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What follows is a two-pronged critique of some prevailing currents and 
tendencies within contemporary anarchism-one which takes aim at both the 
rationalist, Enlightenment underpinnings of some contemporary anarchisms 
as well as the Eurocentrism and racism that frequently result from these-but 
I hope that the implications of this critique will exceed its object. While the 
irst opens us up toward the relationship between anarchism and poststructu­
ralism, we will instead approach the question of the Enlightenment though 
the "mythical" syndicalism of Georges Sorel. The second opens us toward a 
process of decolonizing anarchism, which I discuss through black revolution­
ary Frantz Fanon, and which in tun involves the conrontation with and 
destruction of a dangerous "anarchist imperialism" that threatens to draw us 
into dubious alliances and erase truly radical antistate voices and practices. In 
both gestures, moreover, it is not only the limitations of the Enlightenment 
that are surpassed, but equally those of the poststructuralist critique thereo. 

THE BLACK FLAME OF CLASS REASON 

The recently published syndicalist tome Black Flame: The Revolutionay 
Class Poitics of A narchism and Syndicalism is both welcome and dissatisfy­
ing.I What is laudable is the authors' insistence that anarchism is socialist: 
despite the dubiousness of any attempt to ix the meaning of a concept or a 
set of ideas, this reinfusion of anarchism with a speciically class content is 
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welcome in political tenns, against the proliferation of individualist and 
"lifestylist" variants of anarchism (although we will see that they are over­
zealous in this task, and this virtue becomes a vice). What is far less wel­
come, however, is another insistence, as inn and intransigent as the irst but 
less politically justiiable: the attempt to anchor anarchism innly and irre­
trievably in Enlightenment rationalism. 

Resisting the classic image of the anarchist as raving, bloodthirsty, and 
irrational, Black Flame bends the stick much too far in the opposite direction, 
and in so doing reveals some very real dificulties of anarchism as a tradition 
that will mark our point of departure. Here following Murray Bookchin's 
characterization of Spanish anarchism as a fon of "radical popular enlight­
enment," the authors of Black Flame push this argument urther and broaden 
it to the entirety of the tradition, describing Mikhail Bakunin as "a rationalist 
and a modenist" and limiting the irrationalist impulse to thinkers-like Leo 
Tolstoy and Max Stiner-who the authors seek to exclude from that tradi­
tion entirely. In so doing, the auhors seek to retrieve "the rationalist impulse 
in anarchism-which locates anarchism innly within the modem world, 
rather than the premoden ones of moral philosophy and religion." 2  This they 
do in part to facilitate their insistence on a rapprochement between an­
archism and syndicalism-thus against arguments linking syndicalism to the 
"Revolt against Reason," and thereby to French theorist Georges Sorel 
(whom we will discuss more extensively below). 3 

This effort to situate anarchism within the European Enlightenment tradi­
tion emerges most clearly in graphic fonn as a historical lowchart in which 
anarchism inds its origin in "'Enlightenment ideas: Progress, rationalism, 
libety, conscious design of society." 4  One wonders immediately why the 
second half requires the irst, and why it is that the authors of Black Flame 
seek to root anarchism not merely in "progress," "rationalism," etc., but 
moreover in "Enlightenment" versions of the same, which is effectively 
shorthand for "European." This slip reveals what it attempts to conceal: the 
Eurocentrism at the heart of this effort to reclaim anarchism. What is ne­
glected in this insistence that anarchism is "rationalist" and "modernist" is 
the constitutive underside of this rationalism and this modenity, one which 
is by this point so well-documented that its exclusion is impennissible.5 For 
Enrique Dussel, to cite just one example, there was not one, but two moder­
nities, nd it is the systematic privileging of the later, eighteenth-century 
modenity that conceals its foundation in sixteenth-century modenity, which 
is to say, in the historical-political process of colonization. 6 And just as with 
modenity, we ind the same gesture of concealment with regard to reason: 
European rationality, in the fon of the Cartesian ego cogito, rests on an 
unrecognized colonial basis that Dussel calls the ego conquiro, the conquer­
ing colonial man provided the most potent blueprint for Cartesian sovereign­
ty.7 And lest we believe that the dangers of this neglect are limited to the 
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historical or the epistemological realms, Santiago Castro-G6mez has demon­
strated how European rationalism and speciically what he terms "zero-point 
hubris" translated directly into the deployment of colonial racism. 8 

Hence we already see that the two sides of our critique are utterly insepa­
rable and that between European Enlightenment rationality and the project of 
racialization and colonization there exists a relationship of undamental com­
plicity, as with two sides of a single sordid coin. If we will take different 
paths that deal tendentially with different subjects, we must bear in mind that 
they are not in fact separate. The implications of erasing this colonial histo­
ry-all the more suprising coming from the South African authors of Black 
Flame-are serious, and strike at the very heart of this anarchism, whose task 
it then becomes to complete the "uninished project of modernity."9 This 
orientation-which assumes that the ideas of the European Enlightenment 
were fundamentally good and correct, but what was lacking was the execu­
tion, the practice-is one which simultaneously blocks the two forms of 
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critique that we will tun to below: the poststructuralist (or loosely, "post-
modenist") critique from within Europe and the decolonial critique from 
without. Below, we will track these critiques in general tens via engage­
ments with French syndicalist Georges Sorel and black revolutionary Frantz 
Fanon, but we must first see what particular implications the avowed Euro­
centrism of Black Flame has within its own framework. 

This is another way of asking how the authors of Black Flame, and 
anarchism more generally, deal with questions of race and colonization and 
how their limitations in this sense are rooted in their theoretical location of 
anarchism within the legacy of the European Enlightenment and their privi­
leging of rationalism. To speak irstly, and in general terms, about anarchism 
and race, the historical failures are massive and well-known, and these are 
directly rooted in anarchist Eurocentrism: "Anarchism," as Joel Olson blunt­
ly explains, "has always had a hard time dealing with race," choosing instead 
to emphasize a "critique of all forms of oppression." 10 This form of critique 
seems on the surface of things to be upheld in Black Flame, with the authors 
insisting that "the important point is that [racial, gender, etc.] equality was a 
principle of the broad anarchist tradition."!! For Olson, while there is some­
thing laudable about declaring oneself against all forms of oppression, this 
standard anarchist stance also bears within it signiicant dangers. Indeed, one 
thing that stands out about critiquing all forms of oppression is just how easy 
it is to do so. The harder work-that of grasping how the capitalist system 
operates and how it can be brought down through strategic action-remains, 
despite all our declarations of opposition. In other words, we might respond 
to the insistence on the anarchist principle of equality in the following terms: 
yes, but a principle is a very easy thing to have, whereas a practice of 
revolutionay equality is what concens us, a rarer commodity indeed. Such a 
revolutionay practice requires understanding how that system operates, and 
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despite the fact that we can oppose a variety of oppressions as equally repre­
hensible on ethical grounds, this doesn't mean that those in power share our 
insistent intersectionality. As Olson puts it: 

The critique of hierarchy .. . mistakenly blends a moral condemnation of all forms 

of oppression with a political and strategic analysis of how power functions in the 

U.S. The American state .. . was not built on animal cruelty or child  abuse, however 

pervasive and heinous these forms of domination are . Rather . . . it was built on 

white supremacy. 12 

Hence what the critique of all oppressions entails is the erasure of the strate­
gic centrality of certain oppressions. 

