would 

be overwhelmingly white, experiences of being exploited and used by middle-class white 

activists, and the whiteness of spokespeople for those organizing the demonstrations. 

 Women, trans and genderqueer anarchists have also challenged the persistence of 

heteropatriarchy, gendered divisions of labour, and sexualized violence within anarchist 

communities and milieus. As Theresa Warburton writes, “talk to most any non-cis male of any 

radical community and you’ll likely hear an unending series of stories that run the gamut of 

violent behavior, from everyday microaggressions, including misogynistic and transphobic 

comments, to outright acts of physical and mental abuse.” (Warburton 2017). Similarly, critiques 

of manarchism and what amory starr calls ‘grumpywarriorcool’ point to macho penchants for 

clashes with police and clandestine action, which can become normative within anarchist milieus 

and force out other ways of being (starr 2006). Warburton (2017) argues that when these 

criticisms go unaddressed, they are disastrous not only for survivors of sexualized violence and 
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those most impacted by forms of heteropatriarchal oppression, but for whole organizations and 

milieus, recreating patterns of mistrust and division, while also leaving movements more open to 

infiltration. 

 

Obstacles to dealing with oppression 

Within and beyond anarchism and permaculture, I would suggest that there are two key 

obstacles to undoing and challenging oppressive divisions. The first is the simplest, and I spend 

little time on it here because it tends to be challenged explicitly within already existent discourses 

of anti-oppression: it comprises the erasure of power relations, the denial of oppression, and 

tendencies towards defensiveness and dismissiveness about oppressive dynamics or patterns 

when they are contested. As the group “Permies for Equity” writes, “the dominant story about 

patterns of oppression tells us that misogyny, racism, homophobia and other inequalities in our 

world stem from malicious individual action” (Permies for Equity 2014). Contemporary examples 

of this could include attempts to erase the realities of oppression and its structuring of experiences 

and identities with by invoking a universalizing ground, such as the insistence that ‘we’re all 

human,’ (or more recently ‘All Lives Matter’), as well as analyses that reduce forms of 

oppression to a single axis, seeing capitalism as more central and fundamental than all other 

forms, for example. In many ways, the anti-oppressive analyses developed within anarchism and 

Black and Indigenous feminisms are based in an explicit challenge to these kinds of assumptions 

and patterns, theorizing systems of oppression as interlocking and complex, requiring forms of 

alliance and solidarity that work across differences and acknowledge hierarchical divisions, rather 

than erasing or ignoring them (A. Smith 2010; Davis 1983; B. Smith 2000). 
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Liberal identity politics and privilege theory 

In recent years, autonomy-oriented currents have begun to diagnose and challenge a 

second, reactive and reductive current that ultimately makes it more difficult to undo or challenge 

oppressive divisions, but operates in and through the language of anti-oppression itself. Variously 

labelled as ‘privilege theory’ and ‘liberal identity politics,’ this is an individualizing tendency that 

co-opts anti-oppressive practice, reducing it to questions of privilege and individual behaviour, 

and tending towards new forms of policing and discipline. Rather than creating the conditions for 

autonomy from oppressive divisions, liberal identity politics regulates the ways that divisions are 

to be navigated, tending toward the moralizing construction of normative anti-oppressive forms of 

subjectivity. For instance, Andrea Smith has pointed out how attempts to confront oppressive 

dynamics within organizing spaces often operate through practices of confession in which those 

privileged by system of domination are encouraged to recognize and confess their privileges, such 

that being oppressed becomes a paradoxical form of social capital: 

Those who had little privilege did not have to confess and were 
in the position to be the judge of those who did have 
privilege.  Consequently, people aspired to be 
oppressed.  Inevitably, those with more privilege would develop 
new heretofore unknown forms of oppression from which they 
suffered… Consequently, the goal became not to actually end 
oppression but to be as oppressed as possible.  These rituals 
often substituted confession for political movement-building (A. 
Smith 2013). 

Sarah Ahmed has shown how these discourses end up recentering white people as the primary 

subjects of anti-racism, whose anti-racist acts consist in unlearning certain behaviours or 

recognizing certain privileges, framed as a gift to people of colour (Ahmed 2004, 2016). 

Precluded by this dynamic, Michelle O’Brien argues, is not the ‘right’ way of undoing 

oppression, “but the very possibility of honesty, openness and transformation” (O’Brien 2003). 

When privilege politics becomes normative and moralizing, “it precludes the very chance of ever 
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recognizing what is happening in a real, grounded, substantive way, shutting down whatever 

chance existed to really hear what people have to say, to really be open to change, to really take 

this shit seriously,” she argues. As Andrea Smith (2013) points out, these rituals are a 

simplification and contortion of longstanding practices designed to support people in recognizing 

the ways they are shaped by structural forms of oppression, not simply in order to undo individual 

forms of prejudice, but so that people could become collectively capable together in resisting and 

undoing the systems that enable these hierarchical divisions in the first place. Similarly, anti-

racist organizer Chris Crass (2016) argues that the tendency to focus on individual behaviours and 

statements is a product of what he calls ‘middle-class anti-racism,’ in which activists seek to 

distance themselves from certain behaviours and statements, such that the goal becomes not 

appearing racist and distancing oneself from racist assumptions, rather than working collectively 

to challenge institutions of white supremacy.  

 Along similar lines, recent critiques of ‘allyship’ have argued that the concept of ‘the 

ally’ has been co-opted by liberalism and the NGO-industrial complex, entailing “white activists 

seeking recognition as anti-racist and paying lipservice to their commitment to racial justice” 

(Lazar 2016). Liberal identity politics also tends to replace an analysis of capitalist exploitation 

with ‘classism,’ reducing class differences to questions of culture, and encouraging middle-class 

people to recognize their privileges rather than the ways they are also exploited through 

capitalism (Volcano and Rogue 2013). 

 I would also suggest that these phenomena are connected to tendencies of what has been 

termed ‘call-out culture,’ which focuses on publicly naming and attacking individual behaviours 

as oppressive, often recreating patterns of shaming, self-righteousness, and moral indignation that 

convert oppression into a moral question and create obstacles to undoing it. As Asam Ahmad 

(2015) explains, 
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What makes call-out culture so toxic is not necessarily its 
frequency so much as the nature and performance of the call-out 
itself. Especially in online venues like Twitter and Facebook, 
calling someone out isn’t just a private interaction between two 
individuals: it’s a public performance where people can 
demonstrate their wit or how pure their politics are. Indeed, 
sometimes it can feel like the performance itself is more 
significant than the content of the call-out. 

Call-out culture can end up mirroring what the prison industrial complex teaches us about crime 

and punishment: to banish and dispose of individuals rather than to engage with them as people 

with complicated stories and histories (Ahmad 2015). Along these lines, Michelle O'Brien points 

to the prevalence of “a politics of purging” which is about “rigorously articulating what the right 

way of thinking is and punishing people who don't follow it... the entire idea that we're going to 

put together the most radical, right-on, anti-oppressive subculture we possibly can and we're 

going to enforce its boundaries is an incredibly, incredibly dangerous one” (quoted in Dixon 

2014, 100-101). According to Chris Dixon, (2014) this “secular puritanism” has become a 

prevalent in anti-authoritarian movements, and consists in “scrutinizing one another's behavior, 

creating our own status hierarchies, and excluding those who don't live up to our righteous 

standards” (101).   

 Taken together, critiques of privilege politics show how anti-oppression can become co-

opted into individualizing patterns that inhibit anti-oppressive practices. Rather than indicting 

individuals for their failure to undo oppression effectively, these analyses show how the discourse 

of privilege politics creates new forms of morality that make transformative anti-oppression more 

difficult. As Michelle O’Brien argues, “actually figuring out how people really change — not just 

model that change, not just talk about it or properly perform it — is really hard” (O’Brien 2003). 

When it is converted into moralizing, individualistic terms, anti-oppression can end up creating 

neoliberal forms of subjectivity regulated by ‘correct’ ways of speaking and acting. Rather than 
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undoing divisions and the habits that reproduce them, liberal identity politics ends up inhibiting 

the change that is just outside of whatever we say about it. Undoing oppression entails what 

O’Brien calls “change in a much deeper way – change in the soul, in the unconscious, in the Real, 

there are many names for this piece, that is just outside of whatever we say about it.” This 

‘outside’ is precisely what I have called autonomizing, desubjectifying processes through which 

people become more capable together. 

These kinds of ethical insights can be understood as Spinozan common notions. We 

unpacked this concept in the book as an antidote to rigid frameworks or models that tend to stifle 

experimentation. As Sebastian Touza explains,  

in Spinoza’s ethics, to have notions in common, people require 
more than the sole agreement between the rational ideas that 
come out of their minds. Common notions are formed in the 
local and concrete terrain of affects that emerge in the encounter 
between bodies. A common notion is a bond formed by 
reciprocal affect. Joy enables a leap beyond the world of sad 
passions (Touza 2008, 210). 

As embodied ideas that enable and sustain ongoing transformation, common notions are 

inherently fragile. They can always become rigidified or frozen as fixed ideas, detached from the 

enabling conditions that brought them about. I would suggest that this is precisely what has 

happened with liberal identity politics: as a moralizing and normalizing framework, it converts 

the enabling common notions of anti-oppressive theory into fixed practices and ideas that 

ultimately stifle transformation, rather than enabling it. Through this process of fixation, common 

notions stagnate and become moral imperatives or fixed structures: the skeletal remains of the 

lived processes that brought them about.  
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Autonomy from Empire’s divisions 

Pointing to the problems of oppressive dynamics and the pitfalls of anti-oppressive 

practice is of limited use if analysis ends there. Rather than merely pointing to the ways that 

anarchism and permaculture remain complicit with Empire’s oppressive divisions, I am interested 

in sites where these divisions are being undone. Analytically, the question could be formulated 

this way: how are currents within permaculture and anarchism challenging and undoing 

oppressive divisions and avoiding the pitfalls of privilege politics in ways that support 

autonomous transformation? What are the common notions arising through various experiments 

along these lines? 

 My experience with workshops and learning spaces around oppression—both within and 

outside of the academy—has convinced me that one of the most powerful tools in both 

understanding and becoming responsive to oppressive dynamics are analyses that historicize 

oppression while highlighting the ways it has always been resisted, such as those I have 

mentioned within Black, Indigenous, and autonomist feminism. As I suggested above, 

historicizing Empire’s accumulation of divisions can help conceptualize oppression as a reaction 

of Empire to emergent resistance and autonomous forms of life that have always occurred at the 

edges and in the cracks of Empire. These histories are reminders that oppressive divisions are 

bigger than all of us and our individual behaviours, and connecting them to the rise of capitalism 

and the state helps to ward off liberal identity politics and other perspectives and desires for 

inclusion within these structures. 

This mode of analysis is connected to a complementary and overlapping one within these 

and other autonomy-oriented currents, namely that oppressive divisions operate through forms of 

subjectification, rather than (only) top-down domination or violence. An implication is that the 
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subjective experience of many forms of ‘privilege’ under Empire is one of stultification and a 

closing-off from one’s capacity to affect and be affected. In our book, we put it this way: 

An important insight shared by many radical currents is that 
these forms of violence and control are ultimately toxic for 
everyone. For men to “enjoy” the benefits of patriarchal 
masculinity, their capacities for vulnerability and care must be 
eviscerated, replaced by a violent and disconnected way of being 
built upon shame and woundedness. For white people to become 
white, they have to internalize entitlement and a hostility to 
difference, hiding from the ways their lives depend on 
institutionalized violence and exploitation. Settlers must build 
their lives on a living legacy of genocide, indebted to ongoing 
extraction and dispossession. Being privileged by Empire means 
being sheltered from its most extreme forms of violence and 
degradation, and to be enrolled in a stultifying form of life that 
recreates this violence. Most of what is called privilege has 
nothing to do with thriving or joy; this is why privileged white 
men are some of the most emotionally stunted, closed-off people 
alive today. None of this is to deny that there are pleasures, 
wealth, and safety associated with whiteness, heteropatriarchal 
masculinity, and other forms of privilege. Instead, it is to insist 
that everyone, potentially, has a stake in undoing privileges—
and the ongoing violence required to secure them—as a part of 
transformative struggle (bergman and Montgomery 2017, 51-2). 

My hope is that this kind of analysis helps to short-circuit the defensive reactions to an analysis of 

oppressive divisions as well as the moralizing tendencies of liberal identity politics. Rather than 

showing people how they benefit from oppressive divisions, we start with the acknowledgement 

that as Fred Moten puts it, Empire’s form of life is “fucked up for you, in the same way that 

we’ve already recognized that it’s fucked up for us. I don’t need your help. I just need you to 

recognize that this shit is killing you, too, however much more softly, you stupid 

motherfucker…” (Moten and Harney 2013, 140). Empire’s divisions—for both structurally 

privileged and oppressed people—tend to be sad in the Spinozan sense: they entrench violent 

relationships that close off capacities to affect and be affected in ways that are mutually enabling. 
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For those whose structural location entails particular sorts of privilege, challenging oppressive 

divisions can be a transformative process, rather than a duty that arises from a moral framework. 

Crucially, the recognition that Empire’s divisions entrench sadness even for privileged 

people does not lead to an erasure of relations of power produced through these divisions. Here 

the concept of ‘complicity’ has been advanced as a way to move beyond individualistic 

conceptions of privilege and guilt, towards the ways that people are positioned differently within 

oppressive divisions. As Beenash Jafri explains, 

Complicity hasn’t been circulated in the same way as privilege. 
Nor are there many handy pedagogical tools or checklists for 
thinking about complicity. Complicity is a messy, complicated 
and entangled concept to think about; it is not as easy to grasp 
and, because of this, it requires a much deeper investment on our 
part. This would demand, for example, that we think about 
settlerhood not as an object that we possess, but as a field of 
operations into which we become socially positioned and 
implicated (Jafri 2012). 

Jafri’s analysis focuses on settler colonialism and the ways that settler complicity is a 

more helpful concept than settler privilege; however, I would suggest that complicity can be 

helpful in displacing or complicating privilege in an analysis of all of Empire’s oppressive 

divisions. Drawing on Jafri, El Machetero argues that an analysis of complicity helps focus on 

potentials for collective resistance and transformative responses to oppressive divisions: 

It also focuses much less on individuals, and much more on this 
system and its accompanying parasitical lifestyles, understanding 
that this is an arrangement which is violent, genocidal and 
ecocidal (since it increasingly involves the actual destruction of 
the land itself) and which makes accomplices of us all. What 
matters more than where such a system would choose to locate 
us for its own ends is what we choose to do together with one 
another, the strength and quality of the relationships and 
communities we build, and our knowledge of the context in 
which we live and our foresight towards the consequences which 
emerge from the choices we make within it (El Machetero 2013). 
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Rather than a clear way to sort out oppressions from differences within a moral framework in 

which people are encouraged to recognize and confess their privileges according to a predefined 

framework, this kind of analysis opens space for ethical reflection on the singular ways that 

divisions and complicities manifest themselves in our lives, opening space for acting otherwise.  

 

Permaculture and anarchism undoing oppression 

Within both permaculture and anarchism, I would suggest that numerous experiments are 

working across and against oppressive divisions imposed by Empire in ways that open space for 

new ways of relating that support autonomy. In general, I would suggest that these experiments 

tend to evade the moralizing tendencies of liberal identity politics in order to carve out space for 

deeper, ethical work on that challenges. 

For example, Stella Strega Scoz and Jose Lorenzo Zamora (2015) show how 

permaculture can intentionally create designs that are anti-racist, anti-sexist, and anti-ageist. By 

conceiving of design as an iterative process that actively incorporates the needs and desires of 

communities, their Green Adventure permaculture project actively centered the ideas of 

marginalized kids in the design of a food forest in London. In contrast to similar projects 

designed for youth in other marginalized neighbourhoods, the process of actively involving kids 

meant that the gardens “were actually protected by the children who created them,” (4). Green 

Adventure was multiracial and intentionally centered the voices of women and queer folks in 

permaculture design. “None of this happened by chance—basic anti-racism and feminist 

awareness designed the core structures” of the project, they argue (4). Karryn Olson-Ramanujan 

has investigated similar potentials in relation to patriarchal divisions within permaculture. Among 

other responses, she points to the potential of intentional relationships of mentorship between 

women and the revaluation of ‘archetypally feminine’ ways of relating and leading (Olson-
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Ramanujan 2013). While it is worth questioning Olson-Ramanujan’s tendency to reify the gender 

binary, her analysis points to the potential of revaluing and reproductive labour and other 

historically feminized tasks, in order to support the leadership of women and femmes in 

permaculture. 

Similarly, within anarchism, numerous projects are intentionally addressing the ways that 

skills and forms of labour tend to be distributed unevenly across racialized, classed and gendered 

lines (Crass 2013; Dixon 2014; Walia 2013). Chris Dixon (2014, 186–92) argues that there is a 

growing tendency within anti-authoritarian movements to be explicit and intentional about 

sharing skills, knowledge, and responsibility within organizations and projects in ways that undo 

habitual patterns:  

The skills involved in visible leadership roles (such as speaking 
publicly, delegating responsibilities, and guiding organizational 
planning) are generally associated with men—often able-bodied, 
straight, white men with class privilege… we also need to create 
structures that enable people traditionally excluded from visible 
leadership roles to develop more conventional leadership 
capacities. Likewise, we need to create structures that enable 
relatively privileged people to develop their capacities to do 
things like dishes and childcare (191-2). 

By intentionally supporting the leadership development of women, genderqueer and trans folks, 

Indigenous people and people of colour, collectives and organizations are able to challenge 

oppressive relations and create new patterns through which people can share responsibilities and 

take on tasks in ways that are more egalitarian. Similarly, Uri Gordon (2008) shows how attempts 

to enforce certain norms of behavior are both impossible and undesirable in anarchist milieus, 

suggesting instead a “culture of solidarity” that supports people to work collectively on the ways 

that power operates in anarchist spaces. This solidarity changes behavior “as a positive 

motivation, not as a limiting duty” (76). Crucially, a condition of possibility of this kind of 
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intentionality is the refusal to insist that ‘we’re all equal,’ focusing instead on an open-ended and 

uncertain investigation of the ways that people have and want very different skills and capacities.  

I would suggest that while these kinds of sensibilities can foster more enabling 

relationships of solidarity and connection, they are also entail cultivating selective borders, 

boundaries, and autonomies. For instance, Silvia Federici speaks to the historical importance of 

this kind of autonomy within transformative movements: 

The lesson we learned in the ‘60s from the women’s movement 
and the black power movement is that the most effective way to 
respond to unequal relations is for those who have less social 
power to organize autonomously.  This does not exclude the 
possibility of coming together for particular  struggles. But in a 
society divided along racial and gender lines, unity is a goal to 
be achieved, not something that can be assumed to already exist. 
Organizational autonomy, or at least the construction of 
autonomous spaces within mixed organizations – as it often 
happens in Latin America – is a necessary condition to subvert 
these divisions. The women’s movement could not have 
developed the understanding of the situation of women that it 
developed if women had remained in male-dominated 
organizations.  It was crucial for women to to move away from 
these organizations to even begin to think about their problems 
and share their thoughts with each other.  

You cannot think of a problem, give voice to it, share it with 
others if you fear that you will be dismissed, ridiculed or told 
that it is not important. (Federici 2016). 

This kind of selective autonomy can be seen in currents of permaculture and anarchism in which 

people create temporary ‘caucuses’ for women, people of colour, Indigenous people, genderqueer 

and trans folks, or some intersection of these identities in ways that create space for people to 

formulate problems together. For instance, at the 2014 North American Permaculture 

Convergence, people of colour and their allies came together to form a separate caucus in which 

they discussed patterns of racism, colonialism, and other oppressive divisions and they ways they 

manifest in permaculture spaces, along with potential responses (POC Caucus, NAPC 2014 
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2015). Among other things, they challenged permaculturalists to include anti-oppression training 

in permaculture courses, showing how oppressive divisions should be understood as crucial 

patterns to understand and work through in the practice of permaculture design. One of the 

outcomes of this process was the formation of “Permies for Equity,” (2014) an organization 

which helps bring the discourse of anti-oppression into permaculture spaces. 

 These selective forms of autonomy enable the kinds of processes of autonomization 

discussed in Chapter 1, in which people begin to formulate problems for themselves, 

reconfiguring priorities and practices. Within permaculture, for instance, Pandora Thomas has co-

founded the Black Permaculture Project and the Pathways to Resilience program. Working to 

address patterns of racialized mass incarceration in the US, the Pathways to Resilience program 

works with newly released prisoners to teach permaculture design as a way to support them in 

creating sustainable livelihoods that interrupt cycles of impoverishment and incarceration. The 

initiative also welcomes former prisoners back to their communities, and creates space to talk 

about trauma, relationships, and the realities of racialized police brutality and mass incarceration 

in the U.S. (Thomas and Hopkins 2014). This kind of initiative reflects a dramatic shift in 

priorities and practices from the kinds of spaces created by and for middle-class white 

permaculturalists, who tend to be sheltered from the realities of mass incarceration. 

 Within anarchism, a radical critique of mass incarceration and the prison industrial 

complex is more common than in permaculture, and there are anarchist prison abolition and 

prisoner support groups throughout North America. Chris Dixon argues that the currents of 

abolitionism, anti-racist feminism, and anarchism have intersected and cross-pollinated over the 

last two decades resulting in new forms of struggle and analysis (Dixon 2014, 23–56). These 

cross-pollinations have led to a number of prefigurative experiments in dealing with sexualized 

violence and other problems without relying on policing and courts (148-52). Within these 
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efforts, ‘transformative justice’ is a notion spearheaded by Black and Indigenous feminists in 

particular, whose communities are central targets of mass incarceration and policing. As Rachel 

Zellars (Zellars and Smolash 2016) explains, a central tenet of transformative justice is that 

perpetrators of sexualized violence “can be understood simultaneously as effective or well-loved 

organizers and as perpetrators of misogynistic violence.” Transformative justice cuts against the 

grain of carceral and punitive logics in which rapists tend to be seen as monsters, working to 

transform both relationships and the broader social conditions of impoverishment and 

institutionalized violence that recreate cycles of violence.  

 Within this current, in 2004, anti-violence organizer Mimi Kim founded Creative 

Interventions, an organization dedicated to sharing collective experiments in addressing 

interpersonal violence and sharing lessons and reflections from them (Creative Interventions 

2016). In the same year, in the wake of sexual assaults that occurred at a concert, anarchists in 

Philadelphia created Philly’s Pissed and Philly Stands up, which work with survivors of sexual 

assault and perpetrators, respectively. These groups have also run workshops and created 

materials to support others in devising their own autonomous responses to sexualized violence 

(Coleman, Kelly, and Squires 2008). In our book, we connected this kind of experimentation to 

the notion of relational autonomy discussed in Chapter 1 of this text: “the capacity to work on 

relationships, to become more active in undoing oppressive patterns, and to nurture and deepen 

trust and collective responsibility” (bergman and Montgomery 2017, 152). From an autonomy-

oriented perspective, the potential in these experiments lies in their capacity to undo patterns of 

violence while enabling autonomy from the court system, policing, and the carceral state. 
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The inescapability of complicity: no pure space 

I would suggest that in this kind of experimentation helps foreground the importance of 

undoing oppressive relations as an ongoing process rather than a state to be arrived at. 

