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‘Commendable. Firth complicates the important concept of mutual aid, examining the 
danger of neoliberal recuperation while emphasising the subversive possibilities at its 
heart. She also brings to bear pithy critiques of both the liberal, mainstream practice 
around “natural disasters” and the ultimately demobilising, snarky-but-useless leftist 
takes that whether myopically or cynically conflate or confuse revolutionary practices 
of decentralisation and self-organisation with neoliberal practices of austerity and 
atomisation. The result is a book that prepares us to think about and react to the kinds 
of system failures, collapses, and other disasters that will become increasingly more 
common over the next decades.’

—Peter Gelderloos, activist and author of The Solutions Are Already Here:  
Strategies for Ecological Revolution From Below

‘Supremely accomplished. Disaster Anarchy is a major step forward in the theory 
of anarchist practice and deserves our urgent attention as the collapse of capitalism 
unfolds.’

—Uri Gordon, author of Anarchy Alive!

‘Disaster Anarchy is a clear, timely and rigorous account of anarchist responses to 
catastrophes. It avoids romanticisation, as Rhiannon Firth incisively unpicks state/
corporate strategies of co-option. Nevertheless, Rhiannon’s research also provides an 
inspiring record of achievement by mutual aid radicals.’

—Benjamin Franks, Senior Lecturer in Social and Political Philosophy,  
University of Glasgow

‘This book disrupts disaster studies using an anarchist epistemology to question widely-
held assumptions about the state, businesses and social capital in recovery. Drawing on 
a range of critical theories and empirical data, Firth finds anarchist practices underlie 
everyday actions in “fast” and “slow” disasters. Anarchism is often absent as a political 
and prefigurative theory in crisis and disaster. This ground-breaking book shows how 
imagination, radical pedagogy, and social movements are living components of disaster 
anarchy.’

—John Preston, Professor of Sociology, University of Essex

‘Unpacking the beautiful possibilities of mutual aid, Firth reveals a glimmer of hope in 
this era of darkness and dismay. Anarchy is affirmed as the dawn light of our collective 
capacity to transform disaster into grace as we create a new day beyond the failings of 
capitalism and the state.’

—Simon Springer, Professor of Human Geography,  
University of Newcastle, Australia

‘Disaster Anarchy makes an exceptional contribution to the existing literature. Highly 
original and beautifully written, it is a must read for any activist or scholar interested 
in exploring utopian alternatives to the status quo, and creating a new society in the 
shell of the old.’

—Richard J. White, Reader in Human Geography, Sheffield Hallam University

‘Firth bridges the theories and methodologies in the continuing development of 
anarchist and liberatory frameworks of decentralised disaster responses, first articu-
lated after Hurricane Katrina in 2005. They demonstrate through personal histories 
and analysis deeper paths forward in anarchist processes and practices that allow our 
liberatory imaginations to resist the collapse while creating viable alternatives without 
state coercion or interference.’

—scott crow, author of Black Flags and Windmills: Hope,  
Anarchy and the Common Ground Collective
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1
Introduction 

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT:  
TWO VERY DIFFERENT DISASTERS 

In late October 2012, almost a year after the eviction of the Occupy Wall 
Street (OWS) encampment at Zuccotti Park, Hurricane Sandy hit New 
York, with first landfall near Brigantine, New Jersey, with winds of 80 mph. 
At the time, Sandy was the second costliest storm in US history, costing 
around US $73.5 billion, second only to Hurricane Katrina. The human 
cost was significant: more than 600,000 homes were lost or damaged across 
New York City and New Jersey, and the storm was directly or indirectly 
responsible for at least 159 deaths.1 In the context of this disaster, a new 
social movement emerged called Occupy Sandy (OS), which mobilised 
the latent skills, networks and activists of OWS into an effective relief 
effort, with volunteers distributing food and blankets, repairing commu-
nications, removing and remediating mould, and restoring properties. 
The movement was widely recognised as providing more effective relief 
than the official effort.2 Even within mainstream paradigms, OS has been 
interpreted as ‘outperforming’ established relief organisations including 
the USA Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) and non-gov-
ernmental organisations (NGOs) such as the Red Cross.3 There was 
widespread public anger with these two agencies in particular for their 
failures.4 Indeed, official estimates are that OS recruited around 60,000 
volunteers, at least four times more than those deployed by the American 
Red Cross.5 The group also mobilised supporters to donate funds, raising 
more than US $1.36 million in cash,6 and rallied people from all around 
the world to donate goods such as blankets, torches, hygiene products 
and tools using the gift registry system on Amazon.com, a facility usually 
used for wedding lists. This innovative use of the platform allowed sym-
pathetic members of the public all over the world to order goods to be 
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dispatched to one of OS’s distribution hubs using the third-party website’s 
one-click system.7