But to ren to our irst point, we must ask what is the concealed theoret­
ical foundation of this "critique of all oppressions" and this anarchist "princi­
ple" of equality. Once we scratch beneath the surface, we can see that this 
undamental anarchist principle is ully compatible with the Enlightenment 
tradition that the authors of Black Flame wear so proudly. To insist on a 
"principle" of equality and an opposition to all oppressions is to do little 
more than the French Revolutionaries who emblazoned Liberte, Egalite, Fra­
tenile on their banners while, for the most part, avoiding questions of colo­
nial-racial domination. 13 The abstract and formal universalism of Enlighten­
ment thought is what conceals the failure of these three principles as merely a 
question of execution (as in the "uninished project of modenity" argument) 

. rather than one of inherent contradictions of all abstract principles, especially 
those rooted in the geopolitical practices of empire and colonization. In other 
words, the French Revolution and its nominal quest for absolute human 

. equality did not simply fail, it failed for speciic reasons. The belief that a 
princple of equality sufices for the establishment of a practice of equality is 
a desperately idealist one which would in and of itself fail to explain the 
failure of its own Enlightenment forbears to do the same. 

However, the error of Black Flame is more egregious than this, more than 
a mere repetition of the general anarchist error that Olson associates with the 
"critique of all oppressions." This is because the authors of Black Flame are 
not content to merely insist on a lazy intersectional argument, but instead 
seek to reinscribe one oppression as primary: that of class. Just as the au­
thors' effort to avoid the smear of anarchist irrationalism led them to bend 
the stick too far in the other direction, their critique of the evacuation of class 
rom some anarchisms leads them similarly to reassert the centrality of class 
to a problematic degree. 14 Here the virtue of Black Flame quickly becomes a 
vice; if the insistence on a class content for anarchism is in one sense an 
advance over "lifestyle" anarchism and individualist libertarianism, and even 
in some sense the "critique of all oppressions" as well, the ultimate effect is a 
doubling of anarchism's Eurocentric baggage. Ater all, class-centrism is 
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itself Eurocentric, it speaks to speciically European conditions, and fails to 
grasp situations of historical social heterogeneity in which race requently 
functions as a class category and the two are in many cases irretrievably 
intertwined. 15 To here parallel our irst point in other terms, the European 
class structure itself had a constitutive "underside" that too oten goes unrec­
ognized, as wage labor in Europe was but the lip-side of the coin of un­
waged slave and encomienda labor in the colonies. 16 

Both of these seemingly contradictory errors-the critique of all oppres­
sions and class-centrism-coexist in Black Flame: the irst in the structural 
segregation of questions of race and colonialism and the second in the carica­
tured critique the authors offer of nationalism and race. As to the irst, if we 
were doubtul of Olson's claim that the "critique of all oppressions" tends to 
conceal the importance of race, then the very structure of Black Flame ought 
to convince us: after nine chapters, distributed into sections ranging from 
"theory and analysis" to "strategy and tactics," we ind, tucked under the 
heading "social themes," a inal chapter addressing "anarchist intenational­
ism and race, imperialism, and gender." And all this in one chapter, no less! 
While some will dismiss this structural positioning-where all "social 
themes" are tucked in as if contained to an appendix, as if prompted by an 
afterthought-as merely an ill-considered attempt at inclusion, a closer look 
at the content of the arguments shows that it relects instead something 
deeply troubling about the "broad anarchist tradition" the authors attempt to 
salvage. 

This emerges clearly in the authors' unconvincing critique of nationalism 
and race, in which all nationalism is caricatured as essentialism and all "iden­
tity politics" is similarly caricatured as ragmentary. There is a general error 
of Eurocentrism here, in the assumption that all nations, and thus all national­
isms are the same, which emerges in particular form in the authors' errone­
ous dismissal of the "particularly inluential" "wages of whiteness" approach 
of David Roediger and the "race traitor" politics of Noel Ignatiev.17 The 
straw man of race and nationalism then comfortably established, these aston­
ishing logical laws are then capped with the following gem: 

By contrast, anarchist and syndicalist class politics ,  with its potential to unite people 

of different races, offers a path beyond the endless spiral of perpetual conlict that 

nationalism and identity politics must invariably generate and perpetuate . . .  The 

broad anarchist tradition stresses, on the contrary, mobil izing as many ordinary 

people as possible, across rac ial l ines, to ight in their own interests for beter 

conditions.  This does not mean ignoring racial prejudice and discrimination. 1 8  

Race thus disappears without a trace into the category of "ordinary people," 
but not without the polite insistence that the authors, of course, take the 
subject of racism very seriously. Two points are key here-one regarding 
race and one regarding reason-and they intersect in the question of the 
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dialectic. The irst is quite straightforward: for equality to be possible, it is 
not suicient to merely hold hands and state such equality as a fact, and 
surely the authors of Black Flame would not advocate such a course of action 
when it comes to the bosses. 

Secondly, regarding reason, not only does their idelity to Enlightenment 
rationalism obscure the importance of race, but it even confounds the au­
thors' own efforts in their own tenns: their historical subject, the "ordinary 
people" of the "popular classes" can only appear as uniied and undivided, 
rationally aware of "their own [similarly unambiguous] interests" (and this 
against the far more complex constellation of subjectivities in the wages of 
whiteness tradition 19). The implications of this are severe. Whereas much of 
the anarchist tradition sought to disrupt economism through a privileging of 
the intervention of the will, we retun here to the blandest of economism. In 
other words, in their effort to establish anarchism as class-centered and ra­
tionalistic, the authors of Black Flame lose all capacity to convincingly ex­
plain mass action: if they cannot explain why it is that people take action, 
especially in so voluntarist a realm as anarchism, then they cannot so easily 
dismiss the role of the irrational in revolutionary politics. 

These two points connect in the question of the dialectic, as it is precisely 
in the connection between rationalist idealism and the sidestepping of ques­
tions of race and colonialism that Black Flame becomes, to use an old­
fashioned-sounding ten, undialectical. By assuming that all references to 
race and all nationalisms are the same, Black Flame denies the importance of 
struggles around race and nationalism and their historical capacity to gener­
ate and feed other struggles (not to mention their necessity). 20 In the place of 
a dialectical dynamic, we ind instead a caricature: identity and nationalism 
lead to an "endless spiral" of conlict, but one which does not lead to libera­
tion. Thus the authors fail to apply their own tmderstanding of Bakunin's 
economic principle-that, against individualist anarchisms, true reedom can 
only come ater equality is established-in a consistent way across different 
spheres: to, e.g., race, nationalism, gender, etc. As we will see below, this is 
something that Frantz Fanon, in his ontologization of dialectical change, 
accomplishes, and as Olson clearly shows, it is possible to fonulate an 
anarchist theory of the centrality of white supremacy which reproduces none 
of the caricatured elements as they appear in Black Flame. 