Domination and oppression are not things that can be eliminated completely, but only worked on 

ethically. Oppressive divisions have been imposed over several centuries, and I would argue that 

it makes sense to think of resistance and the prefiguration of alternatives as a multigenerational 

project that will take different forms in different places. I also follow Richard Day and others 

within (post)anarchist currents who argue that relations of power can never be fully eliminated, 

but only actively worked on as people formulate problems together, actively warding off certain 

forms of domination while nurturing other sorts of relationships (Day 2005, 128–43). 

 It is crucial to note that giving up on any horizon of eliminating relations of power or 

domination does not mean giving up on the project of undoing oppressive divisions entrenched in 

our lives and Empire’s institutions. From a moralizing perspective that seeks to root out any form 

of complicity with Empire, all experiments will appear to be messy, impure, and tainted. 

Beginning from the inevitability of this messiness, in contrast, supports a more grounded, ethical 

appraisal of autonomy-oriented currents. For instance, a collective organizing an event might 

choose to use its limited funds on ASL interpretation, or funded childcare, or bus passes, or a 

more expensive space that is wheelchair accessible, or healthy food. One initiative might 

prioritize transformative justice that undoes patterns of gender-based violence; while another 

might focus on creating collective spaces with and by kids, in ways that undo the segregation of 

kids in school. These kinds of choices can only be ethical ones, based on the desires and priorities 

of those involved. The legacy of anti-oppressive practice has tended to suggest that all of these 

divisions must be tackled at once, and focusing on the insights and needs of those impacted by 

these interlocking systems. While this intersectional approach can provide important insights 
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about what to prioritize, it is important to note that there is no single social category of the ‘most 

impacted’ by Empire’s divisions. Migrant farmworkers, street-entrenched youth, disabled folks of 

colour, and poor queer folks living in rural areas all experience multiple forms of oppression and 

the initiatives they give rise to are incredibly varied. 

More generally, I have suggested that the concrete activities of autonomy-oriented 

experiments are always responses to collectively-formulated problems, which necessarily leads to 

certain priorities and practices. The hegemony of Empire’s divisions mean that autonomy-

oriented alternatives often reflect priorities, desires, and perspectives connected to whiteness, 

heteropatriarchal masculinity, and other divisions; however, undoing this hegemony always leads 

to the proliferation of experiments within and against complicity, rather than total escape from 

oppression. Grappling with complicities might help to deepen the problem, shift priorities, and 

reshape practices, but these shifts will always entail new forms of complicity, not their 

elimination.5  

What does this mean for the analysis and practice of autonomy-oriented experiments? 

First, I would suggest that it means that there is no universal or neutral ground from which to 

evaluate, judge, or understand these experiments. Rather than classifying experiments in terms of 

a moral framework that sees some experiments as ‘better’ because they are actively working on 

anti-oppression, I would suggest that the most useful form of analysis and practice is one that 

looks to the edges of particular experiments and the edges between them. Incorporating the 

insight from permaculture that edges are sites of complexity and fertility, I would suggest that a 

focus on edges helps to affirm the potentials of experiments and their encounters. This 

perspective enables a much more honest question of what we are capable of, what we desire to do 

                                                        
5	I	am	indebted	to	conversations	with	Richard	Day	for	this	argument	about	the	
irreducibility	of	complicity.	
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together, and who ‘we’ are. Rather than creating a transcendent ideal or norm for experiments to 

aspire to, or demanding that experiments become responsive to every form of oppression at once, 

an orientation to edges seeks to combine and cross-pollinate various experiments with the 

intention of creating sites of interaction.  

This was one of the main goals in organizing the Rooting Resilience fundraiser that I 

helped organize as part of GRAFT. Rather than creating an event with one purpose and one set of 

activities, we sought to bring different groups through a variety of activities. Whereas some of us 

were focused on Indigenous solidarity and plant propagation, we partnered with the Retail Action 

Network, whose focus was on organizing precarious retail and other low-wage workers. The 

different focuses and priorities of the organizers led to the creation of an event that sought to 

bring together multiple different communities for a variety of activities. The event included free 

food and music; a barter market in which people were encouraged to swap goods and services 

without money; one workshop on Lekwungen kwetlal (camas) food systems and another on 

migrant farmworker organizing; a plant sale fundraiser with hundreds of vegetable plant starts, 

native plants, grafted fruit trees, and perennial edibles. It was also the final destination of a May 

Day march that included labour unions and anti-capitalist currents. In expanding the edges and 

connections between different groups and experiments, the event created a space in which people 

with different kinds of political commitments and backgrounds could encounter each other, learn 

from each other, and (maybe) generate new relationships across these differences. A poster for 

the event is included in Figure 1 below. 
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Figure 1: Poster for Rooting Resilience fundraiserConclusion 
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Rather than approaching a horizon of anti-oppressive perfection, I have suggested that 

undoing divisions can support and deepen autonomous experimentation through an increase in the 

capacity to grapple with and become responsive to complicities in Empire’s oppressive divisions. 

This increase in capacity leads to common notions: flexible, relational ideas that enable people to 

challenge the ways that oppressive divisions are manifesting in their own lives and initiatives. 

This ethical perspective helps to sidestep reactive tendencies of liberal identity politics and the 

defensiveness and denial that can arise in the course of these experiments.  
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Chapter 5 

Autonomy from infrastructures of dependence 

From radical monopoly to conviviality 

This chapter examines the ways that modern, industrial life forces us into dependent, 

isolating relationships with vast infrastructures, experts, and forms of production, while 

simultaneously rendering alternatives difficult or impossible. Because the institutions and 

infrastructures of Empire are so vast, I break up the analysis of Empire’s radical monopolies into 

three interconnected forms of control, and unpack each in turn. I examine Empire’s infrastructure 

through three interconnected processes in which autonomy and dependence are at stake. First, I 

suggest that institutionalization is a process without clear insides and outsides, exploring 

deinstitutionalization through both informal relationships and counterinstitutions. Secondly, I 

develop a critique of industrialization that wards off both technophilic and technophobic 

perspectives, drawing instead on Ivan Illich and the Invisible Committee to explore the potential 

of convivial tools and regenerative subsistence. Finally, I explore the ways that all of these 

practices presuppose different kinds of skills and capacities, and I explore these through my 

experiences with GRAFT. 

Taken together, Empire’s infrastructure entrenches dependence on institutionalized 

relationships and industrialized forms of life, while destroying and devaluing autonomous skills, 

tools, habits, and lived alternatives. Illich argues that industrialization creates hostile 

environments, in which people are made “puppets of their tools,” entirely dependent on systems 

and processes they do not understand and cannot affect (1973, 75). Ivan Illich uses the concept of 

‘radical monopoly’ to get at the ways modern forms of life are premised on the eradication of 

other ways of living and relating (Illich 1973). Radical monopoly points to something more 
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systematic than the control over a particular market by a particular firm. Instead, it highlights and 

politicizes the ways that a single way of doing things dominates and displaces others in much 

broader fields, such as health and healing (monopolized by Western medicine), caring for 

children (monopolized by schools), transportation (monopolized by automobiles), conflict 

resolution and accountability (monopolized by courts and prisons) and food production 

(monopolized by industrial agriculture). Radical monopoly gets at the way that Empire 

monopolizes life itself: how people relate to each other, how they get around, how they get their 

sustenance, and the whole texture of everyday life. 

Nurturing autonomy entails what Illich calls conviviality. Illich is careful to distinguish 

his conception of conviviality from conventional meanings in English, associated with “tipsy 

jolliness” or celebration (13). Instead, conviviality designates relationships and forms of life that 

promote flourishing. In our book, we suggested that this can helpfully be understood as Illich’s 

term for joy sustained by common notions (bergman and Montgomery 2017, 141). This is the 

potential of autonomy explored in this chapter: the ways that conviviality can emerge through 

experiments in deinstitutionalization, deindustrialization, and reskilling. 

Crucially, as I suggested in Chapter 1, autonomy can only ever be a process of 

detachment from Empire’s forms of control. Furthermore, embarking on some experiments in 

autonomy will necessarily mean remaining dependent and complicit in others. Especially in so-

called developed countries, among middle-class schooled people like me, Empire’s 

infrastructures of dependence have woven themselves deeply into the fabric of our lives, and 

undoing dependence can only be a process of difficult trade-offs and explorations. When 

autonomy becomes a purist ideal or a destination to arrive at, rather than a process, the potential 

of experimentation is lost.  
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Institutionalization 

Modern institutions and professions—including schools, prisons, medicine, universities, 

and courts—all work through logics of standardization and normalization. When they are 

functioning ‘properly’ institutions treat people as particular instances of general types: patients, 

clients, students, criminals, and so on are all treated based on universal criteria and evaluated in 

relation to specific norms. As Foucault (Foucault 2004, 1994, 1988) has shown, the disciplinary 

practices of these institutions arose around specific categories of ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ that 

took shape over the course of the 18th and 19th century. They are normalizing in the sense that 

they are designed to shape subjects in relation to these norms of docility, competition, health, and 

obedience. These norms are also shaped in and through the oppressive divisions discussed in the 

last chapter: the normal, healthy subject has been structured in relation to whiteness and 

masculinity, and women, children, people of colour and Indigenous people and disabled people 

have been the main ‘abnormal’ targets for the most brutal and violent forms of confinement 

(Spade 2014; Withers 2012). At stake in institutionalization, then, is the destruction of other ways 

of relating that are not universal but based in intimacy, curiosity, and care. In our book, for 

example, we sought to show how standardization and evaluation of schooling crushes capacities 

for curiosity and emergent connections: 

Schooling replaces curiosity with instruction, memorization, and 
hierarchical evaluation. We are encouraged to internalize the 
notion that our worth is connected to our grades, that we are 
locked in competition with our classmates, and that we are like 
empty vessels awaiting knowledge.  

Not long after children learn to walk, they are often stuck in 
schools and subjected to constant monitoring, control, and 
evaluation. In school, new capacities can only be affirmed when 
they conform to the criteria set out by the institution; that is, 
when a student has learned a particular thing, at the right time, in 
the right way. Curiosity and the discovery of emergent 
connections need to be crushed in order to create this 
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conformity, and those who refuse or resist are quickly labeled 
“problem” children, in need of remedial education, medication, 
therapy, or punishment.  

Those who make it through learn to internalize incessant 
evaluation by externally imposed standards. By reducing lives to 
these external standards, schooling crushes the capacity for joy. 
Adults, parents, and other caregivers are tasked with continuing 
this process outside of school, teaching children to categorize 
and measure everything, including themselves. There is always 
someone further along, who has done it better and more 
proficiently. Evaluation works by removing the immediacy of 
life (Bergman and Montgomery 2017, 219).  

 Like the institutions of prison, courts, policing, and health, schooling is designed to 

produce the dependent citizen-consumers discussed in Chapter 1. To institutionalize is to 

regularize and standardize relationships in accordance with impersonal imperatives and 

rationalities. As Illich and others have shown, these institutions arise in and through the 

subjugation, devaluation, and distrust of traditional, communal, local, informal relationships and 

forms of knowledge (Illich 2000; Mies and Thomsen 1999).  

 On the Left, political struggles have also undergone processes of institutionalization. 

Historically, the main form of this institutionalization has been the union and the party. As Jeff 

Shantz argues, unions are institutions “that have been the heart of working class (workplace and 

community) struggles but which have lost any emancipatory capacities they might have once 

held,” (Shantz 2013). Rather than enabling autonomy, Shantz suggests that most unions are now 

bureaucratized tools of control, focused on the narrow aim of bargaining compromises with 

capital, rather than enabling autonomy from it. In a different vein, the revolutionary party was 

once a hegemonic form of organizing on the radical Left, leading to forms of centralization, 

vanguardism, hierarchy, and competition between various party-building factions (Thoburn 

2010). While tendencies towards platformism and party-building are no longer hegemonic within 

the Left, electoral politics are still the dominant way through which subjects of Empire are invited 
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into politics. Constraining politics to voting is perhaps the paradigmatic institutionalization of 

passivity. 

More recently, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have become a form of 

institutionalization and control over struggles, through what INCITE! authors call the ‘NGO-

industrial-complex’ (INCITE! 2017). These authors trace the way that NGOs operate as tools of 

discipline and control, in which movements' objectives and activities come to be shaped by 

imperatives of securing funding and measuring success, leading to a new class of professional 

activists. As the Escalating Identity authors of “Who is Oakland” write, 

the exponential growth of NGOs and nonprofits could be 
understood as the 21st century public face of counterinsurgency, 
except this time speaking the language of civil, women’s, and 
gay rights, charged with preempting political conflict, and 
spiritually committed to promoting one-sided “dialogue” with 
armed state bureaucracies. Over the last four decades, a massive 
nonprofit infrastructure has evolved in order to prevent, whether 
through force or persuasion, another outbreak of the urban riots 
and rebellions which spread through northern ghettos in the mid 
to late 1960s (Escalating Identity 2012). 

 

These critiques are resonant with post-Left anarchist criticisms of organizations as vehicles for 

reforming—rather than resisting, attacking or dismantling—dominant institutions. When 

organizations as such become identified as the vehicle for transformation and revolution, then 

growing the organization becomes synonymous with moving towards revolution (or progress) 

(Landstreicher 2009). From this perspective, a hegemonic orientation towards ‘the masses’ tends 

to lead leftist organizations away from radical or complex perspectives that might alienate 

potential adherents. This leads towards a politics constrained to adjusting or ameliorating existing 

power relations and institutions rather than destabilizing them or cultivating autonomy from 

them.  
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Perhaps the most radical critique advanced by post-Left critics like Landstreicher is that 

institutions and organizations tend to become ends in themselves, taking on a life of their own so 

that the primary activity of their members becomes maintaining and expanding the organization. 

Similarly, the Invisible Committee (2009) infamously claims that “organizations are obstacles to 

organizing ourselves” (15). For them, organizations (including anarchist, feminist, autonomy-

oriented organizations) are dangerous because they separate various aspects of existence, creating 

divisions between “what we are, what we do, and what we are becoming” (15). At stake in these 

processes of institutionalization, then, is the destruction of other, non-institutional ways of 

relating and the pre-emption of autonomizing processes.  

 

Deinstitutionalization, autonomy, trust 

Rather than thinking about deinstitutionalization as a process of starting from scratch, it is 

more helpfully conceptualized as a process of recovering traditions and connecting to currents 

that have been subjugated by the rise of institutions. Tendencies of transformative justice and 

conflict resolution, explored in the last chapter, are crucial examples of this. They help render 

redundant the reliance on policing and courts, creating new forms of autonomy through which 

people are able to transform their own situations and undo oppressive divisions.  

Another crucial current of deinstitutionalization is deschooling and the creation of 

alternatives to the segregation and discipline it imposes on kids through school. Becoming friends 

with carla and a couple of unschooling kids has taught me how deep the hegemony of schooling 

runs. Critiques of schooling are often dismissed on the grounds that they are unrealistic, idealistic, 

or privileged, because many people have no choice but to send their kids to school. This stance 

tends to depoliticize and naturalize the violence and discipline of schooling, framing it as a 

necessary and unavoidable form of acquiescence to Empire. 
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Both of my parents are teachers, and as I mentioned, I have been in school most of my 

life, so it may sound hypocritical or simplistic to advocate autonomy from school. Here I think it 

is crucial to insist that deschooling does not need to mean a rigid stance against all schools, in a 

way that demonizes teachers or casts kids who go to school as victims. My thinking on this has 

been deeply influenced by carla. When I interviewed carla several years ago (bergman 2014), she 

argued against a purist stance towards school. She centers the need to create alternatives to 

school, and is “less interested in the binary between school or no school and more interested in 

rethinking entirely how we can create free, accessible spaces and projects for and by youth.” (18) 

As a hegemonic institution, part of what makes schooling insidious is its capacity to 

inculcate conformity and destroy curiosity whether or not we are in school. Furthermore, like 

other institutions, schools are secured not simply through devaluation of other forms of learning, 

but through more general radical monopolies that make it extremely difficult for most families to 

do anything but send their kids to school. As carla (bergman 2014) explains in an interview, there 

is no necessary contradiction between supporting resistance and autonomy from school and 

supporting those within schools: 

The bottom line is that most parents/caregivers have to work and 
so kids need some care, some place to be. In many places around 
the world it is illegal to homeschool/ unschool and it’s a criminal 
act to leave your kids at home alone in many places. Just a few 
weeks ago in the US, a single mom was put in jail because her 9 
year old was at the park alone. With all this in mind, I support all 
movements and struggles of resistance and reform when it comes 
to creating better conditions for kids and that includes 
movements to make schools less fucked up places. Most schools 
are places that warehouse kids and oppress them in terrible ways. 
At the same time, I have nothing but mad respect for those folks 
who tirelessly and passionately show up to these institutions 
daily to support kids and to try and make it better for them (17). 

To see institutionalization as a process (schooling, in this case) rather than a space (schools) with 

a clear inside and outside is crucial because it underscores the potential of resistance and 
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nurturance of other forms of relating even if we are ‘inside’ institutions. Furthermore, to undo 

institutionalization is not simply a process of liberation or freedom from constraint, but entails the 

cultivation of new ties and different ways of relating. 

And what do these new ties look like? What shape should they take? Rather than 

providing a single answer to this question, I want to suggest that what is needed is a proliferation 

of autonomy-oriented ways of relating—autonomy-oriented organizations, groups, networks, 

friendships, kinship structures—that render redundant Empire’s processes of institutionalization, 

challenging Empire’s radical monopoly over relationships. Whether formal or informal, what I 

am interested in here is the proliferation of convivial relationships and autonomizing processes. 

In our book, we suggested that this entails the recovery and reinvention of forms of 

intimacy, kinship, and friendship. Whereas institutionalization is based in regulations and 

procedures that enable people to be treated the same (as students, prisoners, voters, and so on), 

kinship and friendship are based in irreducibly singular relationships where people know each 

other deeply. At the same time, non-institutional, intimate relationships are not about 

parochialism or insularity. “Far from isolating us into cliques or enclaves,” we wrote in the book, 

intimate ties “actually enable people to better extend themselves to others and participate in 

transformative encounters. Close friends and loved ones are what enable us to gripe and vent so 

that we can be more compassionate and patient with those who don’t know us as well” (bergman 

and Montgomery 2017, 236). 

In these processes of de/institutionalization, I have come to think that a crucial part of 

what is at stake are trust and responsibility. This is an insight I have learned from carla, in large 

part. carla speaks to the radical potential of trusting kids, in particular: 

NM: You really center trust when you talk about youth liberation 
and oppression—why? 
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cb: John Holt has a great quote about this: “Trust children. 
Nothing could be more simple -- or more difficult. Difficult, 
because to trust children we must trust ourselves—and most of 
us were taught as children that we could not be trusted.”  

I think that kids start off their lives trusting everyone around 
them; it’s how they learn from others and how they receive love. 
And then, over time it often gets eroded... I don’t think it’s 
because they learn to distrust, indeed that does happen, but I 
think it begins with not being trusted. It’s obvious that a largely 
accepted notion in society is that kids are not to be trusted. I 
think this is one of the most damaging and brutal forms of 
discrimination against kids and youth (bergman 2014, 15) 

carla and others have taught me to see that schools, like other institutions, are fundamentally 

based in distrust: policies, bureaucratic procedures, supervision, and other practices are based in 

the idea that people are not to be trusted. At the same time, she shows how learning to trust kids 

can also be transformative for adults. 

 

The potential of counterinstitutions 

While I would argue that informal, intimate relationships are at the core of convivial 

deinstitutionalization, I also think that it is necessary to consider the potential role of autonomous 

institutions and organizations. Of course, like all organizations and institutions, they can recreate 

hierarchies and divisions; they can operate as representatives that flatten out difference and 

antagonism; they can erode trust and intimacy; they can discipline movements and co-opt 

resistance; they can become ends in themselves; and they can create rigid policies and 

bureaucratic procedures. However, they can also support experimentation in important ways, and 

enable responsibility and trust. Thus, I want to make it clear that the critiques of institutions and 

organizations above should alert us to the fundamental dangers of any process formal 

organization or institutionalization, while, at the same time acknowledging that, under certain 
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conditions, certain kinds of organizations can be crucial tools for experiments in autonomy and 

reducing reliance on Empire’s institutions.  

Here I think it is important to ward off totalizing rejection of institutions and 

organizations, while remaining critical of their dangers and pitfalls. Peter Genderloos (2009) 

argues that sectarian debates about organizations within anarchism have led to unhelpful schisms 

and sectarian divides within the anarchist movement. He shows how historically, organizations 

have played crucial roles in autonomous forms of struggle and revolt, such as the teacher’s union 

that helped spark the insurrection of Oaxaca. Insurrectionary currents of anarchism often valorize 

these uprisings and emphasize informal relationships, while neglecting the role played by 

organizations; “So we are told to open our eyes when the people in Oaxaca burn buses and defend 

autonomous spaces, but close our eyes when the strikes carried out by the teachers’ union give 

birth in large part to the insurrection, when the rebels choose to organize themselves formally or 

above ground for a certain purpose” (Genderloos 2009). Similarly, insurrections and uprisings 

often lead to the proliferation of autonomous forms of organization, including formal institutions 

and organizations such as occupied factories, producer co-operatives, social centers, and other 

collectively-organized forms of life. 

Chris Dixon calls these forms of organization ‘counterinstitutions,’ which have the 

capacity to “develop social relations of cooperation, self-management, and equality in opposition 

to ruling institutions and relations” (Dixon 2014, 148). The Thistle is an example of this kind of 

counterinstitution, which we explored in our book: 

The Purple Thistle, co-created with youth in Vancouver, Canada, 
has been a vibrant example of this: it nurtured a space for youth 
not only to hang out, but to experiment and learn together 
without being controlled and supervised, to take collective 
responsibility for running the space, and to build strong bonds 
with each other.  
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The youth-run projects included a community garden, 
screenprinting, photography, graffiti, zine publishing, discussion 
groups, filmmaking, animation, film nights, a radical library, 
sound and music recording, graphic design, fiber and textile arts, 
and more. These initiatives were emergent, based on people’s 
desires and priorities. carla was the “director” of the Thistle from 
2009 until it closed in spring 2015, but her job was basically to 
do the bulk of the paper work, support and mentor when asked, 
and to work as kind of matchmaker connecting youth to mentors 
and apprenticeships both formal and informal. Overall, carla’s 
role as director was to function as an anchor to support the fluid 
and flexible relationships at the heart of the Thistle. Other adults 
also supported the Thistle as anchors, co-directors, and mentors, 
but all day-to-day decisions were made by the youth-run 
collective and the various pods that sprang from it (bergman and 
Montgomery 153).  