OS was neither the first nor last movement organised on anarchist- 
inspired principles to mobilise disaster relief. After Hurricane Katrina, 
which affected New Orleans and surrounding areas in 2005, a decen-
tralised network of volunteers and non-profit organisations emerged 
to organise relief for the residents, with key organisers including local 
community organiser Malik Rahim, a former Black Panther, and scott 
crow, an anarchist organiser.8 The state response to Hurricane Katrina 
actively discouraged social movement and unofficial relief efforts and 
criminalised local responses, at times reacting with extreme violence. 
Just one year before Hurricane Sandy, Occupy activists had experi-
enced the state response to OWS as similarly hostile and repressive, 
relying on militaristic social control, yet the response to OS appeared far 
more accommodating. Indeed, the Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS) published a document commending activists for their work. In 
my previous work, I have always been interested in thinking through the 
conditions for creating anarchist utopias and maintaining radical sub-
jectivity, so my primary interest was charting the process by which an 
anti-capitalist movement geared towards occupying public space became 
a movement lauded by the state for their relief work with poor commu-
nities.9 However, the DHS document led me to consider more complex 
issues, particularly the relationship between anarchist visions of mutual 
aid as anti-capitalist, and liberal/conservative visions of ‘resilience’ and 
‘social capital’ as supplementary elements in the statist/capitalist order.

As I was nearing the completion of this book, a very different kind 
of disaster struck. Coronavirus disease 2019 (Covid-19) is a contagious 
disease first identified in Wuhan, which caused a global pandemic, 
spreading rapidly to almost every country in the globe by early 2020. 
Covid-19 is a very different kind of disaster from a hurricane, although its 
effects in accentuating crises of capitalism and exacerbating government 
authoritarianism have been similar. The virus is believed to be trans-
mitted through airborne particles, and affects primarily the lungs, and 
sometimes the heart, kidneys and other organs. Much is still unknown 
about the range of symptoms and longer-term effects of the disease. 
As of April 2021, Covid-19 is implicated in 3.2 million deaths, though 
the real figure could be higher or lower due to differences in recording 
practices.10 Worldwide, government responses have included a range of 
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‘public health’ measures intended to stop healthcare systems from being 
overwhelmed, including enforcement of ‘social distancing’, face masks, 
curfews, and lockdown measures such as closing businesses and telling 
people to stay at home, emerging only for ‘essential’ activity – which tends 
to mean ‘essential’ to capitalism: work, schooling, and shopping are pri-
oritised over socialising, protest and attending funerals. The meaning 
of ‘lockdown’ varied by country and region: in some countries all going 
out was banned, enforced by the army; in others all measures were 
voluntary or only business closures were used. Although earlier advice 
counter-indicated lockdowns, the analyses rapidly shifted following the 
apparent (though questionable) success of similar measures in Wuhan, 
China. Initially intended to contain Covid-19 to particular areas (in the 
manner of traditional quarantines), lockdowns were later re-legitimised 
as attempts to slow the spread of the disease to prevent health systems 
(which have been decimated by neoliberalism) from being overwhelmed. 
There have also been campaigns to encourage personal hygiene such as 
hand-washing, workplace controls, and the promotion of use of Personal 
Protective Equipment (PPE), emphasising personal responsibility over 
the provision of social goods. An enormous mutual aid effort arose in 
the United Kingdom (UK) with the aim of providing aid to vulnerable 
people and those whose lives were affected by the virus – which includes 
everyone, but unequally. Where the government response to Occupy 
Sandy had been retrospectively accommodating, the UK government 
appeared to encourage and indeed expect mutual aid in advance, as part of 
its own contingency measures – with media signalling beseeching people 
to seek support within their communities. The pandemic brought to the 
fore a middle-class enthusiasm for surveillance and behaviour-shaming, 
and the irony of ‘mutual aid’ – an anarchist concept – being mobilised in 
support of the neoliberal state.