In what follows, we will take this relationship between Enlightenment 
reason and Eurocentrism!colonialism!racism as the starting point for an os­
tensibly two-pronged critique which is actually just one. Put differently, our 
argument would appear two-pronged only to those we are critiquing, but it is 
precisely this fact, and our reusal to abstractly reject this view, that forces us 
into the lanuage of the twofold. 
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ANARCHISM BY ANOTHER NAME 

The two thinkers through whom we will approach this two-pronged critique 
share much in common: Both Georges Sorel and Frantz Fanon were inluen­
tial theorists of what they called ''violence'' ; both were sharp critics of Marx­
ist orthodoxy, and both celebrated the potential importance of voluntarist 
inteventions in revolutionary struggles. They share many of these elements 
with much that trafics under the name "anarchism," but Sorel and Fanon 
share a peculiar in-betweenness in being identfied as anarchist without 
themselves embracing anarchism as an identity. This in-betweenness will 
contribute to the ways in which both thinkers overcome the related errors of 
both poststructuralism and Eurocentric anarchism. Here, I will present a brief 
summary of Sorel and Fanon, their theoretical and historical relationship to 
one another, and their raught relationships with the respective "anarchisms" 
of their times. 

Any brief summary of Sorel's thought begins rom the category of ideolo­
gy, one which marks Sorel's prescience vis-a-vis not only poststructuralism 
but also later trends in the Western Marxism from which it emerged. This 
recognition of the power of ideology resulted directly rom political develop­
ments that Marx himself did not generally foresee; namely, the potential for 
the socialist let to come to power through elections rather than through 
violent revolution and the potential impact this could have on the class war. 
Around the tun of the century, European Marxism was in many ways di­
vided over the question of "revisionism": the revisionists arguing that it was 
necessary to update Marxism to suit contemporary circumstances, the antire­
visionists rejecting this position in favor of an othodox insistence on Marxist 
doctrine. These debates over doctrine were not without their political impli­
cations, as the revisionists tended to argue that what failed in Marx' s  doctrine 
was precisely the certainty of catastrophic revolution and that his teachings 
were to be updated to coincide with a gradualist socialist politics. The antire­
visionists, on the contrary, blindly upheld the inevitability of the revolution 
even when their own reformist politics suggested otherwise. 

Both revisionists and antirevisionists, however, tethered their Marxism to 
their politics through a degree of economic determinism. Whether the revolu­
tion was certain or not depended on the state of economic development and 
the degree to which this development relected that described in the pages of 
Capital. It was on this terrain that Sorel would mark his difference rom both 
sides with the aim of rening to "the spirit of Marx," not the letter: 21 This 
very invocation of spirit should tell us something. Sorel would reject both the 
blind orthodoxy of the antirevisionists ("the letter" of Marx) as well as the 
reformist gradualism that was assumed to go hand-in-hand with such a rejec­
tion. By emphasizing "spirit," Sorel was able to break with the economic 
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determinism of both sides, making possible a revolutionary revisionism that 
would take into account the importance of ideology and the state to an 
unprecedented degree. 

Sorel's critique of Marxism therefore centered on the assumption that 
society, in Marx's words, was divided into "two great hostile camps, into two 
great classes directly facing each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat."22 This 
was a far cry from Sorel's lived reality, in which class divisions had given 
way to the doctrine of social unity. For Sorel, as a result, there was no 
guarantee for the existence of class as something distinct from a merely 
individual condition, and the unction of bourgeois ideology was precisely to 
erase class, undermining class division through a "social education" in the 
virtues of "harmony. " 23 This critique of economic determinism therefore has 
several implications: if the existence of opposing classes is not guaranteed, 
nor is there then any guarantee of dialectical motion, since the conlictive 
uel that powers its engine has evaporated. The idea of progress has therefore 
become little more than a bourgeois weapon with which to diagnose the end 
of history and the perfection of the liberal-democratic present. Rationalism 
(which here moves hand-in-hand with economic determinism) stumbles in­
evitably on these hard facts, leading to the reformist orientation of most 
Marxist revisionism. 

Sorel's  response was as radical as it was unorthodox: if class antagonism 
was disintegrating through the inluence of ideology, then the only altena­
tive was to reassert this antagonism, thereby breathing life again into class 
identity. Such a reassertion of nonobjective class oppositions thus could not 
be understood in strictly rationalistic terms, and Sorel would thus tun to the 
concept of the "revolutionary myth"-embodied in the syndicalist general 
strike-in an effort to provide a framework capable of explaining the seem­
ing irrationalism of mass action. This myth, inally, was seen by Sorel as 
jumpstarting the rozen Marxist dialectic, driving it subjectively toward an 
as-yet indeterminate uture. 

Despite being heavily inluenced by Proudhon as well as a close riend of 
the anarchist Fenand Pelloutier, Sorel nevertheless dismissed much of his 
contemporary anarchism as "intellectually entirely bourgeois," justiying the 
orthodox Maxist attack on anarchism with the insistence that "the most 
eloquent dissertations of revolt could produce nothing and . . . literature 
cannot change the course of history." But the anarchists, in tun, were correct 
to critique the Maxists for their participation in a corrupt and corrupting 
parliamentary system, which similarly blocked the path to revolution: "Expe­
rience was not slow in showing that the anarchists were right about this, and 
that, in entering into bourgeois institutions, revolutionaries have been trans­
formed by adopting the spirit of these institutions. "24 Hence while Sorel 
would in many ways scorn and deride the beliefs of anarchists themselves, he 
nevertheless did look positively upon their impact. 
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This impact emerged speciically from those anarchists who decided to 
abandon their bourgeois individualism and enter into the syndicalist move­
ment, and who thereby "did not [merely] apply theories which had been 
fabricated in philosophical coteries," and who "taught the workers that they 
need not be ashamed of acts of violence."25 Violence here stood as the 
marker of absolute and irreconcilable opposition to the bosses and their state, 
and Sorel credits anarchist inluence with reducing the tendency toward 
working-class assimilation and incorporation into structures of power, there­
by counteracting the bourgeois ideology of unity and reinforcing class divi­
sions. 26 In their hostility to institutions-or better put, to institutionalization, 
to incorporation into the institutions of the enemy-syndicalist anarchists (or 
as Sorel slyly calls them, "former anarchists") were able to iject a crucial 
element into the proletarian struggle and were thereby responsible for "one of 
the greatest events that has been produced in our time."27 

If Sorel was ambivalent toward anarchists, later anarchists would be simi­
larly ambivalent toward Sorel, and astonishingly few are willing to reclaim 
him today. As we have already seen, the authors of Black Flame prop Sorel 
up as a foil for the reassertion of anarchism as rationalist, and anarchist 
anthropologist David Graeber-following Marcel Mauss (whose description 
of Sorel he seems to accept uncritically)-similarly dismisses him, but even 
in this dismissal, we can track moments which gesture toward our own 
inclinations. Graeber, for example, notes that "Sorel argued that since the 
masses were not fundamentally good or rational, it was foolish to make one's 
primary appeal to them through reasoned arguments." In other words, as we 
have seen, Sorel (rightly) critiqued both class essentialism and rationalism. 2 8 
Misinterpretations and caricatures aside, we ind a political reason to worry 
about Graeber's Maussian anarchism: Mauss and, it would seem, Graeber 
advocate gradualist approaches to radical change, while Sorel was wedded to 
an unapologetically catastrophic vision. In terms of the anarchist appropria­
tion of Sorel, the Italian Wu Ming collective stands here as an outlier in the 
effort to reclaim Sorel's notion of myth for radical transformation. 29 

While not a direct heir of Sorel, Fanon would reigure many arguably 
Sorelian themes in the process of transposing these onto different identities 
and different units of analysis. Speciically, Fanon's work irst ontologizes 
the Sorelian formulation of class-in Black Skin, White Masks-applying a 
similar understanding to racism as a process of excluding certain subjects 
from access to Being. Secondly-in Wretched of the Earth-he would then 
globalize this formulation by transposing it onto the broader intenational 
structures of the modem/colonial world-system.3o Like Sorel, he would re­
ject the objective basis for the identities-racial and national-that he would 
analyze. Like Sorel, too, he would reject a strict rationalism as the best path 
to attacking structures of oppression. Like Sorel, inally, this intersection of 
nonobjective identity and nonrational action would take the form of a mythi-
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cal projection of identities-irst black, later national-as the irst step in 
jumpstarting the dialectical motion necessary to push beyond contemporary 
oppressive stalemates. 