The Thistle was connected to a registered non-profit and received grants from foundations; 

however, it was able to avoid some of the pitfalls of the NGO-industrial complex. Rather than 

recreating hierarchical tendencies of NGOs, the director role was designed to support a horizontal 

collective of youth who made all collective decisions (including budgeting), and the board of 

directors remained at arms-length from the Thistle. While the Thistle warded off ideological 

frameworks, many Thistlers were connected to combative forms of resistance such as the anti-

Olympics movement in 2010. As a project run by and for youth, the Thistle was a self-conscious 

attempt to work against the tendencies of institutions and organizations to create fixed positions 

and policies, working instead to create a flexible container for relationships and collective 

experimentation to emerge (bergman and Brown 2015). Through this process, the Thistle actively 

supported people in undoing the conformity and authoritarianism of schooling, challenging the 

individualism nurtured by Empire, and nurturing collective trust and responsibility. As carla 

(bergman 2014) explains, 

One thing that separates the Thistle from many other youth 
projects is that the youth on the collective each have keys to the 
space and are free to use them anytime. The youth don’t have to 
go through some big formal interview process, or sign over their 
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life; we just ask that if they are new to the space to hang out a bit 
and get to know us first, and sometimes, you get the keys on 
your first night there. This contributes to a wonderful 
environment of shared trust and kindness—a space filled with 
friendship (16). 

These processes model and prefigure trust. Indeed, I have come to think that this is the only way 

that trust can happen: it needs to be an emergent sensibility that is learned, modeled, and 

unfolded; it can never be a norm or expectation. Similarly, Thistle co-founder Matt Hern explains 

that being part of the Thistle entails more responsibility than typical institutions because people 

need to decide for themselves what they are going to do and how they are going to relate, rather 

than having their activities dictated for them (bergman and Brown 2015). This is an emergent and 

ethical responsibility, arising from people figuring out together how to do things and how to take 

care of spaces and people.   

To me, one of the most inspiring things about the Thistle is the way it ended. Unlike 

many autonomous experiments that become sad ends in themselves, struggle to stay afloat and 

finally collapse through in-fighting or lack of funding, the Thistle closed through an intentional 

process of care and celebration. Rather than seeing the Thistle’s end as a failure or tragedy, carla 

and others chose to emphasize the transformations, relationships, and projects that have emerged 

over the years. I think this perspective is helpful because it emphasizes that relationships are at 

the heart of—and can outlive—counterinstitutions. 

 

Industrialization 

A second facet of Empire’s radical monopoly is what I will call processes of 

industrialization. Here I want to get at the ways that capitalism’s industrial mode of production 

has rendered most of us (at least in the Global North) almost entirely dependent on an 

industrially-produced world. The most obvious of these is the dependence on consumer goods 
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such as food, appliances, and cars; however, this also extends to large-scale industrial 

infrastructure such as roads, power plants, sewage treatment, plumbing, and building. These 

processes of industrialization depend on and maintain human and non-human degradation and 

exploitation on a global scale. Empire’s world is mined, processed, manufactured, shipped, 

assembled and maintained through a racialized, patriarchal international division of labour. 

Industrialization is ecocidal, fueled by bitumen, fracked gas, mined minerals, and dammed 

waters. As subsistence and self-reliance are eroded, Empire’s subjects become increasingly 

dependent on disposable junk that ends up in landfills. Illich often emphasizes the seductive 

qualities of industrialization: its products and services often promise to save time and energy; 

however, he insists that they end up enslaving people: we end up needing our cellphones, cars, 

plumbing systems, and other industrial commodities and infrastructure, such that living without 

them becomes unimaginable.  

 Entailed in this is the devaluation of more autonomous, subsistence-based forms of life. 

Maria Mies and Veronica Bennholdt Thomsen (1999) argue that in many ways, this devaluation 

is very recent: 

Contempt for subsistence is not all that old. Most people of the 
industrialized countries, rural as well as urban, were in one way 
or another occupied with subsistence activities until after the 
Second World War. Small peasants were more or less self-
sufficient and produced only in part for the market. Workers in 
the industrial cities often had small animals, a cow, a pig, a goat, 
chickens and a garden; women produced a variety of foodstuffs 
for their daily needs. Many consumer good were not bought but 
traded, self-produced or bought second-hand. A well-functioning 
network for neighbourhood help existed as well as mutual aid, 
the values of the old peasant ‘moral economy’ which survived 
also in the cities (17).  

As industrial production grew over the 20th century, people became increasingly dependent on it, 

and the dependence on subsistence-based gardening and small-scale production declined.  
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 The hegemony of industrialization has led to what I call technophilic currents that 

depoliticize the destructive and pacifying effects of industrialization. Technophilic currents 

include liberal techno-fantasies that Empire can be made sustainable through a few technological 

fixes; however, technophilia extends into radical and anti-authoritarian currents as well. Within 

radical currents, the paradigmatic example of this technophilic position is the Marxist emphasis 

on seizing the means of production, leading to a communist society of industrial abundance and 

leisure. 

 This aspiration also runs through anarchism, including ecologically-minded anarchists 

like Murray Bookchin. Rather than seeing industrial society as the problem, Bookchin (2004) 

argues that the problem is really just the control, bureaucratization, and privatization of industry 

under capitalism (and Soviet communism).  This means that industry can be harnessed to work in 

the service of human beings: future communal, decentralized societies could still have factories, 

nuclear power, automated production. These would produce abundance and free us from toil, 

allowing us to devote more time to more creative and fulfilling endeavors. Bookchin's central 

hope is that industry can be harnessed to free communities from scarcity, and that this prospect of 

abundance makes a post-capitalist, free society thinkable and desirable. As with other currents of 

technophilia, Bookchin tends to devalue subsistence and non-industrial forms of life. Now, he 

says, “after thousands of years of torturous development, the countries of the Western world (and 

potentially all countries) are confronted by the possibility of a materially abundant, almost 

workless era in which most of the means of life can be provided by machines” (48).  Computers 

will take over boring or repetitive tasks, and all industries (including food and farming!) can be 

automated (54-5). A similar aspiration can be found in recent currents of ‘accelerationism,’ which 

imagines a fully automated industrial future (Srnicek and Williams 2015). Uri Gordon suggests 

that technophilic Marxist and anarchist currents can be understood as “Promethean anti-
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capitalism,” which construct “a contradiction between technology’s positive nature in principle 

and its dominating nature in practice, that is, once inserted into capitalist relations of production” 

(Gordon 2009, 491). From the Promethean perspective, the liberatory potentials of 

industrialization are thwarted by capitalism. While it is unclear how automation and 

industrialization (whether capitalist or communist) lead to anything other than the continuation of 

ecological degradation, my concern is somewhat different. Rather than calling into question the 

social and ecological feasibility of an automated communism or anarchism, Illich’s critique of 

industrialization calls into question its desirability. The deeper depoliticization at work in 

technophilia, I suggest, is the way in which industrialization and automation render us passive 

consumers of a manufactured form of life, which is hostile to creativity and responsibility. Illich 

(1973) shows how industrial tools do not call forth skill or understanding in how things are made 

and how they work, but instead tend to make us passive operators: 

The city child is born into an environment made up of systems 
that have a different meaning for their designers than for their 
clients. The inhabitant of the city is in touch with thousands of 
systems, but only peripherally with each. He knows how to 
operate the TV or the telephone, but their workings are hidden 
from him. Learning by primary experience is restricted to self-
adjustment in the midst of packaged commodities. He feels less 
and less secure in doing his own thing (70). 

 

The smartphone is perhaps the paradigmatic example of this kind of industrial technology. It 

depends on destructive mining and resource extraction, an exploitative division of labour, and 

their planned obsolescence make them garbage within a few years. Most of us know how to 

‘operate’ a smartphone, but this tends to mean using corporate software and accessing corporate 

internet sites designed specifically to keep us glued to our screens, to extract data from our 
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patterns of use, and to track our movements. They are intentionally designed to be difficult to take 

apart, repair, hack, or customize.  

 Rather than seeing leisure as a utopian horizon, it should be seen as the other side of the 

coin of work under capitalism: the experience of being expropriated from subsistence and 

communal self-reliance, completely dependent on Empire’s infrastructures, passing from one 

form of consumption to another. Technophilic currents tend to valorize this passive state of being 

cut off from the potential of actually taking care of ourselves and the beings where we live. 

While Illich agreed with an anti-capitalist analysis that saw industrialization as a process 

of exploitation of workers, he insisted that what was at stake was more than control over the 

means of production. Maria Mies and Veronica Bennholdt Thomsen (1999) credit Illich with the 

insight that “the war against subsistence is the real war of capital” (19). Illich, along with 

autonomist feminists such as Silvia Federici (2004, 2010, 2013) and Maria Mies (2014), conceive 

capitalism as a historical and ongoing war against peoples’ subsistence and autonomy: their 

capacity to take care of themselves and shape their reproduction—the capacity to actively 

participate in life, in other words. At stake in anti-capitalist struggle is not control over the means 

of production, but the possibility of autonomous forms of subsistence and life.  

 Silvia Federici shows how the creation of an industrialized way of life was an intentional 

strategy of capital, suggesting that industrializing capitalism has developed a science of 

‘scooperation’: 

An example is the urban planning that took place in American 
cities after WWII when the capitalist class confronted a working 
class that for 20 years or more had had a collective experience – 
first during the Depression, when people took to the road, 
creating hobo jungles, then during the war, in the army – and 
was now coming back from the war restless, questioning what 
they had risked their lives for. 1947 saw the highest number of 
strikes in the history of the United States, only matched by 1974. 
So, they had to ‘scooperate’ these workers and that’s what the 
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new urban planning did with the creation of suburbia, like 
Levittown. It sent workers to live far away from the workplace, 
so that after work they wouldn’t go to the bars and instead would 
go directly home. They planned every detail of the new homes 
politically. They put a lawn in front of the houses for the man to 
mow in his spare time, so he would keep busy instead of going to 
a union hall. There would be an extra room for his tools – these 
were all instruments of scooperation (Federici 2013). 

From this perspective, industrialization can be seen as a form of counter-insurgency by Empire. It 

is in this sense that the Invisible Committee (2015) insists that Empire’s power resides in the 

infrastructure itself: 

No one sees it because everyone has it in plain sight, all the 
time—in the form of a high-voltage line, a freeway, a traffic 
circle, a supermarket, or a computer program. And if it is, it’s 
hidden like a sewage system, an undersea cable, a fiber optic line 
running the length of a railway, or a data center in the middle of 
a forest. Power is the very organization of this world, this 
engineered, configured, purposed world. That is the secret, and 
it’s that there isn’t one (88). 

Industrialization is now one of the major means that Empire exercises and secures control. If 

Empire exercises power through maintaining a form of life in which we are always-already 

inserted and dependent, then it does not matter whether we hate capitalism or the state, as long as 

we reproduce this form of life. 

 

Deindustrialization and regenerative conviviality 

 Experiments in autonomy from Empire’s infrastructures of dependence also require 

warding off certain technophobic currents that seek to reject ‘civilization’ or ‘technology’ as a 

whole. This position is associated with currents of primitivism, anti-civilization and green 

anarchy which (especially here on the west coast of North America) have deeply influenced many 

anarchists (Jensen 2006a, 2006b; Zerzan 2008; Olson 2012; Aragorn! 2012; Seaweed 2013; Scout 

2016). Many of these currents tell a grand narrative that goes back thousands of years to discover 
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the root of civilization in domestication, agriculture, patriarchy, or even language and symbolic 

thought (AbdelRahim 2013; Olson 2012; Zerzan 2005). While I am sympathetic to radical 

critiques of civilization and its interlinked forms of domination as a historical formation that 

precedes capitalism, I suggest that its narratives can end up obscuring rather than illuminating 

possibilities for autonomous experimentation. Civilization is often conceived as an all-

encompassing totality from which there is no escape, or the means of escape are seen as quite 

narrow: we must all abandon the cities (or destroy them) and live without industrialization and 

agriculture, or else we are simply rearranging civilization itself.  

 One of the most sophisticated explorations along these lines is Aragorn!’s (2012) 

“Locating an Indigenous Anarchism,” where he articulates the radical departure from civilization 

as a paradox:  

Anarchists would like to have it both ways. They would like to 
see their tradition as being growing and vital, along with being 
uncompromising and deeply radical.  Since an anarchist society 
would be such a deep break from what we experience in this 
world, it is impossible to perceive any scenario that leads from 
here to there. There is no path (54). 

Aragorn! makes explicit what remains implicit in many anti-civilizational and primitivist 

currents: the vision of an autonomous, place-based existence is so radically different from 

everyday life that ‘there is no path’—no practice or intervention that could bring those conditions 

into existence. For Aragorn! this is an irreducible impasse; perhaps the best we can do is tell each 

other stories. While I think that dwelling at this impasse can be a source of creativity, I would 

argue that when this impasse is submerged in totalizing critiques of civilization—or in purist 

visions of subsistence—they tend to become conservative: if everything is tainted by civilization, 

and the lives that we desire are hopelessly out of reach, we arrive at a dead end in which a radical 

break is simultaneously urgent and impossible.  
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 The challenge for an autonomous politics of experimentation is to refuse both the 

technophilic embrace of industrialization and the technophobic dead-end of purity. Rather than 

seeking to escape industrialization as a whole, I would suggest that there is an urgent need to 

proliferate experiments in post-industrial and non-industrial techniques and forms of life. These 

will always be limited, partial departures from Empire, not because industrialization (or 

civilization, more generally) are ‘good’ instead of ‘bad,’ but because Empire’s radical monopolies 

have made most of us (in the Global North especially) increasingly dependent on 

industrialization.  

One place to begin is with sabotage and resistance to destructive industrial processes. As 

Uri Gordon (2009) points out, while there are significant disagreements about the value of 

various industrial technologies, there is also widespread consensus among many anarchists and 

other radicals that certain technologies (such as genetically modified crops) are socially and 

ecologically insidious. From this perspective, “you do not have to be a primitivist to be a 

Luddite” (499). In particular, Gordon points to the potential of resisting elements of industrial 

infrastructure on which people have not yet been made dependent. These technologies, he 

suggests, can be fruitfully resisted by combining sabotage and attack with attempts to reveal their 

devastating social and ecological impacts (499).  

 Another way out of the dead-ends of technophilia and technophobia, I suggest, is through 

the Invisible Committee’s notion of ‘technique.’ They argue that technophilia and technophobia 

are joined together by a belief in a sphere of ‘the technical’ that is separate from the rest of human 

existence. Instead, they insist, our world is always already technical: 

Each human world is a certain configuration of techniques, of 
culinary, architectural, musical, spiritual, informational, 
agricultural, erotic, martial, etc., techniques. And it’s for this 
reason that there’s no generic human essence: because there are 
only particular techniques, and because every technique 
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configures a world, materializing in this way a certain 
relationship with the latter, a certain form of life. So one doesn’t 
“construct” a form of life; one only incorporates techniques, 
through example, exercise, or apprenticeship. This is also why 
our familiar world rarely appears to us as “technical”: because 
the set of artifices that structure it are already part of us (2009, 
130) 

To think about technique in this way turns it into an ethical and experimental question: rather than 

rejecting or embracing ‘technology’ or ‘civilization’ as a whole, the challenge is to recover 

enabling techniques. This is resonant with Illich’s (1973) conception of ‘tools for conviviality.’ 

His conception of conviviality is promising because it tends to be rooted in an ethical, rather than 

moral approach to tools or techniques: it is a process through which people become capable of 

incorporating enabling techniques and warding off those that entrench dependency.  

 Where Illich's work is limited, I think, is when this ethical focus is abandoned in favour 

of the hope for a kind of societal consensus around an end to capitalist growth and the need for 

the responsible use of tools (1973, 68). This leads him to focus on implicitly hegemonic, statist 

conceptions of social change, in which a majority imposes self-limitation through law and policy. 

While certain kinds of changes at a massive scale may certainly be desirable, I want to think 

about the ways that autonomy-oriented currents are experimenting with alternatives to 

industrialization here and now, without the state or the need for a hegemonic consensus. I think 

the potentials of autonomous experimentation can be grasped through the Invisible Committee’s 

figure of the hacker: 

Whereas the engineer would capture everything that functions, in 
such a way that everything functions better in service to the 
system, the hacker asks himself “How does that work?” in order 
to find its flaws, but also to invent other uses, to experiment. 
Experimenting then means exploring what such and such a 
technique implies ethically. The hacker pulls techniques out of 
the technological system in order to free them. If we are slaves 
of technology, this is precisely because there is a whole 
ensemble of artifacts of our everyday existence that we take to 



 

 

 

120 

 

be specifically “technical” and that we will always regard simply 
as black boxes of which we are the innocent users. The use of 
computers to attack the CIA attests rather clearly that cybernetics 
is no more the science of computers than astronomy is the 
science of telescopes. Understanding how the devices around us 
work brings an immediate increase in power, giving us a 
purchase on what will then no longer appear as an environment, 
but as a world arranged in a certain way and one that we can 
shape. This is the hacker’s perspective on the world (2015, 133–
34). 

To become hackers would entail the autonomous proliferation of capacities to understand, 

disassemble, sabotage, repair, rebuild, modify, abandon, and repurpose the industrial world 

around us. Rather than worrying about being tainted by industrial technology, the challenge 

would be to repurpose parts of it, use certain techniques against industrial infrastructure, and 

revive other tools and techniques that enable autonomous experimentation. This is similar to the 

conception of bricolage developed by the libertarian communist Out of the Woods collective, 

who write, “It is clearly impossible to specify in advance whether trucks will be repurposed to 

deliver food to the hungry, retrofitted with electric motors, stripped for parts, and/or used as 

barricades” (Out of the Woods 2014). This is resonant with Uri Gordon’s (2009) vision of a 

proliferation of low-tech, decentralized techniques: 

Traditional plant knowledge, artisanship, and craft could be 
revived for any number of everyday-life applications. The 
recycling and recombination of decaying technological systems 
may give rise to an “open-source hardware” movement of 
salvagers, repairers, and rebuilders, which could have its seeds in 
the direct-action ethic of do-it-yourself and self-organization. 
The fragmentation and decay of global industrial civilization 
could also encourage the revival of apocryphal technologies—
inventions like the Stirling engine or the electric car, discarded 
along the path of capitalist development but highly applicable on 
a small scale (501). 
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Similarly, Margaret Killjoy (2013) puts forward the notion of “post-civilization,” in which they 

argue that figuring out how to navigate life is: “a matter of looking around oneself, one’s 

community, and one’s landbase, and determining what is appropriate. What this means is that, in 

the here and now, there are parts of civilized culture we can utilize to our benefit that we might 

not be able to two generations after a collapse” (4).  

In particular, I am interested in centering what I would call techniques for regenerative 

subsistence: the recovery and invention of techniques to support forms of life that actively 

contribute to thriving ecosystems. Illich’s conception of conviviality can be helpfully extended 

beyond humans to foreground the importance of more-than-human assemblages: ways of relating 

to plants, animals, bacteria, fungi, and their replenishment cycles in ways that are regenerative 

rather than extractive and depleting. When they are oriented to sustainability or ecological 

regeneration, techniques need not be austere attempts to minimize one’s impact on the world. On 

the contrary, they entail a more active participation in it: they are the recovery of our capacity to 

‘deal with our own shit,’ as Gustavo Esteva puts it (Hine and Esteva 2014). This is both 

metaphorical and physical, as Esteva shows how dependence on industrial flush toilets places us 

in a passive and dependent relationship to huge infrastructures of pipes, plumbing, and sewage 

treatment that relies on experts and centralized bureaucracy, while turning our own potential 

fertility into toxic waste. As an alternative to this, Esteva explores the fertility (literal and 

figurative) of techniques that return our urine and feces to the earth, and enable people to recover 

responsibility for their own implicatedness in natural cycles and processes. 

 Rather than turning our shit into an accumulation of dangerous toxic waste, techniques 

such as composting toilets, blackwater filtration beds, urban humanure systems, and outhouses 

capture shit as a vital resource. At the Bullock’s permaculture homestead, for example, when an 

outhouse hole is almost full, they dig a new hole, move the outhouse, and plant a fruit tree in the 
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old location. Similar techniques can be (and are being) recovered and developed to render 

redundant a range of industrial dependencies. Whereas refrigeration tends to entail dependence on 

electricity or propane, food can be dried, pickled, canned, fermented, and stored in root cellars.  

 These kinds of convivial tools are not necessarily about replacing industrial technology, 

but might entail retooling them instead. For instance, the ‘laundry-to-landscape’ system entails a 

simple replumbing of washing machines that makes use of their internal pump to irrigate trees 

and shrubs with greywater, rather than turning it into sewage waste (Greywater Action, n.d.). 

Within permaculture, other industrial machines are often used sparingly and strategically to create 

more fertility: using a backhoe to create swales, ponds, or French drains creates earthworks that 

can last for centuries (Lancaster 2013, 2008; Bainbridge 2015). These kinds of earthworks can 

store water, reduce erosion, increase fertility, and create more ecological edges and niches for a 

diversity of plants and animals. 

These experiments can also regenerate areas that have been polluted by industrialization. 

In Earth Repair for instance, Leila Darwish (2013) provides an overview of the ways that plants, 

bacteria, and fungi can be used to remediate toxic or degraded soils and landscapes. These 

regenerative solutions are specifically designed to be small-scale so that they can be implemented 

as autonomous, grassroots responses, without expensive equipment or infrastructure. This renders 

redundant the dependence on industrialized remediation, which tends to be costly, destructive, 

and controlled by experts. It helps to replace a politics of demand—in which communities depend 

on governments or corporations to clean up toxins—with a politics of the act that deploys 

convivial techniques that immobilize, digest, or transform toxins. 

 In addition to rendering Empire’s monopolies redundant, these kinds of techniques can 

shape their users in convivial ways, connecting them to the places, cycles, and processes that 

sustain their everyday lives. To garden and harvest plants is to reconnect with the processes that 



 

 

 

123 

 

sustain our bodies, and the potential of abundance. To salvage wood, repair tools, mend clothing, 

and reuse other materials helps undo tendencies towards disposability, supplanting it with a more 

careful and respectful orientation to our tools and surroundings. I have written much of this text 

on a laptop powered by the solar panels on Denman Island, a small island between Vancouver 

Island and the mainland. The point is not that this is ecologically sustainable: solar panels require 

all kinds of destructive industrial processes to sustain. But interacting with a (somewhat 

precarious) off-grid solar panel electricity system has helped me understand the shape of my own 

dependence on electricity, how electricity works, how useful it can be, and how many things can 

be done without it. I think this is the beginning of a convivial relationship to many industrial 

processes: not a purist abdication, but an apprenticeship in how systems work, what they are 

useful for, what they sustain and inhibit, how they can be hacked and repurposed, and how they 

can be support experiments and transitions towards autonomy from industrialization. 