This book constitutes an attempt to document the achievements 
of Occupy Sandy and Covid-19 Mutual Aid, to think through the 
conditions that led to the state responses, and to offer a knowledge base 
and recommendations for anarchist praxis in terms of staying radical and 
avoiding recuperation. The concept of recuperation, used synonymously 
with co-optation, is very important to this book. Whereas repression 
(another important concept) refers to the action of subduing someone 
or something by force, recuperation means subsuming outsiders into the 
elite/mainstream in order to manage opposition and maintain stability. 
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Co-optation can either be by capitalism (in which case it is commodi-
fication) or by one of capitalism’s states.11 The concept of recuperation 
has its roots in Situationism, where it is the reverse process to détour-
nement (subversion, redirection, turning-aside). While Situationists 
sought to détourne or turn-aside social processes from their functions/
utility within the dominant system, dominant actors sought to recapture 
these flows, turning their direction back towards some kind of systemic 
functionality and utility. The transformation of social movements into 
NGOs or political parties, of subcultures and countercultures into 
sources of commodified value, or of subversive discourses into legitima-
tions of capitalism are examples of recuperation. The tension to détourne 
or recuperate is constantly present in the case studies, with recupera-
tion taking various forms such as NGO-isation, subordination within 
state-led responses, and commodification as a ‘brand’. Crucially, recuper-
ation is neither an inevitable process nor proof a campaign or a concept 
is always-already non-radical. Rather, there is a dialectical or antagonistic 
process of contestation between people seeking to recuperate and those 
seeking to keep something radical (or conversely, between those seeking 
to détourne and those seeking to keep something systemic).

In a broader context, disasters are becoming more frequent due to 
the crisis of social and ecological reproduction in capitalism. Climate 
change, due to systemically promoted fossil fuel consumption and mass 
production, means the frequency and intensity of extreme weather events 
is increasing. Neoliberalism has also increased international travel and 
the interconnectedness of regions, meaning localised disasters reverber-
ate globally, and also that infectious diseases spread rapidly. At the same 
time, earlier protective measures such as well-prepared health services, 
have been corroded. Neoliberal austerity and the decline of the oil 
economy, industrial civilisation and associated structures of governance 
mean we can no longer rely on our governments to save us from catastro-
phe (if we ever could anyway). Although a big enough disaster (in disaster 
studies terms, a ‘catastrophe’) might be enough to wipe out capitalism, 
modernity, or even human life, capitalism has found ways to normalise 
and profit from smaller-scale disasters. There is profit to be made from all 
aspects of disaster, from private security and construction firms to big data 
and technology companies. Disaster capitalism alongside the upheavals 
wrought by disaster and displacement of those who cannot afford to 
insure their livelihoods means that crises vastly accentuate inequality. 
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Billionaires, increasingly scared of the conditions they have helped to 
create, hide away in bunkers.12 They also set up charities, making political 
choices as to who constitutes the ‘deserving poor’, turning aid into a com-
petitive and consumerist enterprise. People who are already marginalised 
and barely surviving the ‘everyday disasters’ of normal capitalism (such 
as precarity, austerity and criminalisation) are usually the worst affected 
when disaster strikes.