Just as Sorel rejected the caricatured anarchism of "propaganda of the 
deed," so too would Fanon-writing in the context of the Algerian Revolu­
tion-dismiss a certain form of brutality as "counterrevolutionary, adventur­
ist, and anarchist."31 But he simultaneously recognizes the fact that the label 
anarchist was systematically deployed against truly revolutionary elements 
as a strategy by those attempting to control-and, as with Sorel, institutional­
ize-struggles: "At the irst signs of a skirmish, the leaders are quick to call 
them juvenile hotheads. But because these demands are neither juvenile nor 
hotheaded, the revolutionary elements articulating them are rapidly isolated 
and removed. The leaders cloaked in their experience ruthlessly reject 'these 
upstarts, these anarchists. '32 As with Sorel, anarchism here appears as an 
accusation which reveals a real and radical critique of the dangers of institu­
tions, one which is not taken on as an identity, but which, to borrow another 
Fanonian term, is "overdetermined," or imposed on the radical subject who 
questions the path of moderation, the merits of reformism, and above all, the 
neutrality of enemy (or even one's own) institutions.33 

Unlike Sorel, however, Fanon would not receive even a mixed hearing 
rom anarchists, and this is due to precisely the dificulties we saw above 
with Black Flame; namely, the inability of many anarchists to think dialecti­
cally or in even a complex manner about race or the nation. Ater all, was 
Fanon not an ardent defender of Third World nationalism and the state that 
served as its practical vehicle? Fanon is therefore generally dismissed by 
anarchists as a racial essentialist or an apologist for nationalism, despite the 
fact that he rejected essentialism ("It is the racist who creates the iferior­
ized'34) and was among the shapest critics of Arican nationalism ("national 
consciousness," he makes clear "is not nationalism."35). In what follows, we 
will trace the subtle thread which draws the two thinkers together, counterin­
tuitively rendering Sorel's antistate class consciousness compatible with Fan­
on's antiracist national consciousness, opening up in the process an entire 
horizon that too often escapes contemporary anarchisms. The gesture that 
draws them together is suggested already in their hostility to institutionaliza­
tion, a danger that exists as much within our movements as within the formal 
structures of the state and which as a result requires a more complex. view. 

The precise route of this gesture is opened up by the peculiar distinction 
that Sorel introduces into the concept of violence, distinguishing the (bour­
geois) "force" that upholds the state from the diametrically opposed (prole­
tarian) ''violence'' that destroys it: "the object of force is to impose a certain 
social order in which the minority governs, while violence tends to the de­
struction of that order."36 This deinition of the state as a structure of minor­
ity govenance introduces two elements into our analysis: it both urther 
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species what it is we oppose in the state in tenns of its content (the state as a 
structure of institutionalized inequality and minority govenance) while si­
multaneously broadening the potential spheres in which this deinition ap­
plies (by focusing on this content rather than on an abstract and universal 
antistatism or anti-institutionalism). 

Fanon's ontologization and globalization of Sorel's class antagonism 
must be understood in this context. Once we do so, we can see that, while the 
tenns have shited, the fundamental egalitarianism remains, one which fears 
the corralling and domestication of the revolutionary energies of the masses. 
Whereas Sorel sought to cultivate proletarian identity against the institution­
alized inequality of the bourgeois state, Fanon sought to cultivate irst black 
and later national identity against the institutionalized inequalities of both 
white supremacy (on the domestic level) and European colonization and 
imperialism (on the intenational level). It is this opposition to minority rule 
that allows Fanon to be characterized, if not as an anti statist, then at least as 
an antiauthoritarian.37 Both he and Sorel bring a powerful critique of institu­
tionalized inequality in the state, but arguably even more crucially for our 

. purposes, they provide the same within movement dynamics, demonstrating 
in their anxiety the perils of institutionalization of mass power and its corral­
ling by leadership. In this, their complex positions on "anarchism" reveal 
shap critiques of the dangers of institutions while their reusal to identiy as 
such reveals their insistence on the need for institutions of some sort. 

Put diferently, the approach of Sorel and Fanon-by privileging the con­
tent of institutions over their mere institutional/arm-leads to a view which 
is more about liberation rom inequality than the literal elimination of institu­
tions. And if this marks their advance over certain fonns of anarchism, it 
marks simultaneously their advance over certain variants of poststructuralist 
philosophy: the abstract and all-too-easy slide rom critique to rejection 
which plays out frequently in anarchist politics (as a critique-rejection of 
institutions and the importance of race), is repeated in philosophical tens by 
poststructuralism (as a critique-rejection of reason, humanism, and the di­
alectic, just to name a few). This nonanarchist anarchism will prove central 
when we tum to discussing Venezuela, where the absence of any capital-A 
"anarchism" worth its salt means that we must look elsewhere, or to para­
phrase Sorel's Marxism, we must look to the "spirit not the word." What will 
be preserved in this tum is instead a radically dialectical view: of race that is 
not race, humanism that is not humanism, reason that is not reason, science 
that is not science, and most importantly, a dialectic that is not a dialectic. It 
is therefore no coincidence that it is this anarchism which is not an anarchism 
that wil1lead us there. 3 8 

Before tuning to Venezuela, however, we will briely outline the ways in 
which Sorel and Fanon contribute to the simultaneously intenal and extenal 
critique of both anarchism and poststructuralism (each of which, in tum, 
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represent intenal critiques of the European political and philosophical tradi­
tions). 

ANTICIPATING POSTSTRUCTURALISM: GEORGES SOREL 

The work of Georges Sorel simultaneously preigures and surpasses later 
poststructuralism.39 He preigures poststructuralism in the critiques he shares 
with it-of reason, progress, determinism, optimism, objectivity, develop­
mentalism-but supasses it in the political insistence that, irstly, mere cri­
tique is insuicient, and that, secondly, such critique cannot lead directly to a 
rejection of the object of critique in toto (as such a critique would thereby 
remain necessarily absract). In other words, the limitations of the broader 
poststructuralist critique of dialectics appears here as the general key to Sor­
el's methodological advance over post-structuralism, but again, his is not the 
sort of dialectic we might expect. Sorel's anticipation of post-structuralism 
remains largely unrecognized, due in no small part to his systematic dis­
avowal in France and persistent but generally unfounded association with 
fascism. What else but such a tremendous blockage could explain the ab­
sence of an author who penned a text entitled The llusions of Progress from 
entering into the annals of post-structuralism's pre hi story? 40 In what follows, 
we will briely trace but two ways in which this anticipation igures, vis-a-vis 
Michel Foucault and Jacques Ranciere. 