 

Grafting and other techniques for autonomy 

 Whereas industrial agriculture—and many earlier forms of agriculture that precede 

industrialization—tend towards destroying ecosystems and maintaining that destruction in order 

to grow one crop, permaculture tends to emphasize interventions that work to guide ecosystems 

towards fertility and a diversity of yields for humans, while also creating habitat for non-human 

life. It is from this perspective that I got excited about the potential of forest gardening and 

perennial polycultures (Jacke and Toensmeier 2005a, 2005b; Hemenway 2009). Forest gardens 

often feature edible fruit and nut trees interspersed with shrubs, annuals, and perennials that can 

be used as medicine or food, or support the whole system in other ways such as fixing nitrogen in 

the soil, attracting pollinators and beneficial insects, deterring pests, providing forage for animals, 

and so on. Among the many possible ways of participating in forest gardening, I chose to focus 
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on grafting and propagating fruit trees and other perennials, in part because these seemed like 

skills that would allow me to support the creation of food forests in numerous places.  

 Grafting—a technique of attaching the genetic material of one plant to another—is an 

ancient practice that is still used today in the cultivation of fruit trees (Bradley and Garner 2013). 

It entails using a knife to attach the desired variety of fruit, called the scion (e.g. the branch of a 

Spartan apple) to the rootstock (the base of the tree and its roots) (see Figure 2 below).  
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Figure 2: Belle de Boskoop apple scion successfully grafted on M111 rootstock 

Specifically, I wanted to recover and propagate apple varieties and other plants that were 

conducive to autonomy and conviviality: they could grow without dependence on industrial 

inputs such as fertilizer, constant irrigation, pesticide, and fungicide. This meant that I was 

interested in finding apple varieties that are hardy, disease- and pest-resistant. Many resources, 

techniques, and strategies of fruit tree propagation assume a specialized division of labour, and 
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reliance on external inputs mediated through market exchange. In contrast, I aimed to reduce 

reliance on external inputs and supplies. For example, the most popular rootstocks for 

commercial apple growing in this bioregion are highly dwarfing varieties such as M9 and M26. 

Both are highly productive; however, they need to be staked for the entirety of their lives, and 

they require irrigation in the summer months. Without regular care and irrigation, they would 

probably die. Rootstocks such as M111 and Standard are much hardier, and require no irrigation 

once established.  Similarly, most commercially grown apple varieties are selected to be 

refrigerated and then eaten, and many of them (such as Fuji, Ambrosia, and Golden Delicious) are 

highly susceptible to diseases in this region, such as apple scab. In contrast, many heritage 

varieties of fruit are highly disease-resistant and have been selected for a variety of qualities that 

are more appropriate for subsistence, including long-term storage, cooking, cider-making, and 

staggered yields for ongoing harvests throughout the fall. This same diversity makes these 

varieties undesirable from the perspective of industrialization, which is driven by imperatives of 

efficiency, predictability, uniformity, and marketability.  

 With Isaac Rosenberg and other friends, I also worked to propagate other hardy 

perennials that have a variety of functions. Within permaculture plants known as ‘nitrogen-fixers’ 

draw nitrogen from the air and fix it in their roots through a symbiotic relationship with bacteria 

(Toensmeier 2012). Nitrogen-fixers can thus end up fertilizing nearby plants: when they are 

pruned, their roots also retract and leave behind deposits of nitrogen in the soil. Some nitrogen-

fixers in the Eleagnus genus of plants also produce edible berries, and I propagated three of these: 

Eleagnus umbellata (autumn olive), Eleagnus multiflora (goumi), and Eleagnus x ebbingei 

(silverberry). We also propagated other plants useful for perennial subsistence strategies: figs and 

daylilies are drought-tolerant and edible; yarrow attracts predator wasps and pollinators; and goji 

berries are hardy and nutrient-dense. Over the course of several years, we grafted and propagated 
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several hundred fruit trees and perennials, and gave them away, sold some to recoup costs, and 

organized fundraisers (more on that below). I also shared this knowledge by co-facilitating 

workshops, which I discuss in the next section. 

 

Deskilling 

All of these techniques require skills and know-how, and in many cases these skills take 

years of practice and apprenticeship. A third facet of Empire’s radical monopoly entails an 

ongoing deskilling of people and a rapid loss of the knowledges, habits, traditions, and practices 

that have sustained autonomous forms of life. Processes of dispossession, proletarianization, and 

colonization have destroyed and undermined many traditional, Indigenous, and place-based skills. 

Through capitalist divisions of labour, workers have become increasingly deskilled, and 

industrialization has intensified this process, creating subjects who are increasingly incapable of 

taking care of their communities. Industrialization has also led to specialization and 

professionalization, creating forms of expertise in which, as Wendell Berry puts it, subjects “are 

elaborately and expensively trained to do one thing” (Berry 1996, 19). Through the combination 

of institutionalization and industrialization, subjects become completely dependent on systems 

beyond their control, without the skills necessary to experiment with living differently.  

 I first encountered Wendell Berry and Ivan Illich in the first year of my PhD, during 

coursework, and found that their radical critique of specialization and deskilling resonated deeply 

with my experience. I have spent almost my entire life in school (first public school, then 

university). I spent a decade being instructed in abstract math and science skills and formulae that 

I will never use, while school never supported me in learning how to grow food, how to resolve 

conflicts, identify plants, build and make things, cook and clean, repair and mend, take things 

apart and put them back together, facilitate conversations, or any of the other skills that are 
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rapidly being eroded through institutionalization and industrialization. My grandparents had some 

of these skills, but my parents had little interest in learning them or passing them on. The result is 

that I am very expensively trained to read, write, and think, and completely devoid of many skills 

that might have been taken for granted by my great grandparents, and to many people living more 

autonomous forms of life today. I do have some of these skills now, but only because I have been 

exposed to forms of mentorship and collaboration beyond institutionalized and professionalized 

life: living collectively, doing political organizing, and engaging with currents like permaculture 

and anarchism. 

 Reskilling is thus not just about learning different kinds of skills, but learning them in 

different ways, through practice. Reskilling undoes the hegemony of schooling, which equates 

learning with education. As carla often emphasizes, “kids and adults are learning all the time, and 

we can learn by doing” (bergman 2014, 18). This spirit of DIY (or as I’ve learned to think about 

it from carla, DIT—Doing It Together) permeates both permaculture and anarchism, both of 

which emphasize the importance of learning by doing, trying things out, and experimentation. 

This process of reskilling and learning by doing has been a crucial part of this project. I needed to 

learn (or begin to learn) various skills entailed in various techniques and practices that support 

autonomy. This is a strange thing to write about because so many skills I have learned are 

embodied, intuitive, or somewhat specific and banal. Below, I attempt to summarize what I have 

learned while drawing out some implications for the kinds of knowledge that is useful in 

autonomy-oriented experiments  

 

Reskilling through GRAFT 

When I began the plant propagation project, I was basically starting from scratch (as 

someone who has almost no skills in plant propagation, grafting, or related skills). I did have 
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some basic gardening, cooking, and preserving skills, but a lot of my friends were highly 

competent organic farmers, vegetable gardeners, and cooks, and I had a sense that these skills 

would continue to broadly shared among folks I would collaborate with in the future. Because I 

lived in the city, I needed a set of skills that I could learn in the city, and naturally I wanted to 

focus on something I was interested in.  

 I learned a bit about fruit tree grafting at a BC Fruit Testers workshop in 2013, and a bit 

about perennial propagation at the Bullock’s Permaculture Design course the following year. 

Other than that, a lot of what I learned was through reading books, watching videos, and 

experimentation on my own and with friends. I knew just enough about grafting to understand 

that I needed to find a source of rootstock (the base of the tree) and scion wood (the variety that 

would bear fruit, grafted on top). In my first year of the project (2013) I learned that the BC Fruit 

Testers association sold fruit tree rootstocks to members, so I bought several dozen apple and 

pear rootstocks, and I harvested several different scion varieties from the Welland Legacy 

Orchard, a public orchard in View Royal with many different varieties of heritage apples. 

 I was keen to learn whip-and-tongue grafting because it doesn’t require waxing and it is 

supposed to be very effective, but despite having bought a specialized grafting knife that was 

supposed to make grafting much easier, when I sat down to practice grafting I couldn’t get the cut 

right. I spent hours practicing with the single-bevel knife before realizing that it is designed for 

right-handed users and I’m left-handed, so it wouldn’t work. I made a number of mistakes like 

this in the first year: the dwarfing rootstocks I bought (without doing enough research) required 

ongoing irrigation and staking. After I grafted the trees I knew enough to put them in the shade, 

but not enough to understand that I needed to rub off the buds below the graft to encourage the 

growth of the scion. I eventually removed the rootstock growth, but only once they had developed 

into leaves (see Figure 4 below). I stored the scion wood properly so a lot of the grafts were 
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successful, but I didn’t spend any time researching the scion cultivars I had harvested from the 

orchard, so some of them were heritage cultivars that were also quite prone to disease. I grafted 

several Esopus Spitzenberg apples, not knowing that while this variety is (supposedly) delicious, 

it is also prone to pretty much every disease that affects apples. 

 I learned from all of these mistakes, and I won’t make them again, so in many ways this 

kind of process is characteristic of learning by doing. I had done enough research to figure out 

where to get supplies, how to harvest and store dormant scion wood, and how to graft, and I did 

manage to graft a few dozen trees successfully (see Figures 3 and 4 below).  

 

Figure 3: First round of grafted trees 
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Figure 4: Successful grafts with rootstock leaf growth removed 

I think some of these mistakes highlight the value of mentorship (which I was sorely 

lacking). I had attended one workshop where I learned some basics, but if I had been able to graft 

for a season alongside someone who was experienced, I could probably have avoided these 

mistakes while learning through experience. Like so many other plant-related forms of 

knowledge, one only gets an opportunity to experiment once (sometimes twice) each year 

because grafting can only be done when trees are breaking dormancy, or in the summer. 

 The following year I wanted to scale up and graft hundreds of fruit trees (instead of 

dozens) and get them planted on city boulevards, community gardens, and other places where 

anyone and everyone could have access to the harvest. With some friends (Seb Bonet, Jennine 
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Downie, Michael Fraser, Tim Smith, and later Isaac Rosenberg, with whom I worked with most 

closely), I started an informal collective called Growing Regionally Adapted Fruit Trees, or 

GRAFT. We partnered with LifeCycles, a local food security non-profit, and they provided a bit 

of seed money to buy some rootstock. Instead of ordering from the BC Fruit Testers like the 

previous year, I decided to order from a nursery in Washington that sold apple, pear and plum 

rootstock. The idea was that this would allow us to get different kinds of rootstock that weren’t 

available through the BCFTA, and we would save money. BCFTA rootstocks were $3 each, and 

US nurseries were selling them for $0.25-1.00, depending on the kind and quantity. However, this 

meant getting an official permit to import rootstock. I had to fill out a form detailing what kind of 

rootstock we were buying, send it to the appropriate government agency, send the approval to the 

nursery so that it could clear customs, pay taxes and duties, and then call the inspectors to come 

and physically inspect the rootstocks for pests and disease. This process was time-consuming and 

as it turned out, more expensive than I had anticipated. After factoring in the costs of the permit 

application, shipping, duties, taxes, and the conversion from USD to CAD, we actually didn’t 

save very much money compared to ordering from BCFTA. That process taught me that the small 

premium charged by BCFTA was worth it to avoid the bureaucratic hassle of ordering and 

importing rootstock. 

 That year we grafted over 500 apple, pear and plum trees from the rootstocks we had 

ordered, growing them in used one-gallon nursery pots that we salvaged from a wholesale nursery 

(see Figures 5 and 6 below). 
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Figure 5: Grafted and labelled fruit trees 
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Figure 6: New growth on grafted trees 

One advantage of having a large quantity, we thought, was that we could keep detailed 

records and notice patterns that would only emerge amongst a large enough sample size. We 
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could record and then compare rates of success of different types of grafts, rootstocks, disease, 

and so on. We could use different soil mixes or amendments and record differences in growth, as 

well. Through systematic recording, I hoped to get systematic knowledge of patterns that might 

not be visible through straightforward observation. But, in hindsight, record keeping and 

statistical analysis proved to be of limited use. We systematically recorded every tree we grafted 

in the first year (and in following years) but there were a number of problems. For instance, from 

my records, 14% of 33 chip grafts, 36% of 282 cleft grafts, and 40% of whip-and-tongue grafts 

were successful in the first year; however, these numbers are not very useful as measurements of 

success. First, it is difficult to measure how many grafts ‘took’ (were successful) because some 

might not have taken at the time we recorded these numbers, but would leaf out later (or even in 

the following year). Others appeared as though they had taken, but later died, perhaps because the 

rootstock was unhealthy, or because of dessication, or due to a problem with the graft. This kind 

of record-keeping was tedious and ultimately not systematic enough for the kind of data I had 

hoped for: we would have had to record the status of each tree monthly (or perhaps weekly) and 

we would probably need several thousand (rather than several hundred) rootstock to get the kind 

of knowledge I was after. 

 All of this was further complicated by a couple of key problems that really hurt the trees 

that year: poor soil, watering issues, and deer predation. I had done a lot of research to find an 

appropriate soil mix for trees and perennials grown in pots, and had ordered several yards of a 

custom mix of sand, compost, bark mulch and peat moss. In general, the soil mix was supposed to 

retain enough moisture so that the roots would not try out, while draining well enough so that the 

roots would not be sitting in water. However, the soil retained too much moisture. Also, because 

it was composed of different materials that were mixed before we planted into the pots, I think 

there was some decomposition happening while the plants were growing, which probably 
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damaged the tender roots. The upshot of this is that the pears, in particular, were decimated. If we 

watered them too much, they would drown, and if held off watering, they were prone to 

dessicating. Because we were using relatively small, one-gallon pots, they would dry out quite 

quickly and keeping them moist was a major challenge. Due to these problems, we lost dozens of 

trees (see Figure 7 below). 
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Figure 7: Dead trees: either drowned or dessicated 
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Figure 8: Hundreds of trees survived despite water and soil issues 
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We had the same problem the following year: I did more research and again got a soil 

mix (this time a mix of sand, bark mulch, and compost without the added peat moss) but we ran 

into the same problem. This year I finally found a better solution: pure compost, ordered from the 

local landscape supply place, has worked great. It retains moisture fairly well, and because is not 

being mixed with anything, there is not a lot of decomposition happening in the pot with tender 

roots. It also seems to be much airier and better-draining than potting mix with any amount of 

sand.  

 One of the things that was reinforced for me through this project is the potential of 

mentorship when learning by doing: while making mistakes is a great way to learn, having 

someone to explain the basics, provide guidance, and help avoid some common mistakes can be 

really enabling. Through GRAFT, we also sought to propagate the skills we had gained, and I 

helped facilitate several workshops on grafting. This was an opportunity to share what I was 

learning and emphasize that grafting is a low-tech practice that does not require special training, 

expertise, or expensive equipment. The key is to know enough about the process and a few 

crucial principles in order to get the graft to work (and to avoid some of the mistakes I made 

myself, above). We explained the basics of grafting, supported people in practicing the 

techniques, and then, if they wanted, people could try grafting their own fruit tree to take home.  

 

Knowledge, know-how, relational awareness 

Undertaking this project has also led me towards a distinction between what might be 

called know-how, knowledge, and relational awareness. Knowledge tends towards universality or 

generalizability, using classification, statistical analysis, and finding general principles of how 

things work. This makes it amenable to recording and sharing across different contexts. For 

instance, it is useful to have some basic knowledge of plant botany to understand how grafting 
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works. Fruit tree cultivars and rootstocks have also been systematically observed and analyzed in 

terms of disease-resistance, precocity, taste, uses, keeping times, and so on. The “Orange Pippin” 

website, for instance, has an impressive catalogue of different apple and other fruit cultivars and 

their characteristics (Orange Pippin 2017). Similarly, Plants for a Future (PFAF) has database of 

over 7000 plants, including their physical characteristics, medicinal and food uses, and the ways 

they can be propagated (PFAF 2012).  

 While I made use of these systematic forms of knowledge, what was more useful for my 

own purposes was a process of organic and situational observation, pattern recognition, and 

experimentation. Rather than seeking to control a whole network of variables, I think it is often 

more important to be attuned to variability itself, recognizing continuities and shifts over time 

that enable specific interventions. For example, I do not need statistics or tracking to know that a 

bunch of our trees died because of a poor soil mix, or that they did a lot better the following year 

when we used a different one. Similarly, it would be foolish to declare that this new soil mix 

(mostly compost) is the best for grafting fruit trees at all times, in all places. Instead, I would 

simply claim that the specific kind of compost we used is (so far) the best in our specific 

situation. This is what I would call know-how: the skill or capacity to figure out (and do) what 

works in a situation, through attunement to irreducibly specific variables, relationships, priorities, 

and desires. 

 Through this process, I also ended up learning about some common pests and diseases, 

how to pot up, transplant, prune, and train shrubs and trees, how to install and repair irrigation 

systems. I now know some strategies for building soil and conserving moisture, and how to build 

a greenhouse. I would emphasize that I have only very rudimentary competence in these areas, 

and in many cases, becoming more competent may be a lifelong process. Developing this kind of 

know-how was perhaps the most crucial part of the project, and much of it is difficult to convey. 
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Grafting can be explained, but as a technique it needs to be practiced in order to be learned, 

because it is irreducibly connected to muscle memory and the body. I needed to learn forms of 

pattern recognition that would enable me to discern the difference between a pear and an apple. I 

needed to learn where to get pots, soil, and plants in the place where I lived, and not just what 

supplies were needed in an abstract sense.  

 This is connected to a third kind of learning that I would call relational awareness. At the 

Bullocks homestead, I watched some of the most experienced and knowledgeable 

permaculturalists I met constantly answering students’ questions by saying “it depends.” Whereas 

less experienced permaculturalists often answer these kinds of questions by offering a specific 

technique or practice that works under certain conditions, the emphasis here was on attunement to 

the conditions and relationships themselves. Questions about what to plant and where, when to 

prune and how, what to build and out of which materials, how to deal with pests, and other 

questions are irreducibly situational questions. The key is notice patterns and attune to the ways 

that things affect and are affected by each other. I have come to think that the potential in 

permaculture is ultimately about this attunement to patterns and flows, in order to produce 

thoughtful, ethical interventions that are highly attuned to the specificity of one’s situation.  

Relational awareness runs against the grains of my own stubborn tendency to come up 

with ideas and run with them, without considering all of the entailments. Thinking relationally 

with GRAFT could have led to more thoughtful and focused interventions. When I first became 

interested in grafting and food forest projects, I might have used the permaculture principle of 

designing ‘from pattern to detail’ to ask about the multiplicity of ways I could gain concrete skills 

and propagate perennials, which might have led to involvement in already-existing projects and 

find mentors to develop these skills. Similarly, I could have thought more holistically about how 
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the trees would be cared for, protected, and planted, and incorporated this into the initial design of 

the project.  

 

On isolation 

A major pitfall of these forms of autonomy-oriented experimentation is the tendency to 

become isolated and closed off from other movements and currents of autonomy. Within 

anarchism, these pitfalls are often associated with what Murray Bookchin dismissively called a 

middle-class, escapist, drop-out culture of “lifestyle anarchism,” which he contrasted to social 

anarchism more associated with organizing and class struggle. However, this binary has been 

challenged by more recent anarchist theory and practice. Richard Day argues that recent currents 

of squatting and drop-out culture can end up reaching across divisions of race and class, 

providing useful community services to broader neighbourhoods (Day 2005, 21). Similarly, Jeff 

Shantz points out that anarchists are often involved in multiple projects at once, often reaching 

across this supposed divide. He also shows how counterinstitutions “can make useful 

contributions to working-class or community organizing and resistance,” and social anarchist and 

working-class involvement can strengthen these spaces in turn (Shantz 2010, 37). 

 Currents of permaculture, reskilling movements, transition towns, ecovillages and 

intentional communities are perhaps more vulnerable to becoming isolated from other currents of 

autonomous struggle because these movements have, in many ways, arisen and been driven by 

privileged groups. For this reason, they often have an implicitly voluntaristic conception of social 

change at their core, which ignores struggle and conflict because it has not been part of daily life, 

and its importance for survival is not understood. In this sense, many currents of permaculture 

have always been closed off from more combative currents of autonomy. 
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 In both cases, I think it is important to think about these tendencies as patterns that arise 

over time to create certain limitations, rather than absolute downfalls. For instance, James Tracy, 

cofounder of the San Francisco Community Land Trust, points to the long history of this 

tendency: 

You saw in the seventies people making a lot of co-ops and stuff 
like that. They were trying to embody their sixties values, their 
revolutionary values, their leftist values in the here and now, but 
they checked out of the fight for social justice because the whole 
making your own cooperative dairy farm or making your own 
housing coop took up all your time. (quoted in Dixon 2014, 148) 

Rather than emphasizing an ideological or moral divide, Tracy gets at the way that the 

imperatives of certain experiments—doing paperwork and grants to sustain a Community Land 

Trust, for example—end up detaching prefigurative experiments and counterinstitutions from the 

combative movements that birthed them. The same tendency has the potential to affect all 

prefigurative experiments, especially when they are undertaken by those insulated by white, 

middle-class privilege: they end up reflecting the priorities and desires of those involved.  

 Within permaculture, many kinds of experimentation are leading to new forms of know-

how and relational awareness, all of which could be adapted to support different, more combative 

struggles. Rather than dismissing currents of experimentation that are somewhat insular or 

isolated from broader autonomous struggles and movements, I am interested in the potential of 

nurturing connections, links, and flows between often-isolated currents. Some of these may 

involve concrete alliances between different organizations or groups, but other connections might 

be more informal and tendential. The challenge here is to create networks, edges, circulations, 

and encounters between various autonomous experiments and the people engaged in them, rather 

than evaluating any particular experiment according to a certain standard. Analytically, it also 



 

 

 

144 

 

means recognizing that there already are important circulations: I know people who circulate 

between anarchist squats, permaculture homesteads, and Indigenous frontlines, for instance. 

 

Conclusion 

I have suggested that there is a lot of potential in developing and sharing experiments that 

break dependence on Empire’s radical monopolies. Creating living alternatives to 

industrialization and institutionalization is often clumsy and always impure, but these efforts are 

both urgent and enabling, as people become capable of shaping their worlds and participating 

more fully in relationships. Within the wide array of experiments in autonomy, not all of us will 

be insurrectionaries, nor do we need to be. Neither will all of us be grafting fruit trees or growing 

vegetables. Rather than focusing on the limitations of any particular experiment, I have suggested 

it is more important to find ways to create more edges, circulations, and connections between 

autonomous struggles and forms of life.  
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Chapter 6 

Autonomy from sad militancy 

From sad militancy to joyful militancy 

 This short chapter charts out my process with carla which led to the book, and unpacks 

some of the challenges we faced. Rather than repeating the core arguments of the book, I explain 

some of the reasoning behind the choices we made in the book, and reflect on some of its 

potentials and pitfalls.  