Decentralised, anarchist-inspired mutual aid disaster relief efforts 
have arisen after nearly every major natural disaster in the United States 
since Katrina. These have included the Direct Action Bike Squad, which 
organised a bike team to Puerto Rico to deliver supplies to the moun-
tainous regions after Hurricane Maria in 2017.13 Several anarchist and 
autonomous groups arose in response to Hurricanes Florence and 
Michael in 2018,14 and in the same year several self-organised neigh-
bourhood groups emerged and organised relief alongside leftist groups 
including Food Not Bombs and the Houston Anarchist Black Cross after 
Hurricane Harvey.15 In late 2017, activists involved in some of these 
groups set up the grassroots direct-action network Mutual Aid Disaster 
Relief (MADR), with a stable online presence, which provides training 
materials and workshops for activists and communities throughout the 
US on organising disaster relief based on anarchist ethics and organising 
principles.16 Anarchist-inspired, autonomous and non-hierarchical 
movements have also mobilised disaster relief efforts in other countries, 
for example the self-managed autonomous brigades in Mexico after the 
2017 earthquakes,17 a grassroots village solidarity network in Indonesia 
after the 2004 tsunamis,18 anarchist responses to Typhoon Yolanda in 
the Philippines in 2013,19 and self-management and direct action against 
the militarisation of disaster zones after earthquakes in Italy in 2012 
and 2009.20 Mutual aid as a mass movement is new to the UK, but its 
nationwide visibility in the wake of Covid-19 was unparalleled.

The focus in the current book is on movements in the United States 
(US), and the UK, since they are two highly developed industrialised 
nations which also have well-established anarchist movements which 
draw on similar discourse, so the similarities and historical develop-
ments, particularly in terms of the recuperation of mutual aid into a 
neoliberal framework, are starkly visible. However, the argument in the 
book claims wider relevance, and it is important to acknowledge that 
anarchism is an international movement that does not recognise the 
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authority of the nation state and places emphasis on local action tied 
to global critique. Therefore, it does not always make sense to bound 
‘case studies’ by national borders, as one might in comparative political 
analysis, so the book also occasionally draws on examples from further 
afield. The national policy contexts in which the movements operate play 
an important role in shaping the possibilities and limits of action, but it 
is not a focus, since the book starts from a social movement perspective. 
The case studies are distinctly place-based around New York and London. 
A qualification is needed regarding generalisability: the global South is 
both disproportionately affected by disasters and has its own non- and 
anti-state movements which are significantly different from those of the 
North. This is a blind spot in the present book.

Since Sandy we have seen a growing trend for the state to rely on spon-
taneous community responses to compensate for its own incapacity 
and indifference; to covertly surveil and use policies to de-politicise 
movements rather than outwardly repress them; and to manipulate media 
to produce social effects that encourage citizens to surveil and police one 
another. In the UK, this is associated with the behavioural psychology 
of the ‘nudge unit’ set up by David Cameron’s coalition government in 
2010.21 Rather than overt oppression, states increasingly move towards 
reliance on covert incentives, surveillance, mobilising fear and suspicion, 
moral panics, emphasis on individual responsibility, ideological co-opta-
tion and de-radicalisation, and other forms of social control. This often 
follows a counterinsurgency model, in which attempts are made to 
isolate the radical elements of a movement or community, which are 
then exposed to repression, by recuperating or demobilising participants. 
There is a depressing story in these pages of the increasingly cynical use of 
policy and rhetoric by government agencies that valorise the grassroots, 
only to turn them into a form of ‘social capital’ that is unthreatening and 
indeed helpful to capitalism and its states.

This book argues that anarchist relief efforts offer more than simply 
an effective practical form of relief that can be recuperated back 
into neoliberal policy. Rather, they operate as an ontological break, 
prefigurative utopias, autonomous expressions of agency and solidarity, 
and as mechanisms of consciousness-raising and pedagogy against the 
inequalities that lie at the heart of the ongoing disaster of capitalism. 
Mutual aid is a highly politicised, prefigurative phenomenon which 
links non-hierarchical organisation to structural critiques of disaster 
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capitalism, climate change and disease, which tend to impact unequally 
on the most oppressed groups in society. The main aim of this book is 
to theorise the specificity of anarchist approaches to understanding and 
mobilising around disasters.