That Foucault was inluenced by or even unconsciously relected theoreti­
cal similarities with Sorel has been a contentious, if only sporadically debat­
ed, issue.41 Either as tacit admission of such or playul subteruge, in his 
conversations with Duccio Trombadori, Foucault seems to openly endorse a 
view of Maxism as revolutionary myth that is quite similar to that of Sorel, 
but does so, in a way perhaps characteristic of many French thinkers, without 
citing Sorel openly. Not coincidentally, this endorsement of myth is pro­
voked by Foucault's aversion to the sort of Marxism predominant in France, 
and even less coincidentally, the attraction of Marxism-as-myth emerges 
from his experiences in the Third World, and Tunisia speciically, where 

everyone was drawn into Marxism with radical v iolence and intensity and with a 

staggeringly powerul thrust. For those young people,  Marxism did not represent 

merely a way of analyzing reality; it was also a kind of moral force . . .  And that led 

me to believe that without a doubt the role of political ideology, or of a political 
perception of the world, was indispensable to the goal of setting off the struggle. 42 

Violence, morality, ideology, and a resistance to analytical dissection: all 
seem to explicitly echo Sorel's myth.43 But this does not mean that Maxism­
as-myth excluded the conservative possibility of Marxism-as-science, as 
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Foucault immediately adds that, even in Tunisia, "I could see that the preci­
sion of theory, its scientiic character, was an entirely secondary question that 
unctioned in the debates more as a means of deception than as a truthul, 
correct, and proper criterion of conduct. "44 

This "secondary" unction of Marxism as deceptive science in Tunisia 
was, for Foucault, its primary function in France, and this explains in large 
part his own sharp critiques of and distance from his contemporary Marxists, 
and moreover relects his more general hostility to reason as "science." Fou­
cault famously mobilizes the history of the concept of madness in an effort to 
reveal the constitutive underside of Westen rationality: reason, he demon­
strates, always relies in a undamental way on its opposite, an opposite that 
must be both maintained and contained for reason's operations to remain 
unquestioned.45 After diagnosing this constitutive underside of Western rea­
son (one which, we should note, remains incomplete in its limitation to 
Europe and its exclusion of colonization as a political and epistemological 

j 

practice), Foucault tuns his attention in a more sustained way to the strategic 
efects of reason in the guise of "science." Here, his equation of power with 
knowledge-or the insistence that knowledge practices have power effects­
gains a new dimension, as science becomes "the unitary theoretical instance 
that claims to be able to ilter" knowledges, legitimating some and disqual­
ifying others. 46 

This hostility to science as a ruse of those attempting to seize power by 
way of knowledge will be directed squarely at the traditional dialectic: 

The d ialectic codiies struggle, war, and confrontations into a logic ,  or so-called 

logic ,  of contradiction; it tuns them into the twofold process of the totalization and 

revelation of a rationality that is at once inal but also bas ic ,  and in any case 
irreversible.  The dialectic ,  finally, ensures the historical constitution of a universal 

subject, a reconc iled truth, and a right in which all paJiicularities have their ordained 

place. The Hegelian dialectic and all those that come ater it must . . .  be understood 

as philosophy and right's colonization ... of a historico-political discourse that was 

both a statement of fact, a proclamation, and a practice of social  warfare. 47 

The clear error here results from the phrase "and al that come ater it must," 
one which attempts not only to summarize the recent dialectical past but also 
to foreclose a potentially dialectical future, to block any reformulation of 
dialectics to suit liberatory puposes (such as he himself had already per­
ceived in Tunisian Marxism-as-myth). Furthermore, it is worth noting the 
persistent surfacing of dialectical moments in Foucault's own work, whether 
in his ot-overlooked insistence on strategy over mere tactics or his formula­
tion of counterdiscourse. 48 As Foucault would reject the dialectic in toto, so 
too would he reject his own function as a European intellectual, embracing 
the "particular" intellectual without recognizing the "general" privilege that 
he himself enjoyed (and here our critique opens toward Fanon). 49 
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On both the question of reason and that of science, Sorel's anticipation of 
Foucault is pronounced, but Sorel's destination differs rom that of Foucault. 
For Sorel, at the root of the rationality that underwrote European capitalism 
and tainted European socialism there lay the idea of progress, and much as 
Foucault drew out the historical connections between reason and power, so 
too does rational progress ftIDction, in Sorel's work, to tighten our chains 
rather than to break them. 50 t is here of course that reason and progress give 
rise to a particularly potent manifestation of knowledge as power: science. 
Here, Sorel shares many of Foucault's critiques of science as a centralizing, 
authorizing, and hierarchizing concept, but here too we ind the gap that 
separates the two. Despite his own epistemological doubts, which notably 
extend even to the hard sciences, Sorel would reuse to "take reuge in 
skepticism," and thereby to abandon science to the "sorcerers, mediums, nd 
miracle-workers," adding that: 

Today, no philosophers worthy of consideration accept the skeptical position; their 

great aim, on the contrary, is to prove the legitimacy of a science which, however, 

makes no claim to know the real nature of things and which conines itself to 
relations which c an be utilized for practical ends . . . To proceed scienti ically 

means,  irst of all ,  to know what forces exi st in the world, and then to take measures 

whereby we may utilize them. 51 

Confronted with the reactionary nature of science-which Sorel had iden­
tiied as a mechanism of class inequality as early as The Trial of Socrates5­
mere rejection of that science will not suice. Rather, skirting the ine strate­
gic line between science and skepticism, Sorel seeks instead to reestablish 

, the basis for a science of class violence in which knowledge is transitory and 
power-laden, yes, but also strategically indispensable. 

This insistence is relected on a macro level in the question of the dialec­
tic, as the quotation above-in its insistence on knowing the balance of 
forces in the world-already suggests. Against the bourgeois ideology of 
unity which seeks to enthrone progress and halt dialectical motion, Sorel's 
mythical class violence intervenes to jumpstart that dialectic, which in the 
process sheds many of the worrying elements (teleology, unity, objectivity, 
totalization, science, etc.) that Foucault would grant as intrinsic. 53 Just as 
Sorel's critique of science entails its radical reformulation of the same rather 
than its abstract dismissal, so too do we ind a proliferation of such paradoxi­
cal pairings which constitute Sorel's positive project: to a science that is not 
science, we can add a progress that is not progress,54 a Marxism that is not 
Marxism, a violence that is not violence, a reason that is not reason, most 
importantly, a dialectic that is not the dialectic, and-in terms of the current 
study-an anarchism that is not anarchism. 