Several years ago, as we were becoming friends, carla bergman and I began having 

conversations about a phenomenon in anarchist and other radical milieus that tended towards 

closure, rigidity, and paranoia. Among other things, it was my encounter with carla, Matt Hern, 

and the Purple Thistle that had me reflecting on my own tendencies towards ideological rigidity 

and policing. Here were people who were radical and vocal about anarchist and anti-authoritarian 

ideas, involved in radical organizing, and also explicit about the importance of openness, fluidity, 

experimentation, creativity and generosity. This was an important encounter for me because many 

of the radical spaces I had been a part of (and the habits I had taken on) tended towards suspicion 

and rigidity that eroded my capacity for a more open and experimental sensibility. The more I 

saw these tendencies in myself, the more I also noticed them in the worlds I was part of: there 

were currents of policing and suspicion in social media, blog posts, organizing spaces, and other 

parts of the radical milieu that I was exposed to. 

carla and I began talking about our experiences with these tendencies, and wondering 

how we might write about the phenomenon together. We eventually applied for a grant from the 

Institute from Anarchist Studies (IAS), and we got a small grant for a few hundred dollars to help 

carla carve out some time to think and write this with me. Through this grant, we were expected 
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to write a short essay to be published through the IAS. We had conversations with friends, and 

friends of friends about this phenomenon, and we also read widely. We began to frame our ideas 

in terms of a distinction between ‘sad militancy’ and ‘joyful militancy,’ which (I think) we heard 

first from Richard Day. In our research, we traced the concept of ‘sad militancy’ back to 

Colectivo Situaciones, (Colectivo Situaciones 2009, 2007, 2012) a militant research collective in 

Argentina, whose ideas were heavily influenced by Spinoza. 

As I explained in the first chapter, sadness, as it is being deployed here, is not an 

individual emotion but a decrease in our collective powers to affect and be affected.  It is a 

closing-off and a limiting of potential and open-ended change.  Conversely, joy is about an 

increase in our collective powers of affection.  Sustaining joy therefore requires constructing the 

collective capacity to respond to the whole gamut of emotions in ways that are empowering and 

transformative, rather than closing them off or letting fear and hurt calcify into paranoia or 

rigidity.   

After a year of research and conversations, we had spoken to over a dozen people and 

experimented with several different ways of framing the problem, and we realized that the project 

was too large to fit in a single short essay. The IAS encouraged us to extend the piece to a book, 

to be published through AK Press as part of their Anarchist Interventions series.   

 

Sad militancy as a diagram 

A significant challenge in describing sad militancy was that we did not want to reduce it 

to any particular practice or ideology in particular. What we needed was a way to think about this 

phenomenon in an expansive but rigorous way, in a way that foregrounded affect. We aimed to 

show how sad militancy was a pervasive tendency among diverse practices and ideologies, taking 

different forms. From within the Spinozan current (and drawing on Deleuze and Guattari in 
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particular) I have found Nick Thoburn’s (2010) conception of what he calls the ‘diagram of 

militancy’ particularly useful. Thoburn defines a diagram as: 

that which governs the articulation and distribution of matter and 
function in concrete assemblages (where a concrete assemblage 
may be a carceral institution, an aesthetic practice, a military 
technology, an architectural school, and so on). The diagram is 
not an ideal type, infrastructure or transcendent idea, but a non-
unifying immanent cause that is coextensive with the concrete 
assemblages that express it. These assemblages, in their 
divergent manifestations and unexpected conjunctions, in turn 
feedback into the diagram, both consolidating and modifying its 
abstract imperatives. As such, even as one sees a regularity of 
function across its iterations, the diagram is in principle a force 
of undetermined change, and one existent in a state of 
disequilibrium (125-6). 

Rather than being a transcendent structure or ideology that determines the concrete expressions of 

movements, diagrams are in an immanent relationship with the actually-existing practices they 

condition. Diagrams are always conditioning the groups or movements they are enmeshed in, and 

they are always being modified by those movements in turn. 

While it is highly technical and difficult to use this concept without all of the jargon of 

Deleuze and Guattari (1983, 1987), the diagram (used synonymously with the Deleuzo-

Guattarian concept of ‘abstract machine’) is a useful concept because it is a way of getting at 

“continuities or resonances across superficially divergent phenomena” (126). In Foucault’s 

analyses, for instance, panoptic surveillance was conceptualized as a diagram governing the 

layout and operation of schools, hospitals, factories, and other disciplinary institutions (Deleuze 

2006). The diagram is also useful because it is non-totalizing: in any concrete assemblage (in our 

everyday lives, the situations we find ourselves in, actual institutions and groups, and so on) there 

are always multiple diagrams at work. This also means there is room for other analyses that do 

not have to refute the analysis of a diagram in order to analyze or investigate another. It is not 

about becoming free of all diagrams: we are always being determined by diagrams: we are just 
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connecting from some and disconnecting from others—conditioning some and evading others or 

putting others to rest.  In this sense, the persistent desire to be ‘free’ of all constraints and 

autonomous from all outside forces is its own diagram, similar to the liberal vision of autonomy 

analyzed in the first chapter.  Because we are always in the midst of diagrams, analyzing and 

describing them is a tricky process: it is difficult to get distance from the things that make us what 

we are.  

From this perspective, sad militancy is a diagram that produces closure, rigidification, 

and paranoia in radical movements. In its most abstract formulation, sad militancy is a diagram 

that induces sadness in the Spinozan sense, in and through a certain idea of militancy. It reduces 

collective capacities to affect and be affected. Sad militancy seeks total separation from (some 

part of) Empire, and the paradox is that this search for absolute opposition creates attachment to 

rigidities and paranoia, smuggling some of the worst parts of Empire into autonomous currents 

and alternatives.  This is a danger immanent to the pursuit of autonomy: alternatives can become 

fixated on Empire and its manifestations ‘out there’ and ‘in here’ in sad ways—that is, in ways 

that are disempowering and nurture paranoia and rigid boundaries. 

Thus, the analysis of a diagram is not about accuracy and rigour, differences and 

dichotomies. Joy and sadness cannot be simply deduced from (or reduced to) positions, practices, 

or stated commitments. While I think it is possible to think through what makes certain 

tendencies possible and sustains them (as we tried to do in the book), we also emphasized that we 

were in no way offering a recipe for warding off sad militancy and cultivating joyful militancy. 

Analysis, as a practice, needs to enable lived capacities for creativity, resistance, and 

understanding. As Thoburn (2010) explains, "the mapping of any diagram is an inexact, tentative, 

and experimental procedure.  It is something like a working hypothesis that must be examined 

with care, reworked, perhaps even ousted altogether” (126).  When it works, the diagram brings 
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certain consistencies into focus for people who experience them as diverse and disconnected.  It 

“brings an appreciation of consistencies, creative processes, points of tension, knots of power, 

lines of escape, that aid intervention in its field” (126).  In this sense, when we think through an 

analysis of a diagram, it is less a question of objective truth (is it true?) and more a question of 

resonance, what makes it work, and how the analysis works on us (what does it do?).  If it helps 

think, act, and relate differently, then it is useful.  

This is because, as diagrams, joyful and sad militancy are affective: they operate on us 

and compose us, rather than being things we can consciously choose. Sad militancy reproduces 

itself at least as much through our unconscious desires as through our conscious beliefs or 

intentions.  As amory starr (2006) and others note, it is a challenge to talk to people about subtle 

patterns, feelings, behaviours, assumptions, or even the looks on their faces, as they are likely to 

see this as an indictment or accusation. This is one of the limits of critique in general, so we tried 

to avoid reifying sad militancy into a set of practices or ideological errors; we tried to avoid 

wielding the critique of sad militancy as just another trump card in the game of 

radical/intellectual superiority. 

This gets at the crux of our challenge in writing about sad militancy: the point is not 

simply to accurately diagnose tendencies of rigidity, trace out their causes, or exhaustively 

describe their manifestations. This is a meta-metatheoretical perspective on joyful and sad 

militancy: an analysis of sad militancy (as a diagram) that is only useful if it enables people to 

undo sad militancy in their lives, that is, to access the capacities for trust, responsiveness, 

creativity and experimentation that the sad diagram closes off.  
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The book as an experiment and conversation 

The book can thus be understood as an experiment in trying to understand and undo the 

diagram of sad militancy, and activate different diagrams, by relaying some insights from the 

Spinozan current into anarchist and other anti-authoritarian milieus where these ideas are 

relatively unfamiliar. This meant trying to write in a way that was not prescriptive. While we 

foregrounded ideas such as trust, vulnerability, responsibility, ethics, care, fierceness, and so on, 

our argument was not that people should try and embody these things. Instead, we wanted to 

think through the ways in which people become capable of these things, in ways that are beyond 

individual willpower or control. This calls for a difference in tone, style, and mode of writing that 

I have come to believe is absolutely crucial for the task of thinking and feeling through these 

diagrams. Instead of using the complex concept of the diagram, we opted for the more informal 

and straightforward conception of joyful militancy and rigid radicalism as tendencies. In effect, 

what we needed to do (and I hope we have done) is offer the possibility for people to undertake a 

collective project of tuning into the ways that sad militancy operates in their own situations, how 

to ward it off, and how currents of experimentation, connection, and openness (joyful militancy) 

can be affirmed.  

 A crucial part of this, I think, was putting ourselves in conversation with activists and 

intellectuals from a wide variety of anti-authoritarian currents. The people we spoke with were 

friends, or friends of friends, most of whom were connected with carla in some way or another. 

carla did most of the legwork in setting up interviews and I did more of the writing, in terms of 

putting things together. This was one of the most challenging parts of writing the book: it was 

extremely difficult to figure out which parts of which interviews to include. Everyone we 

interviewed got the opportunity to see all of the places where they were quoted in the book, and 

to make changes as they saw fit, rather than only seeing a transcript. These interviews helped us 
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shape the book as an emergent conversation that is already taking place in a number of different 

places and movements. This has been borne out in more informal conversations: pretty much 

everyone I talk to about the ideas in this book—if they have been involved in anti-authoritarian 

currents—already has a sense of sad militancy: they have been affected by it and seen it work in 

some way or another.  

 Early on, carla had the insight that we needed to decenter sad militancy in order for this 

process to be effective. That is why the book centers joyful militancy: it is an attempt to affirm 

that which is already creative, experimental, radical and transformative within movements. Sad 

militancy gets in the way of something we are all already capable of. Another way we decentered 

sad militancy was through the insistence that the main enemy is Empire itself: it is capitalism, 

colonialism, the state and other forms of oppression that are destroying relationships, while sad 

militancy is a kind of secondary enemy, which saps the potential of transformative movements 

and currents from within. I hope this approach helps to build a certain kind of trust among 

anarchists and anti-authoritarians: offering a trenchant and radical critique of Empire helps to 

allay suspicions that we might be calling for a softening or capitulation, or saying that we should 

all 'just be nice to each other'. 

One of the major things I have learned in undertaking this project is how easily it is to be 

misread or misunderstood. No matter how explicit or clear we are, how much we emphasize what 

we mean to say and what we don’t, some readers will still read something totally different into 

the text. I have been learning that many people judge writing based on how it makes them feel 

(with less attention paid to the specific argument), which means it does not matter how rigorous 

or careful we are analytically: if people get the sense that we are telling them what to do or 

dismissing oppression, it does not matter if we are explicit in warding off these critiques.  
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One of the ways we saw this play out is in the way joy and sadness are interpreted. It is 

very difficult to detach sadness and joy from their sedimented meaning as emotions and resignify 

them as affective transitions, in the Spinozan sense. As Sara Ahmed (2010) argues in her critique 

of joy as it is deployed in the Spinozan current, “good feelings aren’t necessarily about feeling 

good. But the word joy evokes experiences of pleasure and delight. Words are sticky; they retain 

associations even if we use them differently” (214). I think I underestimated the stickiness of joy 

and sadness. In hopes of unsticking joy from its associations with happiness and pleasure, we 

drew on Ahmed and others to show how happiness is deployed by Empire as a technology of 

control and pacification. We contrasted this with joy, trying to show how so-called ‘negative’ 

emotions like rage and mourning can be enabling and joyful. ‘Be happy’ is an imperative of 

Empire, an injunction to numb ourselves to the intensities of the world through contentment or 

distraction.  Similarly, pointing to the corrosive tendencies of sad militancy is not the same as 

saying that sadness or despair are counterproductive emotions.  All emotions can be part of a 

flight from Empire and the construction of autonomous alternatives. In doing so, we were 

intentional about showing how these concepts are resonant with other traditions, such as Audre 

Lorde’s (1984) Black feminism and the queer nihilism of bædan (2012). This was important 

because we wanted to show how these ideas are not simply being imported from some obscure 

Enlightenment philosopher, but already active in the milieus we were intervening in. We also 

tended not to use the concept of sadness, and instead used other words, such as stultification, to 

get at the concept. The distinction between joyful and sad militancy, then, is not about one 

emotion over another, but a question of the way movements are composed, and whether they lead 

to closures and rigidity, or to new openings. 

Joyful militancy, then, is more a question, a searching, and the collective formulation of 

an open-ended problem. This openness helps to displace the sensibilities of prescriptive rigidity 
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with experimentation: “of collectively asking questions, exploring, and experimenting together” 

(Dixon 2014, 61). The theme of experimentation and collective questioning was a constant theme 

in our book, so much so that we had to eliminate a lot of the questions we posed when it came to 

editing, in order to avoid repetition. For me, this was another lesson in style and tone: questions 

themselves can feel didactic and pedantic, depending on how (and how often) they are deployed. 

We also tried to ward off the sense that we were creating a simplistic binary by replacing 

the concept of sad militancy with ‘rigid radicalism.’ I remain ambivalent about this and other 

choices in the book, but ultimately it is an experiment with its own limitations. I anticipate that 

some people will (mis)read us as affirming happiness and pleasure, while denigrating despair and 

resentment, even though we have worked hard to define joy and sadness in a different way. 

Others will likely associate ‘militancy’ with a particular ideology or correct line, even though we 

have tried to make joyful militancy mean something different. 

We also sought to use and reuse several connected concepts that (we hope) can act as 

hooks into the broader argument and the Spinozan mode of thought we are getting at. In general, 

we contrasted ideology and certainty with questions and curiosity; morality and purity with ethics 

and common notions; and paranoid reading and fear with affirmation and the exploration of 

potential. I will not review these ideas substantively here. These contrasts run throughout the 

book, and they helped us be concrete about joyful currents and the obstacles to them. With all of 

these contrasts, we aim to show how joy is ultimately about people finding ways to become 

attuned to their own situations and become more capable of thriving with others. In this sense, 

what we are doing is prying open a little more space to have these conversations, and (hopefully) 

providing some conceptual and affective tools for people to dissipate sadness and stoke joy. This 

is an affirmation of peoples’ capacities to figure and feel things out for themselves.  
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Ultimately, sad militancy (and Empire more generally) cannot be undone by convincing 

people of ideas, no matter how they are relayed. The force of joyful militancy can only be 

seductive, in the sense I outlined in the first chapter. Rather than convincing people of a right way 

forward, it needs to be lived and felt as something enabling. The most transformative thing is 

prefigurative practice, through which people undergo lived encounters with joy. Ideas and books 

can be joyful: this is not a dichotomy between writing, ideas, and analysis on the one and hand 

practices and feelings on the other. The challenge is to combine them in enabling ways. In this 

sense, I would consider the book to have been successful to the extent that it supports lived 

experimentation and joyful transformations.  
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Chapter 7 

Autonomy from settler colonial subjectivity 

Introduction 

This chapter draws on denaturalizing critiques of settler colonialism to explore the 

complicity of permaculture, anarchism, and other autonomy-oriented currents in ongoing 

colonization. I argue that while these critiques are indispensable, they entail certain pitfalls, 

especially in the tendency to transform settler colonialism into a moral problem in which all 

settler attachments to place are elided with settler acquisitiveness and possession of Indigenous 

land. At stake in this distinction, I suggest, is the capacity to transform settler subjectivity in ways 

that undo its toxic attachments to colonialism while creating different sorts of attachments. I 

argue that permaculture and anarchism may, under certain conditions, support Indigenous 

resurgence and help transform settler subjectivities in important ways. I show how anarchists, 

permaculturalists, and Indigenous people are exploring some of these affinities, focusing in 

particular on the Unist’ot’en camp. 

 

Settler colonialism 

Fundamentally at stake in settler colonialism and Indigenous resurgence is land and 

relationships between land and bodies. As Tuck and Yang (2012) write, “this is both because the 

settlers make Indigenous land their new home and source of capital, and also because the 

disruption of Indigenous relationships to land represents a profound epistemic, ontological, 

cosmological violence” (5). Settler colonialism has therefore required the containment and 

elimination of Indigenous peoples, replaced and administered by a white supremacist political 

order premised on extraction and accumulation. Also central to the discourse of settler 
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colonialism is the relegation of this history (invasion, genocide, and assimilation) to the past, 

precisely because, as Tuck and Yang have noted, it is “reasserted each day of occupation” (5). 

 While overt forms of violence through law and militarized settler presence have not gone 

away, what Jeff Corntassel and Taiaiake Alfred (2005) have called “shapeshifting colonialism” 

has changed in many ways. In its contemporary manifestations, it is marked, for example, by 

discourses of recognition, legalistic land claims processes, and dramas of reconciliation that now 

seek to manage and incorporate Indigenous peoples, in addition to trying to eliminate them. As 

Glen Coulthard (2014) argues, “settler-colonialism should not be seen as deriving its reproductive 

force solely from its strictly repressive or violent features, but rather from its ability to produce 

forms of life that make settler-colonialism’s constitutive hierarchies seem natural” (152). In this 

sense, settler colonialism operates through subjectification, working to reproduce certain 

relationships and habits, while obfuscating the ways these relationships and habits are formed by, 

and help to uphold, structures of settler colonial rule.  

 

Indigenous resurgence 

Indigenous historical scholarship has shown how Indigenous peoples across Turtle Island 

(North America) have resisted dispossession and colonization since it began (Hill 2010; Dunbar-

Ortiz 2015). Over the past decade this process has intensified, as Indigenous people have 

reasserted their connections and responsibilities to land and dramatically challenged the 

naturalization of settler colonial rule. The most visible forms of challenge have been the series of 

gatherings and demonstrations associated with Idle No More, as well as place-based sturggles 

against resource extraction such as those of Elsipogtog, Unist’ot’en, Madii Lii, Lelu Island, and 

Standing Rock. These are interwoven with what Jeff Corntassel (2012) calls “everyday practices 

of resurgence that don’t show up on the news or get much attention,” including ceremony, 
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reconnection with the natural world, supporting Indigenous food systems and land management 

practices, learning and teaching Indigenous languages, and other activities that “facilitate a 

renewal of our [Indigenous] roles and responsibilities” (97). As I emphasized in earlier chapters, 

many of these currents are autonomy-oriented and explicitly challenge the state and capitalism, as 

well as newly developed strategies of absorption and inclusion such as reconciliation and 

multiculturalism. As resurgent forms of life grounded in millennia of sustainable existence, these 

are the deepest currents of autonomy in North America. Corntassel argues that as Indigenous 

people reclaim place-based existence and challenge settler colonial dispossession, they “become 

credible threats to the future survival of the colonial system” (Corntassel 2013). The resurgence 

of Indigenous forms of life has also been decisive in halting environmental destruction and 

recovering sustainable Indigenous relationships to land.  

Settler colonialism, then, remains a troubled and incomplete project: an ongoing process 

of dispossession and control, threatened and punctuated by Indigenous resistance and 

decolonization. Part of this resurgence has involved revealing the complicity of settler 

subjectification in the colonial project. As those who “come to stay,” (Wolfe 2001) Tuck and 

Yang (2012 6, 19) suggest that settler subjectivity emerges as an anthropocentric form of life 

based in resource extraction and the possession of private property, secured through ongoing 

violence and Indigenous dispossession. In this sense, as Beenash Jafri (2013) explains, settler 

colonialism sustains itself not only through law and settler institutions, but also “because settler 

subjects are invested in its project” (79). In this chapter I am interested in what might be called 

‘alternative’ forms of settler subjectivity in terms of both their complicity with settler colonialism 

and their potential for unsettling settler colonialism and supporting decolonization. My aim is to 

explore the potentials and pitfalls of settler forms of life that divest from colonial values of 
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extraction, possessiveness, and capital accumulation while cultivating other kinds of relationships 

with human and non-human others. 

Anarchism and permaculture are both premised on a disavowal of many of the features 

that I have outlined above as constitutive of settler colonialism. As I have shown throughout this 

text, anarchism and permaculture, along with other non-Indigenous traditions, seek autonomy 

from capitalism, the state, oppressive divisions, industrialization, institutionalization, and other 

facets of Empire that are irreducibly connected to settler colonialism. Furthermore, anti-colonial 

resistance and Indigenous resurgence have deeply influenced anarchism and other anti-

authoritarian traditions in North America (Dixon 2014, 51; Walia 2012). At the same time, 

Indigenous resurgence and the denaturalization of settler colonialism have revealed the ways in 

which many of these currents can entrench settler colonialism and Indigenous dispossession, 

rather than helping to undo them. This is, of course, part of a long history (and continuing 

tendency) within Leftist, environmental, anarchist, Marxist, and other movements that ignores the 

aspirations of Indigenous peoples and entrenches settler colonial forms of organizing (Amadahy 

2011; Lewis 2016; Barker 2012; Barker and Pickerill 2012). 

For instance, Coulthard points to currents of egalitarian Leftist aspirations for a ‘return of 

the commons,’ “as a redistributive counterstrategy to the neoliberal state’s new round of 

enclosures,” which erases Indigenous presence and threatens to entrench Indigenous 

dispossession (Coulthard 2014, 12). This aspiration materialized in certain currents within the 

Occupy movement, for instance, in which (some) activists have called for the redistribution of 

(Indigenous) land (Lewis 2016; Barker 2012). Furthermore, settler support and solidarity with 

Indigenous struggles can be temporary, instrumentalizing, or universalizing in ways that 

marginalize Indigenous perspectives and leadership (Walia 2012; Amadahy 2011).  
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Along similar lines, Corey Snelgrove (2012) has traced ‘microtechniques of 

dispossession’ through what he calls ‘settler stewardship.’ He shows how some of the earliest 

forms of dispossession and colonial interference here in so-called Victoria (Lekwungen territory) 

were achieved through this kind of stewardship, which, among other things, prevented Indigenous 

people from maintaining camas meadows through prescribed burning (87-88). Snelgrove’s 

conception of settler stewardship draws together heterogeneous practices of stewardship, 

including large-scale government-funded projects that to restore military sites and celebrate 

military history, to smaller-scale and more informal ecological restoration practices. As 

techniques of dispossession, what these practices have in common is their tendency to disavow 

the colonial present, eschew Indigenous legal orders, and reify settler colonial sovereignty and 

presence (77-78).  