 
CONCEPTUALISING DISASTERS:  

FROM ECOLOGICAL CATASTROPHE TO PANDEMIC

Definitions of disaster vary, and this will be explored in more detail in 
Chapter 2. In mainstream consciousness, disasters constitute a serious 
and devastating rupture in the normal running of a society. They are 
associated with human and economic losses and with the need to repair 
the damage and reinstitute order. Traditionally, disaster relief was seen 
as apolitical, and a humanitarian matter. In the 1970s, disaster literature 
began to divide into two camps: behaviourist and structuralist. The 
behavioural approach views disasters as events caused by ‘physical 
hazard agents such as hurricanes or tornadoes’,22 and the purpose of 
disaster research is to understand how society does, and should, respond 
to these. In contrast, structural perspectives seek to understand disasters 
not as isolated, episodic events but as part of enduring social patterns.23 
The former approach views disasters as largely apolitical and best dealt 
with through technical measures, whereas the latter views disasters as 
intensely political and necessitating analysis of social factors that render 
some people more vulnerable to the effects of disasters than others.

These different epistemic approaches to defining disasters inflect the 
contemporary mainstream politics and practice of disaster management, 
which is usually considered to be divided into a series of phases: 
prevention, preparedness, response and recovery. Prevention refers 
to measures taken to reduce the likeliness of disasters occurring and 
the severity of their effects when they do occur, including measures to 
reduce the structural vulnerability of certain groups as well as increase 
the resilience of communities. Preparedness refers to the understanding 
and awareness of possible disasters within a community, and educative 
and other measures undertaken to ensure coordinated action. Response 
refers to actions taken in immediate anticipation, during, and directly 
after a disaster. Recovery refers to the process of restoration, redevelop-
ment and improvement of services and infrastructure after an event. The 
shared assumptions in the mainstream paradigm lead to a politics that 
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does not question the need for a state to provide a degree of redistribution 
of wealth and risk to reduce vulnerability, at the same time as individuals 
and communities are encouraged to absorb shocks and assume respon-
sibility for losses as private citizens. While the approach gives some 
attention to structural causes of disaster, it remains a liberal approach that 
assumes the ongoing existence of unequal capitalism and a state whose 
primary function is to reinstate its normal functioning in times of crisis. 

Some more critical contemporary approaches to disasters and 
resilience, including left-liberal, feminist and some Marxist-inspired 
approaches, place a heavier emphasis on the need to understand disasters 
not as episodic events but constitutive of the longue durée of capitalism, 
colonialism and ecological destruction. While these approaches, which 
we’ll look at in more detail in Chapter 3, are useful for critique, and while 
they valorise resistance over resilience, they broadly concentrate on how 
the system reproduces itself even through those who resist it. They often 
conflate decentralising tendencies with capitalist deterritorialisation, and 
concepts such as self-organisation, complexity, autonomy and horizon-
tality are seen as always-already complicit in capitalism, or at least the 
concepts themselves are seen to embody authoritarian tendencies as well 
as liberating ones. The problem with these approaches is that they leave 
no space for agency, expressions of autonomous desire and solidarity, or 
the prefiguring of non-capitalist lifeworlds. They are ultimately struc-
turalist theories, in which every person or action is complicit in the 
reproduction of oppression, which the anarchist perspectives portrayed 
in Chapter 4 onwards dispute. It is argued that it is one thing to say that 
capitalism and its states seek to capitalise on all social relations, and even 
that it is possible and likely that decentralising tendencies can/will be 
recuperated in capitalism (which by definition refers to a system with 
a tendency to mobilise all social forces it can capture in the interests of 
creating profit for capitalists). It is another thing to conflate decentralis-
ing tendencies with capitalist exploitation per se – which ignores the fact 
that anti-authoritarian theories and resistance existed before neoliberal 
capitalism, and indeed before capitalism itself.

Previously, disaster studies scholars have tended not to include 
epidemics within their definition of disasters, because like other ‘chronic, 
diffuse and long-term situations’ such as famines and droughts, they tend 
to be associated with the ‘Third World’ and so are often lumped together 
with development studies and humanitarian work. They are seen to ‘lack 
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the suddenness’ of traditional disaster work, and the agents involved are 
‘complex and diffuse’.24 Covid-19 is therefore a very different kind of 
disaster from those usually considered within disaster studies, let alone 
within the much smaller field where academic anarchism and disasters 
intersect. Nevertheless, it felt important to include it in this book, which 
takes a radical perspective on disasters as events which accentuate, rather 
than cause, the crises of capitalism. The response to Covid-19, and to 
Ebola previously, seems to borrow from the disaster playbook, suggesting 
the securitisation of pandemics moves them closer to the ‘disaster’ 
category. Furthermore, from an anti-capitalist social movement per-
spective, climate-related disasters like hurricanes should also be seen 
as ‘complex and diffuse’, as the wholesale systemic change required to 
tackle each is similar. Anarchists understand disasters very differently 
from the mainstream approach, and this difference in understanding is 
simultaneously philosophical and practical. While statists, capitalists and 
neoliberals understand disasters as moments of exception and as episodic 
events that represent a rupture, anarchists understand disasters to be con-
stitutive of the contemporary world system. Disasters are not merely a 
break in the normal running of things; rather, capitalism is an ongoing 
disaster. Anarchists promote degrowth and systemic change through 
creating small-scale, situated, prefigurative alternatives.