Much as Sorel's work preigured that of Foucault, so too would it preig­
ure that of French philosopher Jacques Ranciere in at least two ways which 
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are relevant to our discussion. Firstly, like Sorel before him, Ranciere's work 
seeks to undermine assumptions regarding the infrastructural basis for class 
society by reframing the question in cultural and ideological terms. However, 
Ranciere's response to this absence of uniformity in class culture is strikingly 
different from Sorel's. Whereas the latter would briely mourn the absence of 
objective (i.e., economic) class existence before moving switly into the po­
litical effort to mythically recreate class antagonism through the assertion of 
class identity in the stuggle (what he calls "violence"), Ranciere's response 
would be more ambiguous in both normative and political terms. First, in The 
Nights of Labor, Ranciere presents a sort of celebratory ethnography of 
working-class cultural multiplicity in which workers rebelled against the 
very basis for their objective existence, transgressing the oten porous bor­
ders that distinguished them as a class. 55 Second, this ethnography would be 
complemented by Ranciere's inclusion of Marx himself within the critical 
volume The Philosopher and His Poor, published two years later, which 
insists that this central theorist of class antagonism was himself guilty of the 
effort to keep workers in their place. 56 

While Sorel might be sympathetic to what is rescued in tetms of working­
class SUbjectivity and agency in both volumes, he would clearly disagree 
with the paradoxical limitations that Ranciere seems to place on that agency. 
What Sorel fears is precisely this disintegration of the working class into a 
multiplicity, the precondition for the incorporation of the working class into 
bourgeois society: "Everything may be saved," he insists in a patently exhor­
tative register, "if the proletariat, by their use of violence, manage to re­
establish the division into classes."57 If the proletariat have the freedom to 
spend their evenings crossing class boundaries and engaging in otherwise 
proscribed lights of aesthetic fancy, Sorel might enquire of Ranciere, then 
what is it that prevents them from being equally capable of choosing to be a 
class? Such an option would seem, to Sorel, far more in keeping with the 
"immemorial interests of civilization" than the class mimicry Ranciere seems 
to endorse and whose effect could be nothing more than a cessation of 
dialectical motion. 58 

Secondly, both Sorel and Ranciere are veritably obsessed with education, 
or better put, with the subtle dangers that a nominally "progressive" pedago­
gy can entail. Even Sorel's earliest works on the Bible and the trial of Socra­
tes were, in effect, thinly veiled educational treatises which sought to rein­
vigorate the Third Republic through a pedagogy of radically egalitarian vir­
tue.59 By the time Sorel had tuned his attention to syndicalism, however, the 
dangers of education had come to outweigh its potential beneits: educa­
tion-in alliance with the ideology of progress-had become the primay 
vehicle for weakening class antagonisms to the point of dissolution in the 
"democratic morass."60 Thus if class antagonism lacked an objective eco­
nomic basis, it also found itself actively under siege by what Sorel yeno-
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mously dismisses as the "pontiffs of social duty" and "professors of ethics," 
whose stated objectives were to educate away class conlict and reunite 
worker and boss under the uniied framework of what Sorel venomously 
dismisses as "social harmony," "social unity," or put plainly, "society." Soci­
ety as such, in Sorel's view, is a fantasy, but one which gains in reality 
insofar as ideological interventions successfully undercut class antagonism. 

Ranciere's critique of pedagogy emerges from engagement with sociolo­
gist of education Pierre Bourdieu, whose diagnosis of exclusion appears to 
Ranciere as a tautological circle which authorizes the sociologist's diagno­
SiS.61 Ranciere's response to the sociological diagnosis of exclusion is as 
striking as it is novel: "Equality is not given, nor is it claimed; it is practiced, 
it is veriied."62 Such a practice of equality dissolves oppositions into "a 
multiplicity of concrete acts and actual moments and situations, situations 
that erupt into the iction of inegalitarian society without themselves becom­
ing institutions. " 63 Two things are key here: a critique of institutions and an 
afirmation of multiplicity. As to the irst, we can only repeat what we have 
said above: that Sorel and Fanon maintain a subtler view of institutions as 
necessary but threatening. Certainly, Ranciere's hero Jacotot had no school, 
but institutions are key nonetheless, whether these be informal educational 
institutions or working-class practice as pedagogy. As to the second, we ind 
again Ranciere's paradoxical limitation of the very same working-class agen­
cy.he seeks to rescue. If Marx is guilty of keeping the proletariat in its place, 
and ifBourdieu is guilty of ixing the excluded in their exclusion, Ranciere's 
only response is to tear down these walls of exclusion in a ree play of 
multiplicity (in the practice of equality). Certainly, workers are capable of 
rejecting class in favor of multiplicity, and Ranciere masterully documents 
how many have done so. But they are also capable, in Sorel's view, of 
insisting on dialectical oppositions, of insisting that they have an enemy, that 
that enemy is common, and that that enemy must be fought ''violently'' 
through the "mythical" collective action of the proletariat. In other words, 
proletarian agency is not limited to resisting inequality through recourse to 
mUltiplicity: for Sorel it involves instead the dialectical reply of uniied ac­
tion as a class. While this does not entail the use of existing institutions 
(educational or otherwise), which in fact threaten to dissolve this conlict 
rather than sharpen it, it does not reuse institutions entirely: the syndicats are 
its institution, the workplace its school. 

The choice between multiplicity and dialectical rupture, moreover, is not 
one without consequences, and it reveals that Ranciere's practice of equal­
ity-viewed through Sorelian and Fanonian lenses-effectively puts the cart 
before the horse. Fanon's analysis of race and critique of the Hegelian dialec­
tic draws these implications out in the starkest of tenns: Ranciere's insistence 
on equality as a practice is utterly incapable of grappling with the sort of 
ontological disqualiication that Fanon diagnoses, in which equality even as 

http:realm.65


An Anarchism that is Not Anarchism 3 5  

practice and verication requires a prior act which ruptures the racialized 
subject's exclusion rom being. Equality is something to be won, not some­
thing to be practiced, and to insist on the latter is to lose sight of how it is that 
equality functions in the irst place: it is not ontological, but itself a practice 
of power. Purportedly, ontological equality has already been divided by ra­
cialization as exclusion rom Being, and for Fanon, access to the reciprocity 
of equality can only be gained through dialectical stuggle. 

It is in this reformulated dialectic that Sorel and Fanon supass both post­
structuralism and the lat sort of anarchism present in Black Flame, but the 
fullest insights of this dialectic for contemporary anarchism only emerge in 
the wake of the "decolonial tun" that Sorel himself-due to his own class­
centrism (albeit one distinct from that of Black Flame)-would not com­
plete.64 In what space remains, we will turn briely to Fanon before diagnos­
ing the political dangers of contemporary anarchist responses to the Bolivar­
ian Revolution currently underway in Venezuela. 

AGAINST ANARCHIST IMPERIALISM: FROM F ANON TO 
VENEZUELA 

As we have said, Fanon's contribution is to transpose Sorel's framework of 
class identity first ontologically (onto race) and then geopolitically (onto 
Third World national consciousness). In so doing, he draws us beyond the 
necessarily Eurocentric sphere of class-centrism and links rationality more 
clearly to Europe and to racism as establishing the foundational basis for 
reason. But in contrast to the caricatured dismissal of race offered by Black 
Flame, we have also seen that Fanon emphasizes the sociopolitical impor­
tance of race while rejecting its biological basis. Here we see that Black 
Flame's rejection of race for class betrays a double pretension: that class is 
more objectively "rear than race and that this means that the latter can and 
must be rejected in the political realm. 65 Again, to treat race in this manner 
repeats the dangerous slide from critique to rejection, one which, to repeat, is 
abstract and undialectical. Setting out from the recognition of this error, we 
will now turn from Sorel to a more explicit focus on Fanon, but we do not 
want to suggest that Fanon did not in any way anticipate poststructuralism: to 
some degree he did so, but to a greater degree he coincided with it as a 
persistently decolonial critic.66 This decolonial critique, as we have seen, 
involves a general rupture with the abstract universalism of Enlightenment 
thought, and in more particular terms, critiques of reason, of essentialism, 
etc., which do not relapse into such universalist errors. To put it differently, if 
Foucault bound truth to power, Fanon's decolonial method would insist that 
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some truths yield speciic historical constellations of power, of which coloni­
alism is but the broadest example. 