Permaculture practices of regenerative ecological design are deeply implicated in these 

processes of settler stewardship. Some of these complicities with the settler colonial state and 

capitalism are particularly glaring, such as the recent use of permaculture design in the Canada 

150 celebrations (ReThink Red Deer 2017). Similarly, many permaculturalists often presuppose 

and naturalize private property. Geoff Lawton, one of the best-known permaculture designers, 

even brags that permaculture design can dramatically enhance the value of property, implicating 

permaculture within the logic of land speculation and capital accumulation (Lawton 2008). Some 

of these criticisms are immanent to the discourse of permaculture itself. For instance, Kelda 

Lorax (2015) argues that “Colonization is still happening through the Trojan horse of 

permaculture,” showing how the pattern of white people buying cheap land in so-called 

developing countries functions as a form of colonialism: “It invites more white people, raises land 

prices, and leaves less land available to the comparatively poor locals to themselves steward 

through traditional means” (8).  
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 While settler stewardship is often reproduced through the erasure of Indigeneity and the 

naturalization of property and other colonial relationships, I think it is important to extend the 

critique of settler stewardship into areas where Indigeneity is not erased but celebrated. Within 

both permaculture and anarchism, there are currents that explicitly value and seek to learn from 

Indigenous forms of life, including their cultures, worldviews, governance structures, relations to 

land, and forms of resistance. However, this valuation or appreciation is highly ambivalent. As 

numerous Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars have shown, admiration for Indigeneity does 

not necessarily challenge settler colonialism, and indeed has been a constitutive part of settler 

colonialism (Deloria 1999; Rifkin 2014; Morgensen 2011, 2014). In particular, I am interested in 

the critical insight that settler colonial desires for Indigenous land can operate in and through 

rather than in spite of settler appreciation or admiration of Indigeneity. For instance, Morgensen 

(2011) traces white male attempts “to tap and control their inheritancy of primitivity” to the Boy 

Scouts and the YMCA (45). Tuck and Yang (2012) trace currents of literature and film that 

present white settler subjects as the (often reluctant) inheritors of indigeneity or Native-ness, 

including adoption fantasies “desired by critical settlers who feel remorse about settler 

colonialism” and seek absolution from settler crimes (14). As Morgensen (2014) writes, 

Settlers are supposed to be people who connect to Indigenous 
land–the land where they were raised, or that they inherit after 
settling it–by studying Indigenous history and culture and linking 
it to their lives. Historically, non-Natives became settlers by 
adapting Indigenous dwelling sites, travel routes, place names, 
modes of gathering or cultivating food, and spiritual knowledges 
and practices. These acts are part of the normative function of 
conquest and settlement. Thus, decolonization does not follow if 
settlers simply study and emulate the lives of Indigenous people 
on Indigenous land. 

Morgensen’s analysis suggests that even non-hegemonic, autonomy-oriented traditions have 

tended to function as forms of colonization and settlement, both in terms of what they enable 
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materially (the settlement of Indigenous land) and in terms of a mythic past that conditions 

contemporary desires to belong to or return to land. As Snelgrove (2012) explains, practices of 

settler stewardship “may resemble Indigenous land management practices and/or anti-colonial 

practices that are working towards decolonization;” however, what makes them different from, 

and incommensurable with, these projects is their tendencies to reproduce the settler colonial state 

and their exclusion of Indigenous legal and political orders (78). Morgensen’s (2011) critique 

goes further, showing how white settlers can “adapt indigeneity’s putative opposition to 

civilization through ‘Indian impersonation,’ which performs opposition to settler rule as well as 

the authority to claim it for themselves as settler subjects” (17). Through this process, “settlers 

supplant and incorporate indigeneity to attain settler subjectivity” (17). These analyses lead him 

to insist that “settler radicals, including anarchists, have proven capable of forming movements 

that profess to be anticolonial even as they claim Indigenous land and culture as their own” 

(Morgensen 2014). Permaculturalist Jesse Watson echoes this critique, showing how 

permaculture’s embrace of Indigeneity can offer “white people the opportunity to replace those 

indigenes [sic] and complete the project of settler colonialism” (Watson 2015, 34). Other 

permaculturalists have similarly critiqued the ways that Indigenous knowledge has been 

appropriated and incorporated into permaculture design, often without acknowledging these debts 

(Pritchett 2016). 

 Given the focus of my project, these are some of the most important critiques of settler 

colonial subjectivities and relations to land, revealing the ways in which settler colonial desires 

can invest avowedly anti-colonial projects and currents. As Morgensen explains, alternative or 

autonomy-oriented settler cultures “formed by occupying and traversing stolen Indigenous land” 

and “their participants have imagined that they act anti-colonially by ‘appreciating’ Indigenous 

culture or pursuing what they imagine to be Indigenous ways of life” (Morgensen 2014). 
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Specifically, these critiques reveal the ways that anarchism and permaculture can reproduce 

settler colonialism not only through the naturalization of the settler state and capitalism, but also 

through anti-capitalist, anti-state forms of life that are nonetheless invested in a desire to possess 

Indigenous land and/or replace Indigenous people. 

 

The limits of critique 

These critiques are helpful, I would suggest, insofar as they enable critical reflection on 

the ways that settler subjectivity remains tied to desires to possess Indigenous land and how these 

desires and subjectivities frustrate the potential of decolonization. They point to the critical 

potential in an ongoing practice of unsettling settler desires and subjectivities, and in so doing, 

undermining settler investments in the maintenance of settler colonialism. For Morgensen, the 

positive horizon is a distinction between a settler colonial politics in which settlers attempt “to 

sustain their ties to Indigenous land and culture” on the one hand, and “those who question any 

desire to possess” Indigenous land or culture on the other (Morgensen 2014). For Morgensen, 

Snelgrove, and Tuck and Yang, decolonization is a project undertaken by Indigenous people, into 

which settlers may be invited, at certain times and places under certain conditions. In this sense, 

these critiques aim to create the conditions for accountable alliances between settlers and 

Indigenous people. The strength of this emphasis is that it centers decolonization as a horizon that 

entails the leadership of Indigenous peoples. There can be no disavowals of complicity that are 

not “moves to innocence” (Tuck and Yang 2012), and there can be no decolonization of settler 

forms of life in the absence of relationships with Indigenous people. 

Where some of these critiques are limited, I would suggest, is in the subtle ways in which 

place-based, ecological and autonomy-oriented non-Indigenous practices tend to be treated as 

inherently flawed and are thus marked as undesirable impediments to unsettling settler 
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colonialism and engaging in decolonization. I am concerned that this can lead to the valorization 

of placelessness, detachment, and critical introspection as the primary (and perhaps the only) 

productive practice for settlers. For instance, Morgensen (2011) suggests that “the possibility of 

decolonization grows” when “non-Natives release attachments to place” (227). Similarly, he 

equates colonization with the settler desire for “the certainty and comfort of emplacement” 

(Morgensen 2014). Tuck and Yang (2012) insist that decolonization requires “the repatriation of 

Indigenous land and life” and “the abolition of property,” a process through which “all settlers 

become landless” (27).  

While it is clear that dismantling settler colonialism would require the end of private 

property and other relationships secured by the State and capitalism, alongside a resurgence of 

Indigenous law, I think there is an elision in these analyses between possessive, propertarian 

attachments to land and all attachments to place and land. I argue that the horizon of 

placelessness and the absence of attachment to land is not a way to decolonize or transform settler 

subjectivity, but a reproduction of settler colonial subjectivity itself. This placeless subject is 

formed in and through processes of dispossession and proletarianization in which Europeans were 

made into the kinds of subjects who could willingly participate in slavery, capitalism, and settler 

colonial genocide in the first place. This mode of settler subjectivity is particularly stark in Jeff 

Corntassel’s (2006) account of the words that various Indigenous languages have used to describe 

settlers. Taken together, he argues that “our ancestors provide us with valuable insights into a 

different value system: directionless, money-worshipping, fat-taking squatters that divide the 

land, devour the prey, and cling to everything that’s solid” (36). I would suggest that a process 

through which settlers lose any ties or desires for contact with Indigenous land can only be a 

continuation and entrenchment of settler colonialism, rather than its undoing. Becoming less 
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attached to land—and to the relationships that subtend attachment—may even entrench this sad 

form of settler subjectivity.  

This is not an argument that these critiques go too far, and that certain modes of non-

Indigenous forms of life should be beyond reproach, or that they are ‘innocent,’ in Tuck and 

Yang’s terms. On the contrary, I would suggest that sometimes these criticisms do not go far 

enough. While these analyses point to the productivity of unsettling settler desires, they tend to 

steer this into a moral framework that, I argue, ultimately gets in the way of exploring the 

potential of ethical transformation and alliance. For instance, sometimes Morgensen (2014) treats 

settler colonialism as a moral question, such as when he asks whether or not settler radicals 

should “first commit to be willing to no longer live on Indigenous land or have connection to it, 

as part of fully committing to work for decolonization.” While he insists that his questions do not 

dictate answers, the form of the question (‘should settler radicals…’) can only be answered in 

universalizing moral terms, abstracted from the singular relationships and situations in which 

settlers find themselves. The horizon of relentlessly questioning all attachments—while 

necessarily living on and traversing Indigenous land as a property owner, renter, tourist, traveler, 

or squatter—can only be one form of complicity among others, and when it is posed as a moral 

necessity, it becomes a move to innocence itself. 

In my experience working with settlers pursuing questions of complicity and 

decolonization, these questions tend to create either paralysis and guilt, or they elicit moves to 

innocence and settler entitlement. This is a predictable pattern: moral questions tend to elicit 

moral responses, rather than supporting productive transformation and open-ended questioning. 

This pattern cannot be addressed by tracking these moves to innocence or generating new moral 

imperatives for settlers. Likewise, autonomy from settler colonialism is not a place settlers arrive 

at but an ethical process of autonomization through through which settlers become capable of 
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actively transforming ourselves and entering into decolonizing alliances. Taking the trenchant 

critique of settler colonial subjectivity seriously, I suggest, means recognizing that as settlers, we 

will always be complicit in settler colonialism in various ways; what matters is what we do. 

Furthermore, we can only know if our own traditions and practices are compatible with 

Indigenous decolonization by entering into relationship, alliance, and conversation with 

Indigenous people.  

However, the same open-ended, ethical questioning holds when pursuing questions of 

alliances and relationships with Indigenous peoples. As Indigenous and non-Indigenous authors 

have repeatedly insisted, Indigenous people are not a monolithic group; there are complex 

differences and divisions that run between and within Indigenous communities and nations. For 

settlers, this means that the question of who to support and how can only be a complex ethical 

question. Adam Lewis (2017) points to this complexity in the context of anarchist alliances with 

Indigenous people: 

Who would we defer to and what would such a process look 
like? Practically, what would that mean? These are difficult 
questions but ones I think we must raise if we want to properly 
contextualise our resistance. We need to talk about what new 
relationships look like beyond settler colonial dynamics that so 
often exclude and trample over Indigenous nations, their 
sovereignty and their explicit connections to their lands.  

At times this might mean stepping back so as not to exacerbate tensions, or as a way of 

supporting Indigenous communities to resolve differences autonomously. Support and 

relationship-building might be tentative, messy, quiet, vocal, temporary, or long-term.  

 The answers to these complex questions can only flow from the particular relationships 

and commitments we are always-already immersed in. My point is that rendering questions in 

moral terms tends to obfuscate—rather than to reveal—the complex and messy ethical practices 

at the heart of transformation and alliance. Put another way, settlers (most of us, at least) are often 
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not capable of the kinds of commitments that Indigenous people might desire from us, or that 

decolonization might require. Our value systems, habits, and desires are shaped by centuries of 

domination and exploitation, and new forms of moral discipline are not going to change this. As 

settlers, our participation in settler colonialism is made possible because our notions of right and 

wrong are flimsy and detached from lived connection to the victims of settler colonialism: the 

land, non-human others, and Indigenous peoples. Noticing our complicities and colonial 

attachments is undoubtedly part of this process, but what is required are processes that transform 

our desires, values, and capacities in ways that are ultimately enabling, if also painful and 

difficult. The challenge is to find ways that settlers might come to actively desire and participate 

in decolonization by creating more relational and caring forms of settler subjectivity, rather than 

only reflecting on the ways their desires reproduce settler colonialism.  

 

Decolonizing settler subjectivity 

A productive intervention along these lines is suggested by Stephanie Irlbacher-Fox, who 

expresses skepticism “about the willingness of settlers to support a [decolonization] movement in 

a sustained way on the basis of either moral responsibility or self-interest.” She suggests that 

even the most supportive settlers have a privilege line they refuse 
to cross. It is the existence of that line and the refusal to cross it, 
which requires long-term effort. Erasing that line is predicated 
on personal transformation. In the short term some settlers may 
show support as a way to leverage Indigenous unrest to achieve 
their own social or environmental agendas. But over the long 
term, settlers must engage in personal transformation to entrench 
meaningful decolonization (Irlbacher-Fox 2012). 

Irlbacher-Fox argues that this shift is a multigenerational project, and points to the importance of 

raising kids with different values and capacities. “A critical settler responsibility is consciously 

educating our kids away from the constant barrage of social, educational, and structural 
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influences that reinforce an omniscient patriarchal heterosexual white male birthright.” For her, 

part of this entails “supporting my boys’ developing relationships with people and places that are 

decolonizing; fostering their respectful spiritual and physical relationship with the land; and, 

supporting them in developing critical thinking faculties necessary for an ethics of compassionate 

discernment.” Rather than (only) questioning the ways that attachments to land might be 

complicit with settler colonialism, Irlbacher-Fox points to the ways that certain kinds of 

attachment can be a crucial part of decolonizing settler subjectivity. Similarly, I would suggest 

that settler practices of tending land, caring for non-human others, and taking care of places—that 

is, having a relationship to land and place that is based on nurturing values rather than domination 

and consumption—might open space for other kinds of subjectivities that might be less 

compatible with settler colonial rule and more compatible with Indigenous resurgence.  

As many Indigenous peoples have forcefully explained, Indigenous values come from 

reciprocal relationships to land and non-human others in specific places (Simpson 2014). Glen 

Coulthard (2014) calls this “grounded normativity:” the “modalities of Indigenous land-connected 

practices and longstanding experiential knowledge that inform and structure our ethical 

engagements with the world and our relationships with human and nonhuman others over time” 

(13). When we interviewed Coulthard for the book, carla and I began a question by noting that 

settlers might be conceptualized as those whose grounded normativities had been destroyed, and 

who have been invited to participate in the destruction of Indigenous peoples’ grounded 

normativities. Coulthard’s answer pointed to the potential of exploring affinities between 

Indigenous traditions and non-hegemonic, non-Indigenous currents: 

I think the point that’s important here is that we’re talking about 
hegemonies.  So grounded normativities are being wiped out by 
a hegemonic system—a system of dominance.  So when you say 
“the problem with settler life is that it’s doing this,” I would say, 
in my more friendly, joyful moments, that the hegemonic settler 



 

 

 

168 

 

form of life is destroying Indigenous forms of life, but settlers 
have a whole host of other grounded normativities that have 
themselves been violently ruled out of existence.  Whether that’s 
radical ecological stuff to anarchist stuff to Marxist stuff—
whatever: they’re subaltern knowledges and practices.  And 
there are affinities between those that we can map out and 
explore.  There’s a lot within non-Indigenous settler traditions 
that have suffered their own erasure, that might be brought back 
to the fore.  And that’s way better than the alternative, which is 
stealing what we’ve got.  So what Foucault would refer to as a 
resurgence of subaltern knowledges.  There’s a rich history of 
overlap and affinities that I think need to be drawn on, and 
crucial to avoid the violences of cultural appropriation and 
‘becoming Indigenous’ (2016). 

Coulthard’s response points to the potential of exploring affinities between Indigenous grounded 

normativities and non-hegemonic, non-Indigenous traditions and knowledges. The potential of 

exploring these affinities was at the core of our argument in the second chapter of the book: 

In our experience, it has been settlers rooted in their own 
traditions and values who are most capable of building strong 
relationships with Indigenous peoples, showing up in meaningful 
ways, and decentering themselves and staying on the sidelines 
when it is appropriate. It is people with strong friendships—their 
own webs of care and support—who are able to consistently 
support decolonization, whether that means supporting frontline 
land defense struggles or urban Indigenous initiatives, or 
cultivating meaningful, long-term relationships with local 
Indigenous folks where they live.  

These capacities are not based on abstract morality, nor are they 
about having the most bang-on anticolonial analysis. They are 
based on a web of connectivity that enables people to think and 
act differently. One thing that is clear to us about Indigenous 
resurgence is that it is driven and sustained by these deep 
connections and relationships that colonization seeks to destroy. 
Rebuilding and sustaining these connections is clearly at the root 
of decolonization—for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, 
differently… These questions cannot be answered in the abstract, 
but are already being asked and answered collectively, over and 
over again, in multiple ways across different territories, 
movements, and struggles (bergman and Montgomery 2017, 83).  
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The challenge, I suggest, is to find ways to undo hegemonic settler subjectivities and desires 

while creating new desires and capacities for decolonization, and exploring affinities between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous traditions and practices. This cannot be a process of subtracting 

any attachments to place or land until there are none left, but on the contrary entails a perilous, 

experimental, messy approach of critically revaluing our own lives such that we become capable 

of new attachments that make us more capable of respecting land, non-human others, and 

Indigenous peoples, while working to support and learn from resurgent Indigenous forms of life 

in conversation with Indigenous people. Here lies the potential of exploring affinities between 

Indigenous resurgence and autonomy-oriented currents of anarchism and permaculture. For 

settlers to explore these currents on Indigenous land is an inherently fraught project, but certainly 

no less fraught than remaining in the normative form of life offered up by settler colonialism and 

its interconnected violences of capitalism, heteropatriarchy, white supremacy and the domination 

of the natural world. 

 

Affinities between anarchism and Indigenous resurgence 

Over the past decade, a number of intellectual and activist currents have explored 

affinities between anarchism and Indigenous resurgence (CrimethInc Ex-Workers 2017; Lasky 

2011; Goodyear-Kaopua 2011; Khasnabish 2011; Bazil 2014). Anarchists have drawn inspiration 

from the Haudenesaunee confederacy, the Zapatistas, and other Indigenous traditions. Some have 

even suggested that that the formation of anarchist ideas in Europe was inspired by European 

encounters with Indigenous North Americans (Adams 2011). Taiaiake Alfred (2005) coined the 

term ‘anarcho-indigenism’ to highlight  

strategic commonalities between Indigenous and anarchist ways 
of seeing and being in the world: a rejection of alliances with 
legalized systems of oppression, non-participation in the 
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institutions that structure the colonial relationship, and a belief in 
bringing about change through direct action, physical resistance, 
and confrontations with state power (46). 

These affinities were further explored during the 2007 Indigenous Leadership Forum, 

which brought together activists and scholars to explore “Anarcho-Indigenism,” facilitated by 

Taiaiake Alfred, Richard Day, and Glen Coulthard, which eventually expanded the concept to 

‘anarch@indigenism’ to reflect the importance of feminism (Lasky 2011, 5). Jacqueline Lasky 

(2011) suggests that an anarch@indigenist perspective works to undo multiple axes of oppression 

while supporting autonomy and difference: 

Anarch@indigenism is different in different places, at different 
times, as seen by different people. It is relational. It is also plural, 
multiple, contingent, transient, indeterminate and thoroughly 
unfixed. Yet it is also grounded. Anarch@indigenism is 
grounded in the earth, grounded in bodies, grounded in 
memories (good and bad), and grounded in spirits and dreams 
(7). 

Rather than naming a single perspective, I read this as the affirmation of a multiplicity of 

perspectives made possible through affinities between Indigenism, anarchism and feminism. 

Mutual aid, solidarity, communalism, reciprocity and anti-oppression can undo the toxic 

attachments and desires of settler colonial subjectivities and carve out other ways of relating that 

are more compatible with Indigenous values and forms of life. 

 

Affinities between permaculture and Indigenous resurgence 

While the most visible currents of permaculture tend to naturalize settler colonial 

attachments to property, steal Indigenous knowledge, and uncritically imagine permaculture 

design as a form of Indigenous land management, there are less visible currents where 

permaculturalists have developed more critical and meaningful relationships with Indigenous 

decolonization.  
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For instance, a recent issue of Permaculture Design centers the question of 

‘decolonizing permaculture’ and features a number of articles by permaculturalists seeking to 

come to terms with settler colonialism and decolonization. Kelda Lorax (2015) incorporates Tuck 

and Yang’s insistence that ‘decolonization is not a metaphor,’ suggesting that permaculture 

design can and should find ways to return land to Indigenous peoples (8). She also points to the 

importance of connecting and valuing the Indigenous origins of permaculture techniques, 

suggesting that “we should know whose ancestors’ sweat and hard work went into creating those 

techniques, who carries that knowledge now, what sovereignty issues they may be struggling 

with, and how we can advocate for them or even give them money” (8). While the possibility of 

putting more than our money on the line is not acknowledged, and there are overtones of charity 

here, I would suggest an affirmative reading that points to the importance of permaculturalists 

working to understand the implications of using Indigenous design techniques and self-

consciously using their resources to support Indigenous resurgence. 

Similarly, David Pritchett (2016) uses the permaculture concept of ‘invisible 

structures,’—a common concept in permaculture to describe social patterns—to point to 

dynamics of capitalism, settler colonial occupation and imperialism. He centers the work of 

Randy and Edith Woodley, two Native people who bought a homestead on Kalapuya land. As 

people who were not Indigenous to those territories, the Woodleys approached elders of the 

Grande Ronde reservation and asked how they could honour the Kalapuya people, who told them 

to plant huckleberries. They did, and since then, Pritchett writes, “Edith and Randy have worked 

hard to restore the farm, using permaculture principles and techniques as they learned, as well as 

growing vegetables and medicinal herbs with the methods of their own people.” Their 

relationships with the land, according to Pritchett, are informed by “a mixture of Indigenous 

techniques and permaculture principles.”  



 

 

 

172 

 

We tried to unsettle GRAFT and make the project more responsive to Indigenous 

struggle by changing the way we operated in order to connect more intentionally with Indigenous 

resurgence struggles. While we gave away trees and offered workshops for free, the folks who 

came tended to be middle-class, and many of them were property owners. In large part, I think 

that this is because it does not make sense for precarious renters to plant fruit trees or perennials 

where they live, making this particular practice somewhat irrelevant to people who may get 

evicted at any time. This meant that in an effort to propagate perennial-based skills and food 

systems, we were basically offering super cheap plants and skills to some pretty affluent people, 

who could probably afford to buy them at a nursery, and entrenching a form of settler 

stewardship.  

Noticing this pattern led to a shift in GRAFT: instead of focusing on providing free or 

cheap workshops and plants, we sold our trees and plants as part of the Rooting Resilience 

fundraiser, and donated proceeds to a variety of Indigenous resurgence projects: Lax Kw’alaams’ 

defense of Lelu Island against a proposed fracked gas refinery (Lax Kw’alaams, n.d.), and the 

Community Toolshed, a local Indigenous-led project centered on removing invasive species and 

restoring traditional kwetlal (camas) ecosystems (Snelgrove 2012). In the second year of the 

fundraiser, the proceeds from the plant sale went to Lax Kw’alaams’ as well as the Indigenous 

Women’s Action Group, which works with urban Indigenous people in Victoria to share 

information and resources and provide support and advocacy; and Cyale, a farm in Adam’s Lake 

First Nation that grows food for their own community and to support frontline land defense 

struggles (“Voices: Indigenous Women on the Front Lines Speak” 2017). Raising money through 

fundraising was a way to channel some resources from gardening and permaculture worlds into 

Indigenous resurgence projects.  
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We also wanted to make sure that people without a lot of money could still get some 

plants, so we sold all the plants by donation. Some people ended up giving us a few dollars for a 

few plants, and others gave us upwards of $40 for one tree (around the same price they might pay 

for a fruit tree grown in a nursery). In permaculture lingo, this would be a way through which ‘the 

problem becomes the solution:’ the fact that perennial plants and trees was appealing to people 

with money helped us divert a bunch of this money directly to Indigenous resurgence movements. 