WHY WE NEED DISASTER ANARCHISM

Anarchism is many things. It is a diverse social and political theory 
and practice of anti-authoritarianism with a long and global history – 
sometimes traced back to ancient China and Greece25 or to indigenous 
societies.26 It is an ongoing social movement of decentralised networks 
and collectives around the world organising direct actions and longer-
term projects, such as protests, camps, occupations, blockades, squats, 
social centres, intentional communities, zines, and cooperatives. 
Anarchism often encompasses a belief that humans are, by nature, able 
to cooperate without the need for external authority,27 although some 
anarchists argue that anarchism as an ethical practice does not require 
such faith in human nature.28 Whether anarchism entails a ‘positive’ view 
of human nature is controversial within the movement; some anarchists 
are constructivists, who see social arrangements or ecological conditions 
as central to possibilities, some are materialists in the Marxist mode, 
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some are pessimists who distrust anyone holding too much power, and 
some are transpersonalists, questioning the importance of inherent 
individual traits. Uri Gordon argues for a definition of anarchism as a 
‘political culture’ that infuses social movements and theory. He argues 
this culture involves a repertoire of direct action based on building 
grassroots alternatives, community outreach, and confrontation (as 
opposed to appealing to external authorities through the ballot box or 
other means). It also engages in particular forms of organising: decen-
tralised, horizontal and consensus-seeking; and cultural expression in 
areas including art, music, dress and diet; and a shared political language 
around resistance to capitalism, the state, patriarchy, hierarchy and 
domination.29 It is often possible to recognise anarchist movements from 
their distinct symbolism and culture, which involves a strong preference 
for ‘horizontal’, do-it-yourself (DIY) ways of engaging in social activities 
(including politics), often on a small-group basis. In many countries, 
anarchism is synonymous with insurrectionary and/or anarcho-com-
munist currents, but there is also a wide range of variants including 
mutualist/cooperative, evolutionary, pacifist/non-violent, ecological/
anti-civilisation, feminist, hacker, etc. In the UK and US, these variants 
would be included under the anarchist label, and there is also no clear 
distinction between anarchists, autonomists and libertarian Marxists, 
although there are recurring antagonisms with Marxist organisations. 
Anarcho-capitalist and national anarchist tendencies are not usually 
treated as part of the anarchist scene as they are pro-capitalist and 
pro-state/nation respectively. 

There is a need to distinguish between anarchy and anarchism. The 
former is a descriptive term that refers to a non-hierarchical condition 
of life and organisation of practices without intrusions from hierarchical 
governance. The latter refers to a conscious political and ethical theory that 
has the cultivation and expansion of anarchy as its goal. The distinction 
is important in the context of the book, because many communities 
organise for disasters in ways which might be considered congruent with 
anarchy, without being motivated by anarchist philosophy. Furthermore, 
while many movement activists are inspired by anarchism, and some self-
define as anarchists, many do not. Mark Bray found 72 per cent of Occupy 
Wall Street organisers were either anarchist or anarchist-inspired,30 
but the figures are not available for Occupy Sandy.31 Horizontalist 
movements that do not take a left-unity or Marxist approach, such as 
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those covered in this book, tend not to self-define or follow a single 
ideology as they value diversity and hybridity and eschew identity – so 
to require that all movement participants ‘identify’ as an anarchist or 
‘call themselves’ an anarchist would be unnecessarily restrictive. It would 
be impossible to talk about such movements if one aimed to represent 
them as a coherent ideological entity, and their anarchism resides in their 
practices and culture (non-hierarchy, prefiguration, etc.) rather than a 
monolithic theoretical vision. Movements will very commonly involve 
people identifying with a number of different varieties of anarchism, 
others loosely oriented to anarchism and still others attracted to DIY 
politics without specifically anarchist commitments. The book argues for 
the importance of building on anarchist political consciousness within 
disaster relief efforts, yet without colonising others’ beliefs or imposing 
external values. This is a task that is already being undertaken by many 
social movements: an incomplete and not unproblematic task, and a 
discussion to which this book aims to contribute. Anarchism takes an 
holistic approach to mutual aid and seeks dis-alienation and commoning. 
Anarchist theory and its approach to understanding disasters is covered 
in more detail in Chapter 4.