Just as Bakunin argued that freedom is only possible after equality (some­
thing overlooked by many individualist anarchists then and now), Fanon's 
critique of Hegel on the basis of race demonstrates something similar: that 
the revolutionary dialectic of recognition requires a previous situation of 
equaliy and recprociy. 67 Put simply: I must irst be recognized as human to 
be recognized as equal. The implications for the anarchism of Black Flame is 
twofold: firstly, Fanon shows convincingly that rationalism falls far short of 
being able to give racialized subjects access to humanity. Such subjects 
cannot "argue" their way to equality, and the "knife blades" of reason are not 
shap enough to cut through the racism that is their very condition of exis­
tence.68 Secondly, on a political level, we cannot merely wish away race in 
an idealistic fashion, organizing our stuggles as though it did not exist: only 
autonomous action by racialized subjects can rupture the division of non­
Being from Being and allow for a radical mutual recognition that must pre­
cede other struggles (around, e.g., class). Fanon's analysis, as a result, pulls 
the rug out rom under the uncritical, abstract universalism of Black Flame 
by revealing the lawed ontological assumptions-that we are all already 
equal in political terms-it brings to the table, assumptions which we have 
seen as well in RancU:re. 

In Wretched of the Earth, which as we have seen represents a globaliza­
tion of the Fanonian framework, the critique of progress that we saw in Sorel 
as in much poststructuralism acquires a new signiicance: against both the 
linear progressivism of Modenization Theoy (in which the poor nations 
must merely follow in the footsteps of Euro-America) and the purportedly 
dialectical progressivism of orthodox Marxist stageism (in which the Third . 
World must endure capitalism and the poor must form alliances with the 
national bourgeoisie), Fanon's theory here becomes explicitly anti develop­
mentalist. This too inds some premonition in Sorel, who as we have seen 
rejected class mimicry,69 but for Fanon, the mimicry to be opposed operates 
on the global level: "We have better things to do . . .  than follow in that 
Europe's footsteps . . .  Come, comrades, the European game is inally over, 
we must ind something else. We can do anything today provided we do not 
ape [singer] Europe, provided we are not obsessed with catching up with 
Europe."7o This tuning away rom Europe is also undamentally a turning 
away rom the slide rom critique to abstract dismissal that we have been 
diagnosing throughout, and this appears most emphatically in Fanon's con­
cept of sociogeny. This concept suggests that, ater having critiqued the 
effects of social structures in generating various neuroses and deformations 
of humanity, it is wholly insuicient to either remain within that merely 
critical position or to tun one's back on the deformation entirely. 71 Else­
where, we have shown how his sociogenic imperative drives Fanon beyond 
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both Foucault and Ranciere on questions of  humanism and symbolic vio­
lence, respectively. 72 With regard to both, we can do no better than to refer to 
the eminent "Foucaultian" Edward Said, who diagnoses Foucault's failure in 
the following terms: 

Ignoring the imperial context of his own theories, Foucault seems to actually repre­
sent an irresistible colonizing movement that paradoxically fortiies the prestige of 

both the lonely individual scholar and the system that contains him. Both . . .  

[Foucault and Fanon] have Hegel, Marx, Freud, Nietzsche, Canguilhem, and Sa1re 

in their heritage, yet only Fanon presses that fonidable arsenal into antiauthoritar­

ian service.  Foucault . . .  swerves away from politics entirely. 73 

Here we ind a systematization of what for Sorel had been merely an orienta­
tion 74: the need to push through and beyond critique into the dirty work of 
politics. Following Enrique Dussel's formulation of "transmodenity" 
against "postmodemity," we could then characterize Fanon's relation to post­
structuralism as a sort of "trans-structuralism," his alter-humanism a "trans­
humanism," and the path leading us to both a "transdialectical" progres­
sion.75 

Finally, and with regard to the question of our reformulated dialectic, 
Fanon's extends his critique beyond those who-as in Black Flame-reject 
out of hand the importance of autonomous black or national struggles and in 
so doing brings us back to the question of both class-centrism and rational­
ism as European legacies. Fanon accuses Sartre, himself a supporter of con­
temporary black movements, of undercutting those very same movements by 
reinscribing them within a historical dialectic whose outcome is both ration­
ally predictable and Eurocentric. For Sartre, black identity was but a "weak 
term" in the dialectical progression which ends with the proletariat, and 
Fanon's response is stinging: 

We had appealed to a friend of the colored peoples, and this fri end had found 

nothing better to do than demonstrate the relativity of their action. For once this 

friend, this bon Hegelian, had forgotten that consciousness needs to lose itself in the 

night of the absolute, the only condition for attaining sel·consciousness. To counter 

rationalism he recalled the negative side, but he forgot that this negativity draws its 

v alue from an almost substantive absoluteness. Consciousness committed to experi­

ence knows nothing, has to know nothing, of the essence and detennination of its 

being. 76 

Thus it remains insuicient to recognize the impiance of black struggles if 
these struggles are merely subsumed to a broader dialectic in which class 
predominates. But while Sartre's betrayal is a dialectical one, Fanon-like 
Sorel before him-does not take the Foucaultian path of rejecting "the Hege­
lian dialectic and all those that come after it."77 Rather, he takes this as an 
opportunity to drive forward the radicalization of Sartre's dialectical vision, 
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breaking with both its class-centrism and rationalism (and thus Eurocen­
trism). As we tum directly to the question of anarchism and contemporary 
decolonization efforts in Venezuela, we must bear these insights regarding 
the dialectical necessity for struggles around race in mind if we are to avoid 
falling into the characteristically anarchist errors outlined above. And we 
must also bear in mind the implications that such insights have for our 
understanding of the state and institutions more generally, an understanding 
which must be complex and oriented toward dialectical content rather than 
outward fonn. 

When we tum to contemporary Venezuela, we ind the peculiarity of a 
similarly absent anarchism and the concomitant danger of insistently privi­
leging self-identiied "anarchis" voices. We can agree wholeheartedly with 
the assertion by the editor of the massive tome A narchism in Latin Ameri­
ca-an assertion that continues to hold in the present-that "in Venezuela 
there was never an organized anarchist movement. " 78 Here, the rejection of 
Fanon by anarchists also speaks to something that Black Flame got right 
without meaning to do so: "anarchism" as a phenomenon that goes by that 
name is, by and large, a European-inspired phenomenon. Nowhere is this as 
clear as in Latin America, where the inluence of anarchist ideas correlates 
directly to previous waves of immigration, speciically from Spain and Ita­
ly.79 This is not to say that anarchism as a series of practices and ideas in 
opposition to the state has its origins singularly in Europe, nor should it 
suggest that local anarchisms have not lourished in a way that challenges 
Eurocentrism and assesses and transfons that tradition on the basis of local 
conditions (as Jose Carlos MariMegui famously did with Marxism in Peru). 
Rather, what we want to insist is that antistate practices lourish in many 
places and through many means and that by insisting that these assume the 
name "anarchism," we frequently obscure rather than reveal their impor­
tance. 