More generally, the event invited folks to think about their own responsibilities and relationships 

to decolonization and resurgence. Here I think it is important to emphasize that this does not 

make GRAFT or Rooting Resilience ‘innocent’ or inherently decolonial practices. I would 

suggest instead that these projects inevitably remain complicit in settler colonialism in various 

ways, while also creating some new relationships and supporting some important Indigenous 

resurgence projects. In thinking through patterns of complicity with settler colonialism, I think 

the potential lies in an ethical questioning of the ways that settler projects might be unsettled, 

adapted, transformed, abandoned, connected, tweaked or overhauled to bring them into more 

responsive relationships with currents of Indigenous resurgence and decolonization. 

 

Affinity and mutual aid at the Unist’ot’en camp 

Resistance to resource extraction has been one area, in particular, of experimentation and 

affinity between resurgent Indigenous people, anarchists, and permaculturalists. The Unist’ot’en 

camp is one of the most longstanding and successful examples of Indigenous-led resurgence 

projects that simultaneously resist resource extraction while prefiguring autonomous, 

regenerative, Indigenous-led alternatives. Led by Freda Huson and and other grassroots 

Wet’suwet’en people who are accountable to traditional Wet’suwet’en governance structure, the 

camp was built in the path of Chevron’s proposed Pacific Trails Pipeline, which would transport 
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fracked gas from Summit Lake to Kitimat BC to be refined and exported to Asian markets 

(“Background of the Campaign,” n.d.). The Unist’ot’en have consistently been clear that the 

camp is not a protest or demonstration but a reassertion of Indigenous occupation and 

governance, and the re-establishment of traditional protocols for entry into the territory (“Free 

Prior and Informed Consent Protocol,” n.d.). Through the implementation of these protocols, they 

have turned away surveyors and others working for resource extraction industries while inviting 

thousands of Indigenous and non-Indigenous supporters onto their territories. As they explain on 

their website, through this process,  

The camp has grown to a whole community in resistance. 
Volunteers helped build a permaculture garden, a solar powered 
mini-grid, and a healing lodge/cultural centre, under the 
guidance of hereditary indigenous leadership to help create a 
working vision for future generations (“Background of the 
Campaign,” n.d.). 

Mel Bazil, a longstanding supporter and Gitxan relative of the Unist’ot’en clan, suggests that a 

key part of the Camp is the way it shares responsibilities and knowledge “outwardly to other 

grassroots folks—migrants and grassroots settlers, as well as other Indigenous nations” as a way 

to both resist ecological devastation and colonialism, and “to survive and understand each other” 

(quoted in Manno 2016). The Unist’ot’en camp has so far been successful in preventing the 

construction of the pipeline. Each year, they also host an annual action camp that brings together 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous supporters from across Turtle Island. As such, the camp has 

become a hub in a network of Indigenous resurgence projects and non-Indigenous supporters.  

One of the ways that non-Indigenous supporters have been useful is in lending concrete 

skills that I discussed in the last chapter such as carpentry, cooking, engine repair, bow-making, 

solar power and electricity, gardening, and permaculture. For instance, the Unist’ot’en 

permaculture garden was designed by Geoff Johnson and other permaculturalists working to 
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create a system adapted to the specific context by deploying permaculture’s capacity for 

observation and mimicking ecological patterns. In designing the garden, Johnson studied the local 

climate, spoke to gardeners in nearby towns, and observed berry plants and other flora that grow 

locally, in order to select regionally-adapted berry cultivars. In an interview, Johnson explains the 

significance of this experiment: 

we’re learning as we go and I’d say producing a pretty 
impressive amount of food. And of course that food is for the 
action camp, it’s for the construction camp. It’s also a backup to 
provide food security for the people that are directly defending 
this land from pipelines, because at some point their supply lines 
coming in from Houston and other places might be cut off. 
Secondary to that, it’s this kind of symbolic living protest, where 
we’re actually planting and developing the alternative to the oil 
economy in the path of the pipeline. (quoted in Road To 
Unist’ot’en Part 3: Permaculture Garden 2015) 

This is an example of the ways in which non-Indigenous skills, knowledge and practice can 

actively support resurgent Indigenous projects. The annual Action Camp also creates the 

conditions for these skills to be shared more widely among Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people.  

Similarly, Rafael Marti has suggested that the camp “works as a kind of mutual aid” in 

which anarchists and other supporters “are learning skills such as hunting and trapping,” 

supporting the upkeep of the camp enabling Unist’ot’en people to travel and do outreach to 

garner support (Marti 2014). Anarchists have also been strong supporters of the Unist’ot’en 

camp. The Crimethinc. (2013) publication “Standing on the Land to Stand Up Against Pipelines,” 

produced by both Indigenous and settler voices, provides a perspective on the Unist’ot’en Camp 

through the winter of 2012-3. The authors trace a shift away from collaboration with 

institutionalized Environmental NGOs towards more grassroots collaboration. From this 

perspective, they write that 
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the Unist’ot’en have found that the non-indigenous allies whose 
political and philosophical views most closely align with their 
own have been anarchists. At the core of these shared principles 
is a rejection of the colonial nation state. This is an issue some 
allies struggle with. They want to support the Unist’ot’en from a 
shared desire to stop the pipelines, but their analysis does not 
extend to a complete rejection of the state. By contrast, 
anarchists are drawn to the Unist’ot’en cause for the very reason 
that their analysis includes a rejection of the state. 

While the common antipathy towards the state has created conditions for relationships between 

the Unist’ot’en and anarchists, the authors insist that the most crucial relationships exceed shared 

ideological commitments: 

The relationships built at the Camp are the backbone of the 
solidarity network. There’s a difference between being 
ideologically aligned with a struggle and having a genuine 
relationship with the people behind it. It is this relationship of 
care that will draw people back to the Camp in a time of crisis. It 
is this relationship of care that drives the ongoing support efforts 
which, though less glamorous than high-profile actions, are 
nevertheless the lifeblood of the camp in its current transition 
toward a self-sustaining community. 

It is important to be clear here that anarchists and permaculturalists have not been the only, nor 

even necessarily the most important, supporters of the Unist’ot’en camp. Furthermore, those most 

central to the camp and the broader campaign have been the grassroots Wet’suwet’en themselves: 

their resurgent leadership has created a vital hub for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people to 

come together, share skills, build ongoing relationships of support and solidarity, and concretely 

resist industrial resource extraction. My aim here is not to speak to the relative importance of 

anarchism or permaculture to the Unist’ot’en camp or to decolonization in general, but to point to 

some emergent affinities that can result in ongoing relationships of mutual aid and support. 

Permaculture and anarchism are only two currents through which affinities with Indigenous 

resurgence might be explored.  
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Conclusion: infrapolitical currents 

As Morgensen, Tuck and Yang, and other critics have pointed out, anarchists and other 

non-Indigenous radicals are always in danger of reproducing and entrenching settler colonialism. 

Rather than looking for general answers to these questions, the anarchist notion of affinity is 

helpful because it continually regrounds these projects in relationships. The central challenge for 

settlers, I would argue, is to learn what it means to relate respectfully to the people whose land we 

are on, and to explore affinities with resurgent Indigenous people. As Adam Lewis writes, “our 

prefigurative experiments need to take stock of the context of stolen lands, and forge relationships 

with the Indigenous communities seeking resurgence on such lands” (Lewis 2016, 16). What 

respectful relationships look like, what form they take, and what experimentation this makes 

possible, will be highly variable, based on the specific relationships and their context.  

One of the things that make these alliances and relationships go well, in my experience, is 

their informality and the capacity of settlers to decenter themselves. Similarly, Stefanie Irlbacher-

Fox speaks to the importance of stepping aside or stepping away at appropriate moments in 

relationships between settlers and Indigenous people (2014, 155–56). More generally, in our book 

we emphasized that certain settler attempts to support or build relationships with Indigenous 

people might not be welcome at all: it might entail learning and accepting boundaries, distance, or 

autonomy of Indigenous people and projects. These are ethical capacities developed through 

attunement to patterns and relationships, rather than moral imperatives. 

Similarly, there are all kinds of mistakes, lessons learned, and tensions that I have 

intentionally left out of this chapter, in part because I am ambivalent about sharing them publicly. 

Many of these alliances and relationships are infrapolitical, in the sense I discussed in the second 

chapter: they work well specifically because they are not widely publicized, both because this 

would leave these networks more vulnerable to police infiltration, and because they ward off the 
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tendency for allies or supporters to be held up and valorized. While I believe that lessons and 

tensions should be shared, reflected upon, and grappled with, I increasingly think this is a process 

best undertaken between friends or people working together in concrete ways, rather than through 

public writing. This meta-metatheoretical analysis informs my choice to rely exclusively on 

writing and other documentation of the Unist’ot’en Camp that is already public, rather than 

seeking to interview people or share the particularities of my own experiences. In the conclusion 

of this text, I reflect further on these insights, potential, and pitfalls, along the ethical questions of 

how to share them. 
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Chapter 8 

Conclusion 

In investigating autonomy-oriented currents of permaculture and anarchism, I have 

suggested that autonomy consists in the capacity for people to formulate problems for themselves 

and transform their situations here and now. Empire propagates patterns and relationships of 

passivity, entrenching us in institutions and deskilling us, creating an industrialized existence that 

is hostile to life, accumulating hierarchical divisions based in violence and terror, subtended by 

the ongoing attack on Indigenous forms of life. Permaculture and anarchism—and all currents of 

autonomy, I would suggest—both reproduce and undo these patterns in various ways. There can 

be no purist separation or escape from Empire, and one of our main arguments in the book was 

that this purist desire animates rigid radicalism and stultifies transformation.  

I have tried to ward off voluntarist conceptions of social and political change, in which 

people simply figure out what to do and then do it. In this text and the book, I/we have tried to 

affirm processes through which people become capable of new relationships, practices, desires 

and actions. Becoming an active participant in these processes is not about conscious control or 

free choice, but on the contrary entails the transformation of subjectivity and desire.  

I am increasingly convinced that these kinds of transformations are what is fundamentally 

at stake in undoing Empire: its form of life depends less on our conscious consent or legitimation 

(we are free to criticize or hate capitalism, for instance, as long as we don't actually do anything 

to stand in its way), but upon processes that call forth attenuated forms of life, while destroying 

others (it is difficult to live in non-capitalist ways, here and now). The potential of permaculture 

and anarchism lies in their capacity to recover, create, defend and nurture these autonomous 

forms of life.  
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At the same time, I am not interested in converting this into a promise that certain 

strategies or orientations can, or should, displace Empire as a whole. Warding off a hegemonic 

orientation entails refusing a mode of judgement that asks if a particular strategy or analysis is 

enough to create hegemonic or global effects. I am not suggesting that anarchism and 

permaculture are enough to displace or dismantle Empire as a whole, or that they are the most 

significant autonomy-oriented currents today. Similarly, in the book we were careful not to 

articulate joyful militancy as a new strategy or ideology to be adopted: it is more of an open 

question, which can only be pursued by attunement to one’s own situation.  

I have also refrained from making arguments about anarchism and permaculture as 

though they are monolithic entities. Both are global movements with long histories, so a 

systematic description of their contours or characteristics is beyond the scope of this thesis. 

Furthermore, I would suggest that this kind of description or analysis is not particularly useful for 

the kind of ethical, situated approach I am advocating. What ultimately matters is not what these 

movements are but what they can do: how currents of permaculture and anarchism (and other 

currents of autonomy) might inform our lives, how they might be fruitfully taken up and 

experimented with, and what might need to be warded off or left behind. This kind of sensibility 

is already immanent to both of these traditions: at its best, permaculture design is an iterative 

process of experimentation, tuned to the patterns and flows of specific sites and situations. 

Similarly, anarchist practices of prefiguration enable a focus on the importance of changing our 

relationships here and now. This is a diagrammatic approach to theory: it tries to open space for 

critical reflection and experimentation, while leaving room for other diagrams and explorations. 

This kind of experimental, ethical sensibility also informed my decision to pursue the 

project option within my program, with the aim of experimenting with forms of theory and 

practice that reach beyond academia. I have tried to ward off certain academic imperatives 
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propagated by the university, while retaining and transforming certain forms of rigour and 

analysis (and funding!). I have suggested that autonomy-oriented research and analysis might 

benefit from meta-metatheoretical reflection: why research or do theory in the first place? Who is 

the audience? What kinds of interventions are we making, and why? Academia trains us away 

from questions of audience and intervention, and I suspect that these questions sometimes go 

unasked by academics because the answers would be uncertain or embarrassing. My argument 

here is not a moral argument that academics should make their research relevant or accountable to 

some particular community beyond academia. Instead, my argument has been that academic 

imperatives tend to constrain academic research and analysis in ways that stifle creativity, and 

there is a lot of potential in experimentation at the edges and beyond university, with forms of 

scholarship and theory that support people in formulating problems collectively and inventing or 

deepening autonomous responses. 

With my blog, I sought to create cross-pollinations between different autonomy-oriented 

currents within and beyond academia, but the funny thing about blogging is that it is difficult to 

know what kinds of people are reading your stuff (or if ‘site visitors’ are even reading anything). 

This ambivalence is part of what led me to work on a book with carla with a much clearer 

audience, through a publisher that already has an established readership of anarchists and other 

anti-authoritarians. GRAFT was an intervention into the world of permaculture and gardening, 

and instead of advancing an argument, we prefigured mutual aid, solidarity, concrete skills, 

DIY/DIT experimentation, and regionally-adapted plants. When I think about questions of 

audience and the contributions of this text, I face a certain kind of uncertainty. The main audience 

is my committee: while I have tried to be rigorous, self-reflexive, and creative in writing this text, 

I have also written it because I want a PhD and that requires me to synthesize my project as a 

whole. One of the pitfalls of attempting to make connections between diverse forms of theory and 
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practice, I have realized, is that a project like this does not fit neatly into established domains, 

disciplines or audiences. Most academics are specialists and they will remain so, and this raises 

questions about the academic relevance of a text like this that is avowedly non-specialist. At the 

same time, the themes explored here might be relevant to autonomy-oriented permaculturalists 

and anarchists, academics experimenting with creative forms of investigation and practice, or 

theorists interested in affirmative reading and affect theory. I suspect some of the work I have 

done in this text could reach these broader audiences if it were broken up and developed into 

articles or other shorter pieces, and I would welcome the advice of my committee about this.  

I have also sought to avoid an autoethnographic approach that centers my own experience 

and focuses exhaustively on my own situation. In writing the book, carla and I self-consciously 

tried to create something that was a product of multiple currents and perspectives, rather than 

grounding it exclusively in our own research and experience. Similarly, while I have sought to be 

self-reflexive and share some of my own experiences with this project, I have tried to put this in 

conversation with other currents of theory and practice. These conversations—and the insights 

from them—could certainly be deepened by interviews, participant observation, and other forms 

of engagement with practitioners of permaculture and anarchism, and I am interested in exploring 

the potential of this kind of inquiry in future research. I have also become increasingly interested 

in experimenting with collective forms of inquiry and writing. Writing the book with carla was an 

incredible (and challenging) experience, and I am increasingly drawn to the potential of collective 

forms of inquiry that can inform collective practice, and vice-versa. 

At the same time, I have suggested that some of the most important insights, questions, 

and events are better left undocumented so that they can continue to circulate infrapolitically, 

among people who are actively working together. At least some of my future experiments in 

autonomous theory and practice will likely entail being selective about what is revealed and to 
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whom. These absences can be productive, leaving room for the transformative effects of silence, 

incommensurability, the unsaid and the unsayable.  
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Appendix A 

Handout from T-budding grafting workshop 
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Scion wood (apple tree) varieties 

 

Sunrise – 1990s 

One of the best early, fresh-eating apples – Parents are McIntosh and Golden Delicious 

 

Golden Nugget - 1932 

A small, predominately yellow fruit with orange streaks and splashes. Crisp, juicy flesh with 

extra sweet, rich, mellow flavor. Fine for fresh eating; excellent in pies, sauce and apple butter; 

short keeping life 

 

Barnack Beauty – 1840s 

Beautiful old English cooking apple. Very resistant to scab; some resistance to mildew 

 

Melrose – 1944 

Official Ohio State apple. Firm, coarse, juicy creamy white flesh, slightly acid flavor. Very good 

cooking and dessert qualities. Best after Christmas when it develops its fruity aroma. Some 

susceptibility to mildew, scab, and fireblight.  Some resistance to apple cedar rust.  Stores well. 

Akane - 1937 

One of the best early-season apples – excellent flavour.  Good for cooking and fresh eating.  

Stores for one week.  Some resistance to scab, mildew, fireblight and apple rust. 
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Key terms 

 

Rootstock: Rootstock is the roots and trunk on the tree – you can purchase these from nurseries. 

The optimal size of rootstock to be budded is pencil size.  Ensure that your rootstock is 

genetically compatible with your scion wood (e.g. they are both apples) 

 

Bud wood or scion wood: the current year growth from the fruit tree variety that you want to have 

on your new tree. Choose bud wood from healthy shoots that have seen lots of sun and are 

moderately vigorous. Ideally, use the buds in the middle of the shoot: buds at the base are too old 

and the ones at the tip are not mature enough. Be sure to cut off the leaves so the bud wood does 

not dry out and keep sticks in the refrigerator until use. 

 

Cambium contact: cambium is the vascular tissue of the tree between the outer bark and the inner 

wood.  In order for a graft to be successful, the cambium of the bud must be in direct contact with 

the cambium of the rootstock. This ensures that the wound response cells touch, allowing the tree 

to heal and form a bond. 
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T-Budding (a summer grafting method) 

 

To perform an upright T-bud:  

When you use your spare hand to steady the rootstock shoot while making the T cuts, avoid 

possible injury by holding the stem above the area of operation and not behind it. 

 

Make the first cut across the rootstock shoot, through the bark, but not into the wood. This cut 

should extend about one-third of the way around the shoot and can be either straight or slightly 

curved with the convex side upwards.  

 

The second cut, also just through the bark, runs from the centre of the first cut straight down the 

shoot for about 3 cm.  

 

Starting from the junction of the two cuts, lift a flap of bark from the wood along both sides of the 

second cut. Ease the bark away from the wood using either the tip of the knife or the special 

attachment provided on a budding knife.  

 

Select a bud stick and hold it by its upper end, with the bottom end facing away from your chest. 

Rest the thumb of your knife hand on the upper surface of the bud stick, just above the bud to be 

cut. Grasp the knife handle in your partly clenched fingers. Make a shallow cut starting about 1 

cm below the bud, passing under it, then exiting about 1 cm above it. Try to make the cut under 

the bud in a single stroke, so that the cut surface of the bud piece is reasonably smooth. An 

alternative way to take the bud is simply to stop the shallow cut at about 1 cm above the bud, then 
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separate the bud piece by a second small cut across the budstick at that point. Ensure you don’t 

drop the bud on the ground, or get the cambium dirty – this will hurt your chances of success. 

 

Insert the bud piece beneath the lifted rootstock bark at the top of the T, with the petiole (leaf 

stub) side of the bud towards the base of the rootstock. Ease the bud piece gently down into 

position until it is all under the bark, with only the bud and petiole stub protruding (Figure 13). 

Use the petiole stub as a handle for this. If the bud piece is a little too long, cut off the exposed 

tail at the cross cut of the T. 

 

Complete the operation by binding the bud piece firmly into place. Break off a 20–25 cm length 

of budding tape. Start wrapping just above the top of the T by grasping one end of the tape 

between the thumb or forefinger of one hand and the stock. With the other hand, wrap the tape 

tightly around the stock and over the held end of the tape to secure it. Continue wrapping in an 

overlapping, spiral fashion, down past the base of the T and back up again. Keep as much tension 

in the budding tape as you can, to the point that it stretches slightly as you wrap it. 
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Figure 9: T-budding Diagram: (a) Bud stick with short leaf stems. (b) Shield bud. (c) 

Inverted “T” and standard “T” cut in stock. (d) Bark opened and ready for bud. (e) Bud 

inserted and flaps closed. (f) Bud inserted for inverted “T” budding. (g) Wrapped with 

rubber band. 

 

GRAFT (Growing Regionally-Adapted Fruit Trees) is a volunteer-driven project based in 

Victoria, partnering with LifeCycles, a local food sovereignty non-profit organization, to work on 

several, interconnected goals: 

Grow and plant more regionally-adapted, heritage varieties of fruit and nut trees, as well 
as native plants and useful perennials in and around Victoria and the broader region 
(Lekwungen, Esquimalt, and WSANEC territories). 
Share these plants with local community organizations, community gardens, local food 
sovereignty projects, and others at low or no cost. 
Share skills and knowledge about growing, grafting and taking care of fruit trees and 
other plants through workshops, publications, and skillsharing, so that this knowledge is 
more widely available and held communally. 

Encourage interplantings with fruit and nut trees, understory perennials, and native plants 
to create resilient, biodiverse, abundant plant communities and habitats. 
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Sharing plants 

A big part of this project is sharing the plants we’re growing, and we’re especially interested in 

getting them planted in community gardens, food sovereignty projects, community centres, 

boulevards, or other spaces where people will have open access to the harvest. If you’re part of a 

group like this and you’re interested in fruit trees or anything else we’re growing, please get in 

touch with us at graftvictoria@gmail.com. 

 

Donating 

We’re also looking for donations of money and supplies. Donating to GRAFT will support us in 

propagating more plants, sharing them, and holding workshops and skill-shares. Please send us an 

email if you’re interested in donating to GRAFT: graftvictoria@gmail.com. Please also get in 

touch with questions, ideas, or to learn more about what we’re doing. Visit our website at 

graftvictoria.wordpress.com for an updated list of materials we’re looking for. 
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Appendix B 

Dear Rex Murphy: Colonialism exists, and you’re it 

Dear Rex Murphy, 

When you write that Canadians are offended at the term ‘settler’ and ‘genocide,’ you 

don’t speak for all of us.  I’m a Canadian citizen, my ancestors came to Canada from Europe a 

few centuries ago, and I understand myself as a settler.  It’s not disrespectful for indigenous 

peoples to remind us of Canada’s legacy of genocide.  It’s not rude for indigenous peoples to 

label as ‘colonial’ the connections between the industries of resource extraction, the RCMP, and 

the corporate media you write for.  What’s insulting is your attempt to paint Canada as 

benevolent, open, and respectful of indigenous peoples, and your contempt for any understanding 

of present-day colonialism and oppression in Canada. 