POWER, CAPITALISM AND THE STATE

The key antagonists of anarchists are capitalism and the state, but this 
oppositional approach is supplemented by a critique of the ways in which 
people have a tendency to re-enact and internalise these structures of 
domination: authoritarianism can also operate through internal/psy-
chological repression, or in-group repression, or social repression. 
Some anarchists (particularly anarcho-communists) adopt models of 
capitalism similar to Marxism, others are influenced by poststructural-
ist, decolonial, queer and feminist analyses of everyday oppressions, and 
still others adopt distinct views specific to the anarchist space, such as 
Stirnernian egoism32 (all categories/identities can become forms of inter-
nalised oppression) and anti-civilisation (in which the role of capitalism 
in Marxist theory is replaced by the concept of civilisation, considered 
to have existed for thousands of years, and to correspond to domination 
over nature). Many will pick-and-mix aspects of different accounts, and 
there are often disagreements about issues at the intersection of different 
anarchisms (for example, pro- and anti-technology). In practice, these 
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function similarly to other individual differences in the anarchist space: 
cooperative work requires mutual consent which may not entail ideo-
logical agreement, and people either opt in/out of projects based on 
their affinities or adopt particular roles congruent with their personal 
commitments.

Capitalism refers to an economic and political system based on the 
private ownership of the means of production, which are controlled by 
capitalists for their own profit. This means that people who do not own 
the means of production are usually forced to sell their labour in order 
to survive, which anarchists and Marxists alike view as exploitative. 
Anarchists tend to be less fatalistic than Marxists about the possibility 
of escaping this structure ‘before the revolution’; a great many anarchist 
projects are designed around the seizure or DIY production of resources 
with a view to liberating time and space from the market in the here-
and-now. Capitalism is also the basis of extractivism – the process of 
extracting natural resources to sell on the global market. Capitalism is 
arguably the basis of complex hierarchies like colonialism, patriarchy, 
racism, ableism, and ecocide, since the profit motive encourages people 
to objectify one another and nature. Anarchist alternatives to capitalist 
ownership often focus on ideas of the commons. Communal ownership is 
closely linked to strong community ties and collective decision making. 
This means that people who are affected by a particular decision are more 
likely to have intimate knowledge of their local ecosystem and also to 
be more personally invested in the decisions that are made. Commoning 
processes tend to involve localisation of both power and resources, and 
are associated with degrowth and smaller-scale socio-technical projects 
and frameworks. 

The state refers to a collection of institutions, with sometimes 
seemingly different and contradictory interests, that combine to create 
and enforce laws on a given territory. In order to enforce laws, the state 
holds a monopoly on the legitimate use of violence. Anarchists reject 
the state on a number of grounds, often because it is coercive, violent, 
elitist, harmfully abstract and simplifying, and/or is associated with 
forces contrary to life. Most radicals agree that the state uses the law to 
protect the private property of capitalists and to justify and ensure the 
smooth running of the capitalist economy. Beyond this, anarchists and 
Marxists tend to disagree on the nature of the state: Marxists believe 
that revolution can occur by means of the state, or at least that the state 
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can be mobilised as a terrain of struggle and a subordinate effect of class 
relations. Anarchists argue that there is something fundamental about 
the nature of the state that means it always tends towards alienation 
and objectification. They argue that when you concentrate power in the 
hands of people who are disconnected from the communities who will 
be affected by their decisions, the result will be larger-scale socio-techni-
cal projects which produce a more fragile system prone to crises. This is 
associated with the need to increase controls on movement of people and 
goods, which ultimately leads to inequality, exclusion, authoritarianism, 
and indeed capitalism, no matter who is in charge. For Kropotkin, for 
example, the state embodies the ‘political principle’ of top-down dyadic 
vertical control, and thus tends to decompose social relations; for Stirner, 
it attempts to reduce people’s complexity to a single dominant identity 
or spook (the citizen) which overrides other identities and desires; for 
Bakunin, the bureaucracy and verticalism of the state ensures it will be 
the property of an elite.33