This pernicious dynamic continues well into the present, making Vene­
zuela a notoriously dificult subject for anarchists to even discuss, much less 
to discuss coherently and in a principled manner. 80 The danger arises rom 
self-identiied anarchists of wealthier countries identifying themselves auto­
matically and uncritically with the self-identiied anarchists of the Third 
World countries. This is something that I have observed on countless occa­
sions: a U. S. anarchist visits Venezuela to get an understanding of the politi­
cal process, seeks out Venezuelan "anarchists," and thereby establishes a 
closed circuit in which what is leaned about Venezuelan politics was what 
one sought out in the irst place. This closed circuit makes Venezuela a 
dificult subject for anarchists precisely because, in the words of one an­
archist observer, "events in Venezuela are not taking place within our An­
archist lexicon (oh, dear! ) and so we are unsure of what to do when we're 
expecting to see ' liberation fronts' and instead get National Reserves." 81 
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Here the military question relects broader questions about institutions and 
the need to understand their content rather than dismissing all institutions in 
toto . 

The two sides of this closed circuit together constitute what I call "an­
archist imperialism," but this phenomenon is not limited, as we saw as well 
in our discussion above, to the word "anarchism." The irst implication, as 
we saw above, is the danger of U.S .  and European anarchists identiying a 
priori with the "explicitly anarchist viewpoint," i.e., those who self-identiy 
as "anarchists." 82 In the Venezuelan context, the danger of such a gesture is 
exceptionally potent: due in part to the relative absence of such self-iden­
tiied anarchists, the mantle of "anarchist" belongs to a very small number, 
including the small group operating around the newspaper El Libertario, 
who-by virtue of the attention granted by foreign anarchists-enjoy far 
more inluence intenationally than their domestic organizing would merit. 
And beyond the group 's utter lack of a social base, 83 it is worth noting the 
reactionary positions they assumed in the past: while millions were pouring 
into the streets to organize popular resistance to the coup that briely over­
threw Chavez in April of 2002 , El Libertario refused to support Chavez' s  
return t o  power (thereby driving out many of their more radical comrades). 84 

This damning error of political judgment, moreover, was not accidental 
but was instead closely related to the "critique of all oppressions" logic 
dissected above. This is perhaps best expressed in the statement by an asso­
ciate of El Libertario that "we are neither for Chavez, nor for Fedecamaras or 
the CTV or the Coordinadora Democratica." 85 It is incomprehensible on 
either a theoretical or a practical level to draw any sort of equivalence be­
tween the Chavez govenment and its quasi-fascist opponents, but it should 
not surprise us when dogmatic anarchists insist on doing so. While the edi­
tors of El L ibertario are quick to insist that their position of "uncompromis­
ing opposition to Chavismo is not simply the result of a mechanical applica­
tion of anarchist theory," this denial reveals more than it convinces. 86 What 
is necessary instead is, as we saw with the question of race, to understand the 
historical and strategic relationship between both sides and the potential to 
organize for revolutionary change. 87 

Which brings us to a second and arguably more threatening face of an­
archist imperialism. If we have seen that a idelity to the word anarchist 
often leads u.s .  and European anarchists into closed circuits of occasionally 
dubious allies, then the lip-side of this is the silencing of many truly revolu­
tionary voices and the erasure of radical antistate practices. The best example 
of this in contemporary Venezuela is the "Tupamaro" phenomenon. 88 Put in 
the briefest possible terms, the Tupamaros are revolutionary neighborhood 
organizations and militias which simultaneously seek the radicalization of 
the Bolivarian Revolution and the assertion of local power and self-defense. 
Their view is one in which the state as it exists will be undamentally dis-
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mantled, and yet their voices are rarely recognized by anarchists in Venezue­
la or elsewhere, and this is because of their seemingly paradoxical relation­
ship to the state and Chavez. As the leader of one such militia group, La 
Piedrita, explained to me: ferocious autonomy notwithstanding, he considers 
Chavez the "maximum leader" of the process and "the only one who can 
prevent a civil war in Venezuela." But this is in reality no paradox: it is the 
expression of a strategic understanding of the path the struggle in Venezuela 
is taking, one which entails that revolutionary organizations offer their sup­
port (to quote Chavez's own historic words against him) "for now." 89 

Thus the danger of what I call "anarchist imperialism" is one which is 
intimately connected with idelity to anarchism as identity rather than as a 
series of practices which undermine and attack the state as a structure of 
inequality. In privileging nominally "anarchist" voices and erasing others, 
this approach can lead us to miss the antistate forest for the anarchist trees. 
But this is about more than just a name: it relects the absence of a dialectical 
and dynamic view: just as Black Flame fails to see the dialectical impact of 
organizing around race and radical decolonial nationalism, so too do an­
archists fail to see the radical potential of organizing around Hugo Chavez 
and the Bolivarian Revolution, seeing only the looming threat of the bloated 
petro-state. And beyond merely neglecting the radical potential of Venezue­
lan national consciousness, they similarly neglect the fact that the target of 
this consciousness is not merely the transformation of the national state but 
also the transformation of that broader, global structure of inequality that is 
the moder/colonial world system and to which Fanon draws our gaze. In so 
doing, we must insist that this anarchist "imperialism" is more than merely 
metaphorical, since this view-like the imperialist wars of our day-seeks to 
spread the faith intenationally by demanding that all struggles, regardless of 
context and conditions, assume the form it has chosen as preordained. 90 

What anarchism requires in the present is a new, dialectical reason, but 
one unlike traditional, deterministic, closed dialectics, one which-to retun 
to the dual object of our critique-both allows for the irrational unction of 
identity while allowing that identity to assume the necessarily complex form 
that lies between essentialism and abstract rejection, thereby opening it up to 
social realities with material implications, l ike race and nation. Only with 
such a complex dialectical view might anarchism, to quote Fanon, abandon 
the "European game" of abstract and disembodied rationality and the blind­
ers to race entailed by a similarly abstract "critique of all oppressions" (espe­
cially when this abstractness is compounded by a myopic focus on class 
which neglects the concept's European origins).91 Only then can anarchism 
develop in a way which overcomes the "sterile formalism" of an abstract 
opposition to all institutions and all oppressions, and of an equally sterile 
idelity to anarchism as a name rather than as a series of practices. Only then 
can anarchism effectively move beyond itself, becoming an anarchism that is 
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not anarchism, capable of tmly transcending those institutions and oppres­
sions in a manner more consistent with the term 's  etymology: an-arche as 
"beyond the principle" which govens the present. 92 And only then can an­
archism resist the temptation to "complete the uninished project of the En­
lightenment" and turn instead to the infinitely more revolutionary and gener­
ative global path of "completing the uninished project of decolonization. "93 
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