I’m not an expert on colonialism, but clearly neither are you.  In reading your vitriolic 

editorial, it struck me that you clearly hate the term ‘settler’ and ‘colonialism’; however, your 

writing also indicates that you probably don’t actually understand what these terms mean.  So I’m 

writing to you, one white settler to another, to explain to you what settler colonialism means to 

me, and why I think it’s important for understanding (and living in) present-day Canada.  With 

that said, I’m not convinced you’re really ignorant of these terms; I think you have a sense of 

their meaning and the implications, and it terrifies you, but that terror turns to anger before you 

can really feel it.  I think you—and many other Canadians—know that something is deeply 

wrong, even if you can’t admit it to yourself.  It’s something in the air, something we feel in our 

gut: we’re caught up in something horrible, and we can’t go on this way. 

I think that’s why the truths spoken by indigenous people provoke so much resentment in 

people like you: because you know they’re speaking the truth.  It’s plain for everyone to see: 

Elsipogtog and other instances of indigenous resistance aren’t political stunts by over-educated 
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‘radicals’ as you’d like to portray them; they are principled stands by everyday people—

grandmothers, fathers, mothers, and their children—against rampant and unending extraction, 

exploitation, and destruction.  These communities are not motivated by abstract ideologies or 

university jargon, but by deep responsibilities and commitments to protect land and people. 

Leanne Betasamosake Simpson puts it clearly: 

The story here, the real story, is virtually the same story in every 
Indigenous nation:  Over the past several centuries we have been 
violently dispossessed of most of our land to make room for 
settlement and resource development. The very active system of 
settler colonialism maintains that dispossession and erases us 
from the consciousness of settler Canadians except in ways that 
is deemed acceptable and non-threatening to the state. We start 
out dissenting and registering our dissent through state 
sanctioned mechanisms like environmental impact assessments. 
Our dissent is ignored. Some of us explore Canadian legal 
strategies, even though the courts are stacked against us. Slowly 
but surely we get backed into a corner where the only thing left 
to do is to put our bodies on the land. The response is always the 
same – intimidation, force, violence, media smear campaigns, 
criminalization, silence, talk, negotiation, “new relationships”, 
promises, placated resistance and then more broken promises. 
Then the cycle repeats itself. 

This is the structure of settler colonialism.  One of the basic assumptions of your editorial—and 

virtually all other mainstream media coverage of Elsipogtog—is that colonialism happened 

sometime in the past, and since then Canada has done a lot to “right our historical 

wrongs.”  When do you imagine colonialism stopped happening in Canada?  When the last piece 

of land was mapped, surveyed, and appropriated for the Crown?  When government officials first 

broke their treaties with indigenous nations so that settlement and resource exploitation could 

continue?  When the last residential school was closed?  When Stephen Harper issued an official 

apology five years ago?  When he declared that Canada has no history of colonialism a year 

later?  Of course, Canada has changed, and so have settler attitudes.  But the structure of settler 

colonialism is still very much intact. 



 

 

 

193 

 

You will likely dismiss my words as part of the “academically-generated ‘narratives’ of 

colonialism.”  Indeed, I first learned about colonialism in university, and I’m a student of some of 

the “colonial theory” you denounce.  But I only learned about colonialism in university because 

my public school education taught me that indigenous peoples had been wiped out in Canada, 

victims of the inevitable and noble march of progress.  Why do you suppose our public school 

system hides the history of residential schools, forced removal of indigenous people, ecological 

devastation, racist policies, theft of land, and broken treaties?  Could it be that we’re trying to 

cover up the fact that Canadian colonialism never ended—that it’s an ongoing process? 

More and more Canadians are beginning to see that an ever-expanding economy based on 

exploitation of land and people can’t go on forever, and the impacts are also hitting home in more 

communities.  More Canadians are recognizing that voting for someone every four years isn’t real 

enfranchisement, and that this system is designed to foreclose popular participation, not 

encourage it.  More of us are seeing the need to take a stand to protect our families, the places we 

love, non-human life, and future generations.  More Canadians are beginning to see that this is 

what indigenous people have been saying (and doing) all along: defending their lands and 

communities against an ongoing colonial process.  With these recognitions comes one of the least 

comfortable: that we are caught up in this process—deeply enmeshed and complicit in it—as 

settlers. 

Just as we feel the wrongness of colonialism in our gut, we can feel the emptiness of 

settler ways of life.  This isn’t just about “mentalities,” as you suggest, although the way we think 

is certainly part of it.  It’s most concretely about how we relate to each other and the land that 

sustains us (whether we recognize it or not).  Settler colonialism has produced a world where our 

food is industrialized and grown with chemicals, our political system is rigidly bureaucratic and 

exclusive, our culture promotes objectification and normalizes rape, our economic system is 
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premised on exploitation and unending growth, our divisions of labour are racist and patriarchal, 

almost all forests and ecosystems have been pillaged and degraded, and our everyday lives are 

increasingly mediated through bureaucracies and commodities.  This is not to say that indigenous 

people are somehow outside these ways of life; however, they have consistently resisted our 

attempts at assimilation and resource exploitation.  They have maintained and revitalized their 

own ways of life, and have refused to be incorporated into the fold of settler 

colonialism.  Elsipogtog is only the latest conflict in a centuries-long struggle. 

Our ways of life are predicated upon the continued subjugation of indigenous peoples and 

the exploitation of their lands.  For settlers, this is a terrifying thing to recognize: if our whole 

lives are based on this system, how could we be otherwise?  For many Canadians—and I think 

you’re part of this group, Rex—this uncertainty is quickly converted into a glib certainty that the 

problem is them: they’ve failed to integrate, or failed to govern themselves, or failed to obey the 

(our) law.  The settler problem gets converted into the age-old Indian problem.  But I think we 

know, deep down, even when we’re in denial, that it’s us: that we need to take action and change 

ourselves through the process. 

We are living in the midst of indigenous resurgence.  All over the lands claimed by 

Canada, indigenous peoples are revitalizing their traditions and languages, reclaiming their lands 

and responsibilities, and refusing the colonial status quo.  We’re also in the midst of a decline of 

faith in the ways of life we’ve created, even among those most privileged by this system: the 

middle-class dream is evaporating, we’re hurtling towards ecological collapse, and the alliances 

between corporations and politicians are increasingly obvious.  Settlers—some of us—are 

learning to listen to that feeling of wrongness in our gut, unsettling ourselves, building solidarity, 

and finding new (and old) ways of relating.  None of us have figured it out, but more of us are 
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recognizing that things need to change, and the problem is as much ‘in here’ as ‘out there’.  There 

is no neutral territory here, because doing nothing carries us along with the flow of colonialism. 

We can’t wait for everyone.  Indigenous peoples can never afford to wait for support from settler 

society, and struggles in the future will continue to involve contention and conflict.  Settlers are 

learning how to take leadership from indigenous communities, and real alliances and solidarities 

are being forged.  As we learn to listen to our gut and shake off our colonial baggage, indigenous 

people defending their lands seem increasingly reasonable and admirable, and the supporters of 

colonialism, like you, Rex, seem pitiful and dangerous. 

Sincerely, 

Nick Montgomery 
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Appendix C 

Monstrous Settlers: Zombies, Demons, and Angels 

I am a monster 

With the birth and growth of Idle No More, now more than ever, lots of settlers are 

understanding colonialism as a problem, and trying to think through our relationships and 

obligations to Indigenous peoples, the history of colonization, and what all that means for us as 

settlers.  This shifts colonialism from an “Indian problem” to a “Settler problem.”  In spite of the 

mainstream media, many Canadian settlers are learning that they are implicated in an ongoing 

colonial relationship.  For me that’s encouraging, because I didn't grow up in a context where 

colonialism is actually something discussed and debated, where settlers see colonialism as a 

problem that involves us.  I move through some spaces like this now, and they continue to 

challenge me.  This is about how settlers respond to these challenges. 

I'm a white, male, educated, cis-gendered, able-bodied, hetero-sexual, middle-class 

settler, so I basically benefit from every major axis of oppression.  What follows is a reflection of 

my own experience with the politics of colonialism, decolonization, and settler solidarity efforts 

with Indigenous peoples, over the past few years.  I'm drawing on some feminist, queer, trans, 

and anti-racist writers and activists here too.  Even though dynamics are always different and 

complex, I think there are also some similarities in terms of the way privileged folks (like me) 

conduct ourselves across these struggles, especially when we're trying to to prove that we're good, 

in spite of our privilege.  When I use "we" and "us" I'm talking about other white settlers who 

benefit from ongoing white supremacy and settler colonialism in Canada.  I am glossing over lots 

of complexities and nuances of colonialism and decolonization.  I'm experimenting with monster 
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metaphors in hopes of getting at some of these issues in a different way, but I recognize that this 

is serious shit.  And I want your feedback, critical or otherwise. 

Upsettlers, Monarchists, and Manarchists are monsters that plague settlers in Canada, making it 

difficult for us to grapple with our colonial privilege, engage with other settlers, and effectively 

support Indigenous struggles.  I started out as a Monarchist, had stints as an Upsettler, became a 

Manarchist, and now I’m trying to avoid relapsing into all three monsters. 

 

Upsettler Zombies, Monarchist Demons, and Manarchist Angels 

"Upsettler" is a recently coined term to designate settler attacks, disavowals, and denials 

provoked by Idle No More and Indigenous resurgence.  For example, from the Twitterverse: 

#Upsettler walks into a bar. Literally acts like they own the 
place. Upset when informed they are not the original owners. 

Most settler Canadians don't like to be reminded of the legacy of genocide, theft, and enclosure 

upon which "Canada" was founded and settled.  And we especially don't like to be reminded that 

this legacy never ended, and that Canada is an ongoing occupation of indigenous lands, working 

to assimilate indigenous peoples and destroy their communities, for the benefit of settler 

society.  These truths provoke the Upsettler zombies to rise up and shriek their fantasies: the 

Indians are lazy!  The Indians can't manage their money!  The Indians are criminals!  Colonialism 

is in the past!  We're all equals!  This issue has nothing to do with me!  Canada is a benevolent 

nation founded on peace and love and hockey and maple syrup! 

Upsettlers have a strong immunity to understanding settler colonialism, and they subsist 

on a varied diet of rage, guilt, anxiety, denial, and racism.  Upsettler zombification is infectious, 

and corporate news media is a major vector for the spread of the Upsettler epidemic.  Upsettlers 

have denounced blockades as a form of "blackmail" that will "sabotage the national 



 

 

 

198 

 

economy."  Upsettler media pundits are calling for Idle No More protesters and blockaders to be 

arrested, demanding a return to settler colonial normalcy.  Others have lumped together Idle No 

More, the Arab Spring, and Occupy Wall Street as Lefty bullshit: "a great mass of conflicting 

emotions united only in their determination to have someone listen to them, dammit."  When 

Canadian politicians become Upsettlers, police repression often follows.  Other Upsettlers subsist 

more on guilt and nationalist fantasies, and they are prone to deny their colonial privilege, 

insisting that "we're all Canadian" or that "we're not responsible for our ancestors." 

Not all settlers are Upsettled.  But those who haven't caught the Upsettler zombie virus 

are usually possessed by demons.  Demons are a different kind of monster.  More "civilized" than 

zombies, they try to be measured, expressing benevolence and sympathy towards Idle No More 

and Indigenous peoples.  Aboriginal Affairs Minister John Duncan insists that he had "been very 

much wanting to have a conversation with Chief Theresa Spence," that he'd offered multiple 

times, and that he's concerned about her health.  Before she chose to end it herself, NDP Leader 

Thomas Mulcair called on Chief Spence to end her hunger strike: because "the government seems 

to be moving," he thinks "the best thing would be to step back from that now."  Father knows 

best. 

This is the Monarchist response to colonialism: benevolence, paternalism, and 

sympathy.  Civilized political correctness.  Don’t call them Indians anymore; call them First 

Nations, aboriginals, or Indigenous peoples.  Feel sorry for Indigenous people, and maybe feel 

angry at Harper.  Police are often the ultimate Monarchists, framing themselves as impartial 

arbiters of peace, dispersing Indigenous people and Upsettlers alike, and restoring colonial public 

order.  Let's all settle down. 

Monarchists are settlers who want to "solve" the "Indian problem" so we can get back to 

our (settler colonial) lives.  They may advocate reform, as long as it preserves the colonial 
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structure of Canada, and doesn't actually affect settler privilege and occupation.  Monarchists and 

Upsettlers actually work together even when they seem to opposed each other: Upsettlers get 

upset and call for repression and reprisal; Monarchists call for reason and tolerance.  Mainstream 

news also helps disseminate Monarchist demons, and debates ensue about how much "we" should 

"tolerate" from Idle No More and Indigenous resistance.  Monarchist cops play the Upsettler 

zombies off against Indigenous peoples, so that the Monarchists can swoop in like impartial 

peacemakers when the time is right. 

In radical circles, Monarchism is often rejected in favour of bright, shining, 

righteousness: proper anti-colonialism.  Denounce colonialism, express solidarity, and make sure 

everyone sees you doing it.  Condescend and correct people who aren’t aware.  This is the 

Manarchist response to colonialism: carve out a space of moral purity, command others to enter, 

bash those who don’t, instruct and condescend those who do.  The Manarchist loudly proclaims 

that he is against colonialism, he is an ally of Indigenous peoples, and he aggressively attacks 

Monarchists and Upsettlers, usually in an attempt to show Indigenous people that he's a good 

guy.  Note: not all settlers expressing solidarity with Indigenous peoples are 

Manarchists.  Manarchists are the ones that have ascended to heaven through their self-

righteousness, looking down on the rest. 

The Upsettler, the Monarchist, and Manarchist aren’t people.  They’re positions that 

people take up, often unconsciously.  We become infected by colonial zombies, possessed by 

colonial demons and consumed by anti-colonial angels.  The Upsettler attacks Indigenous people 

head-on and denies colonialism, the Monarchist helps us brush past or "resolve" colonialism in a 

civilized way, and the Manarchist helps turn anti-colonialism into a badge of honour that raises us 

above ordinary settlers who don’t recognize the Truth. 
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As settlers, we all have some Upsettler and Monarchist in us, and the Manarchist is 

always waiting to take over and proclaim a revelation.  White, European-descended settlers are 

most prone to all these monsters.  The Manarchist possesses men more often than women.  I find 

myself possessed by each monster more times than I’d like to admit. 

The Monarchist is the official demon of Canada, helping to ensure that we’re all 

respectful and civilized.  "Back then" we were uncivilized Upsettlers; we killed Indigenous 

people and put their children in residential schools... but now our Monarchist leader has 

apologized and we're a multicultural nation; we just need to iron out a few kinks, the Monarchist 

assures us. 

In contrast, the Manarchist proclaims that he’s been cured and exorcized: now he sees 

things clearly and he will force-feed you some Truth.  But if you’ve seen a Manarchist in action, 

you know he’s just as predictable as Monarchists and Upsettlers: a pious angel come to reveal our 

sins and show us The Way.  Usually a white man, always sure of himself. 

These metaphors of angels, demons and zombies are a way of naming three, 

interconnected ways of relating to colonialism among settlers.  They seem opposed or 

antagonistic, but they actually reinforce each other.  They've become deeply ingrained habits, and 

they make it difficult to have meaningful and transformative conversations about colonialism, let 

alone take meaningful action. 

 

Call-outs, Sledgehammers, and Toolkits 

Monarchists and Upsettlers are pretty immune to Manarchists: they become ever-more 

convinced that colonialism is inevitable and people resisting it are ridiculous.  If the Upsettler 

thrives on the call for repression, and Monarchist thrives on the call for peace, then the 

Manarchist thrives on the "call-out."  The call-out is: "a method for either revealing privileged, 
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bigoted or problematic behaviors to others publicly or to attempt to reveal to an individual their 

own mistakes and hopefully trigger some accountability."  It has roots in mass-movement-based, 

anti-racist, anti-oppressive contexts as a tactic to challenge Upsettlers and Monarchists who are 

being oppressive.  I am not saying that calling someone out makes you a Manarchist.  I've been 

called out, and it has been scary, unsettling, transformative, and effective.  But as Kinsey Hope 

explains: 

Now, and let’s not forget this, calling out is a tool. Like any tool 
it can be abused. It can be overused. And it can become broken. 
And as the culture of activism becomes more and more 
dependent upon the call out, the anatomy of [the call out] has 
begun to evolve. 

Manarchists don't have a toolkit for engaging with Upsettlers and Monarchists: they only have the 

call-out, and the call-out is a sledgehammer.  Sometimes it can be effective, but if it's the only 

tool in the arsenal, pretty soon people will get tired of being bashed, and they'll probably get 

Upsettled.  It's like throwing rocks at zombies: it may feel good, but it just riles them up, and 

remember: the Upsettler zombie disease is extremely contagious. 

I’m doing my best to ward off the Manarchism as I write this, so I don’t have any 

solutions to this problem.  But I’ve been inspired by a few folks I’ve met who seem to have found 

different ways of relating to colonialism, who seem to have escaped the monsters, expanded their 

anti-colonial toolkit, and I think there are some common traits: 

Vulnerability and accountability: these folks have cultivated a way of having conversations about 

colonialism where they don’t set themselves up as the ones with the Truth.  It doesn’t mean that 

they don’t challenge colonial attitudes; it means they try to do it in a way that opens conversation 

and questions, rather than shutting them down.  They make it clear that they’re questioning, 

they’re doing their own learning, and they haven’t figured it out.  They’re also open to being 

challenged, by Indigenous people and settlers, and they learn more because folks feel like it’s safe 
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to challenge them.  This also makes them more effective allies of Indigenous peoples.  Anti-racist 

activist Michelle O'Brien encapsulates this pretty brilliantly: 

People have to change in a much deeper way — change in the 
soul, in the, unconscious, in the Real, there are many names for 
this piece, this piece that is just outside of whatever we say about 
it. We have to find ways of being genuinely respectful, open, and 
loving to people, to actually let go of the bullshit that keeps us 
from doing that... 

Actually figuring out how people really change — not just model 
that change, not just talk about it or properly perform it — is 
really hard. In some ways, it calls on the simplest things in the 
world – just listening to people, being open to what people 
actually have to say, looking honestly at whatever is going on, 
acting from a space of compassion and respect. But how do you 
get there, if talking about it (or writing about it in an essay) isn’t 
enough? 

I don’t know. 

Individual and collective education: they’ve dedicated time to learning about colonialism by 

themselves and with others.  They’ve tried to understand the history of colonialism, how it works, 

and what that means for us today.  But they don’t hold this knowledge over other people, and 

they’ve found ways of sharing it that are humble and unsettling, making colonialism into a 

massive open-ended problem rather than an issue of guilt and sledgehammers. 

Patience and courage: they actively seek out conversations about colonialism in unlikely places, 

with their families, friends, workplaces, and other spaces where those conversations don’t 

normally happen.  And they approach new conversations with compassion, even if they’ve heard 

the same colonial responses  (“we can’t go back” – “it’s not my fault” – “it’s human nature”) a 

hundred times before.  The burden of engaging with Upsettlers and Monarchists shouldn't fall to 

Indigenous peoples.  This means it's up to us as settlers to educate ourselves and engage with 

others wherever we are.  If people are unreceptive or dismissive, the most effective settlers tend 
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not to reject them as colonizers, at least not at the outset; they see the intervention as part of a 

longer process, and try to leave space for future conversations. 

Those aren’t instructions or answers; just behaviours in others that have inspired me 

because they confront colonialism while avoiding Manarchist tendencies.  Manarchists are not 

more "radical" than settlers who try to meet people where they're at, rather than shove truth down 

their throats.  The Manarchist often drowns out other voices, because settler Righteousness and 

Truth are a lot louder than uncertainty and vulnerability.  I think that’s a major reason why many 

people fall back into Upsettlement and Monarchism: when they engage with other settlers trying 

to work on colonialism, they encounter the manarchist, and they don’t want to be his disciple or 

get hit with a sledgehammer over and over. 

Manarchism is simpler than vulnerability.  Manarchists can often become their own little 

cliques, in their own pious corner.  It’s easier to have a radical anti-colonial circle-jerk than to 

engage with Monarchists and Upsettlers who might be angry or dismissive.  Demons and zombies 

can be scary, and angels often like hanging out with each other (and hitting each other with 

hammers). 

Colonialism relies on these monsters to perpetuate itself.  Willing settlers are required to 

work, to keep consuming, to own property, and to keep Canada's colonial-capitalist engine 

chugging.  But settlers can get in the way of colonial propaganda and repression, in solidarity 

with Idle No More and Indigenous resurgence.  We can play a role in unsettling the Upsettler and 

the Monarchist (and ourselves), but we'll be unlikely to succeed as Manarchist angels.  I'm not 

urging oppressed people to be nice to folks like me.  Indigenous peoples have every right to be 

pissed off at us, and that's not what I mean by Manarchism.  This is about the way settlers treat 

settlers when we talk about colonialism.  Take the words of Fleetwood/Majestic Luxery-Legay: 
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this world kicks the shit out of our hearts every day. when we 
turn around and do that to each other we are fucking each other 
over just as our respective states would like us to. one of the 
most revolutionary things we can do is cultivate new ways to 
connect, to be gentle and tender with one another in a world that 
is trying constantly to divide and conquer us. we can’t be tough 
without also being tender. 

The Manarchist possesses us, and we attack others to show that we're good, that we know.  We 

bash people with sledgehammers without considering plyers, or a flash light, or a nail 

file.  Upsettlers and Monarchists shriek in horror, and we mistake this noise for 

transformation.  But upsettlement is not unsettlement. 

I'm not saying that all anti-colonial settlers need to be engaged with Upsettlers and 

Manarchists, all of the time, in an oh-so-compassionate way.  Certain projects and alliances 

require keeping these monsters at a distance.  It takes a lot of emotional energy to engage with 

them, and sometimes a good bashing is entirely necessary and effective.  This is not a call to 

shower colonizers with peace and love, rather than speaking hard truths or radical ideas.  When I 

have become a Manarchist angel, it means I can't be challenged or reproached: I'm holy.  Now 

I'm trying to be more real with people, which includes anger, but hopefully not the holy kind. 

Avoiding Manarchism can be compatible with radical visions of indigenous-settler relations and 

decolonized futures.  Vancouver-based activist Harsha Walia writes: 

Decolonization is as much a process as a goal. It requires a 
profound re-centring of Indigenous worldviews in our 
movements for political liberation, social transformation, 
renewed cultural kinships, and the development of an economic 
system that serves rather than threatens our collective life on this 
planet. As stated by Toronto-based activist Syed Hussan 
explains, “Decolonization is a dramatic re-imagining of 
relationships with land, people and the state. Much of this 
requires study, it requires conversation, it is a practice, it is an 
unlearning.” 
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Unsettlement and unlearning colonialism requires a diverse toolkit (including a sledgehammer), 

and it depends upon our capacity to deal with the monsters within us and others.  Clear opposition 

and intense conflict are always part of struggles against colonialism.  Unsettling colonialism and 

decolonization also entails vulnerability and conversation.  No one can tell what this "dramatic re-

imagining of relationships with land, people, and the state" will actually look like; we'll have to 

figure it out together, in a struggle against zombies, demons, and angels. 
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