Anarchists are therefore happier with forms of action associated with 
small-group actions, self-management, and subcultural isolation than 
Marxists, who exhibit a stronger tendency towards human mass collec-
tivism. In practice there is some overlap, particularly evident in Chapter 
6, where we see Covid-19 Mutual Aid Groups becoming a terrain of 
struggle with the state. This overlap happens partly due to common 
anti-capitalism and partly because Marxists are also often reluctant to 
work with the existing state. Anarchists believe that any kind of state, even 
when composed of conflicting interests or captured by ostensibly pro-
gressive forces, will express a particular logic, which seeks to subsume 
autonomous action into a framework that is legible to the state, in order 
that the state can mediate and control that action (which deprives it of its 
autonomy). One of the original contributions of this book is to show how 
the nature of the state has shifted from a massified Fordist structure to a 
more decentralised post-Fordist model with cybernetic components, and 
that anarchists and other radicals need to find new ways to resist this. The 
anarchist critique of centralised power does not mean that decentralised 
power is benign if it is unequal. In this book, I argue that states no longer 
rely only on outright repression and social control, they also rely on new 
forms of biopower and surveillance. 

In the context of Covid-19, this has been accompanied by a disap-
pointing tendency on the left towards authoritarianism, such as calls 
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for even tighter lockdowns backed up by more severe penalties, or for 
universally enforced mask-wearing and vaccinations. Public health has 
been almost completely conflated with morality with calls for greater 
‘controls’, behaviour-shaming and little acknowledgement of the fact that 
not everyone has access to the goods being moralised (e.g. a safe home 
to stay in, educated understanding of vaccinations). This moralising 
discourse perpetuates classed and other oppression under the guise of 
virtue.34 It also sidelines both the Marxist-inspired ‘health as human 
right’ approach and the eco-anarchist DIY approach. There has been a 
tendency on social media and the public sphere to deride attempts to 
imagine a stateless society as ‘wrong’ and ‘dangerous’, which shuts down 
many important conversations and thoughtful contributions about com-
munity-based decision making around health. Similarly, public discourse 
on the left around solutions to climate change have centred on large-
scale techno-social interventions like carbon offsetting, carbon capture, 
electric cars and solar farming in a continuous growth paradigm under 
discourses such as a Green New Deal and Fully Automated Luxury 
Communism. This ignores potential rebound effects like over-exploita-
tion of other resources, and the continued subordination of people and 
nature to the profit motive. This is accompanied by an abject refusal to 
countenance solutions that counter or reverse capitalist growth, such as 
local food growing, permaculture and forming local cooperatives, which 
are often derided as hopelessly utopian.35

There is a real danger of radical movements being co-opted into 
neoliberal discourses of resilience, and into NGO-ised funding structures, 
and even into authoritarian and exclusionary moralistic discourses of the 
middle classes. I tend to use the words ‘anarchism’ and ‘anti-authoritari-
anism’ interchangeably. Anarchism is not only against external authority, 
but also against vanguardist forms of knowledge. The purpose of this book 
is to contribute to a rigorous discourse of resistance while considering the 
possibility for tactical gains to be made by selectively and consciously 
adopting particular discourses or accepting resources. Anarchism offers 
a reversal of perspective, starting from the importance of bottom-up 
flows of life and activity, not from the standpoint of power. Where other 
political philosophies begin from the assumption of the necessity of the 
state, anarchism begins by assuming the possibility of a stateless society, 
and attempting to imagine and enact what that might look like. 




