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Introduction


This essay is an attempt to articulate a new kind of anarchism.


Now, I have a feeling that just this first line has already made me enemies.  I can already picture the eyes rolling and the minds closing.  I can just feel the accusations of elitism, of vanguardism, and of “trying to speak for the movement” lapping at my toes as I type.  

So be it.  I have come to expect such skepticism from an audience as suspicious of would-be dictators and demagogues as anarchists are, and I respect it.  At the same time, however, I think we must recognize that if anarchism is to become the engaging and powerful revolutionary philosophy that it can and should be, it needs to be pushed forward, it simply has to grow up and, since movements have no voices other than those of the people within them, the only way for that to happen is for actual people to try and rearticulate it.  This does not mean egoistically reinventing it.  It doesn’t mean trying to carve it into some timeless, uncompromising ideology either.  It means taking what we can from anarchism’s past, taking all of the fragments of theory and practice that are flowering around us in the present, sifting through the contradictions within it all, and trying to synthesize it into a more coherent and useful form, into a new articulation that can actually speak to our particular place and time.

In truth, then, this new anarchism, this new articulation that I am going to put forward here is not really new at all.  It is simply the expression of what is already on the tips of many of our tongues, of ideas which are already floating through our movement like ghosts (or perhaps spectres?), and which have been expressed in numerous other forms by movements and theorists that we have simply been unaware of.  So far for us, though, it has just existed as bits and pieces: as new footnotes to old paradigms, as last-minute additions to manifestos and mission-statements, and as a seemingly endless list of ‘isms’ added with a hyphen to the end of anarchism.  


Anarchist-feminism, anti-racism (or, if you prefer, race traitor/new abolitionism), ecology (social, deep, primitivist, what have you), anarcho-communism, post-structuralism, post-leftism, insurrectionism, holism, critical education, platformism, communitarianism, crimethink…these are just a few of the many tendencies within modern anarchism where these bits and pieces reside.  And while they do all provide vibrant sketches—from a variety of creative and power angles—of what a new articulation of anarchism might look like, I feel that they are incomplete in themselves.  It can be argued, quite strongly too, that such incompleteness is not only inevitable but that it is one of the major strengths of anarchism: that each of these tendencies can exist in comradeship with each other, yet they can autonomously develop in whatever directions they desire to go.  They can see the world from their own lookout points, they can attack the system from their own unique positions, and still, at the end of the day, they can come back to each other and share stories of struggle.  I agree with the sentiments of this argument, but I don’t think it matches our reality.  All of these tendencies are far too undeveloped, and the gaps (and sometimes outright hostilities) between them are still far too large for that kind of interwoven, mutually supportive matrix of a movement to really exist right now, let alone for it to pose a revolutionary threat to the current system.


If we anarchists do indeed wish to pose that threat, if we want our ideals to be not just flailing slogans and slick t-shirt designs, but actual, fundamental social transformation, we must work to meld some of these fragments.  After all, there are certain serious questions that a skeptical world is going to throw at us that we are going to need to answer with some level of coherence and…well…unity, questions that, as far as I can see, are the foundation of any revolutionary social philosophy. Questions like:

1. The question of truth.  As subjective beings living within reality, is it possible to have an accurate (objective) picture of the world?  A picture that can guide us in making the world better?  Is it even possible to say what ‘better’ means, or are such views and values products of our particular social contexts, incapable of integrating into a collective ethics and world-view that we can all unite around?

2. The question of history.  Assuming we can even move beyond the first question, what do our social and biological histories have to tell us about how the world changes, how it stays the same, and how we got to where we’re at?  

3. The question of human nature.  From our understanding of history, can we develop a clearer picture of our common human needs, desires, and tendencies (human natures), as well as our roles in the non-human world?  And from those, can we distill values and principles (ethics) with which we can act to change the world?  

4. The question of analysis.  What does the modern world look like to us?  What human needs and desires does the system meet and which does it deprive us of?  Who does it deprive and who does it enrich, and how?  How does the system stabilize itself despite the fact that it obviously is not working for the majority of people?  And, most importantly, what are the key points of contradiction between human aspirations and systemic deprivation where the system can be strategically destabilized and replaced with something better?
5. The question of vision.  What would a society look like that actually applied our values to the potentials of the modern world?  How would human needs and desires be met in a way that is sustainable over a long period of time?  Are there any contradictions that are inherent in the human experience that will have to be taken into account and which will always require some sacrifices of needs, desires, and potentialities for the sake of social stability?

6. The question of strategy.  How do we synthesize our answers to the above questions into an actual strategy to get from here to there?  What do we see as the actual steps required?  Who are the revolutionary forces who will implement the strategy?  How long will it take?  And, most importantly, how do we ensure that we can actually make the giant leap from destabilizing this system to creating a society that is in line with our values and principles?  After all, a revolution by no means guarantees an improvement over the existing society.

7. The question of tactics.  What specific programs, organizational structures, and methods of struggle are we going to use to implement our strategy?  How do we ensure that they will actually lead us in the direction of our vision and not in the opposite direction?  How do we each, as individual human beings, fit into all of this?  How do we live our lives, meeting our own needs and desires, fulfilling our own potentialities, while still engaged in revolutionary struggle?  Where do our particular social positions--our oppressions, our privileges, and our perspectives--fit in?
I do not believe that any of the existing tendencies within anarchism adequately address all of these questions.  I do, however, think they provide vital ingredients for the kinds of anarchism that eventually will.  For these new anarchisms to emerge, though, new bridges must be built, contradictions must be overcome, and numerous different perspectives need to be interlaced.  The lessons of the past, the realities of the present, and critiques from those who are outside of anarchism (whether by choice or because of exclusion by anarchism’s white-male dominated tradition) must be seriously taken into account as well.  It is this crucial work, sorting through the elements and synthesizing something new out of them, that forms the background of this essay.  What has emerged from my own engagement in this work, and what I will try to describe in the pages below is a kind of anarchism that I call mutual inspiration.


While it is the task of this entire essay to explain what mutual inspiration is (beyond an admittedly cheesy name, used only for the purposes of differentiation), for the sake of those too curious or impatient to wait, here are some of its ‘vital-statistics’:  

1. An inter-subjectivist view of reality.

2. A theory of history which sees the institutionalization and expansion of hierarchy and domination, with a self/other dichotomy underlying it, as the root cause of oppression, but that simultaneously sees humanity as a complex, creative species with a profound history of resistance as well as with deep, beautiful connections with the natural world.

3. A view of human nature which sees people as social animals who develop in communities, and out of the support of those communities develop to be creative, passionate individuals, and from this view draws an ethics that freedom, mutuality, inspiration, love, and a deep connection with the world around us are the things worth defending against the deprivations of hierarchical society.

4. An analysis of the present society which acknowledges the existence of a massive, complex hierarchical world system which affects every aspect of our lives, but which gains the majority of its power from the institutionalized systems of patriarchy, white-supremacy, capitalism, the state, and (for lack of a better term) speciesism.

5. A vision of a society in which freedom, mutuality, and inspiration are the norm in all aspects of society, beginning with the consciousness of the individual, and which are institutionalized in such forms as feminism, inter-communalism, socialism, participatory democracy, and ecology.

6. A holistic dual-power strategy for revolution, which seeks to build the new society in the shell of the old in an ever-expanding process of cultural transformation, resistance to the existing system, and the building of counter-institutions.

7. A tactical approach which focuses on the interrelations between the personal and the political, which encourages the formation of organizations and coalitions toward the end of developing a revolutionary culture, which believes revolution must be rooted in our own localities, and which encourages mutual inspirationists to exist mainly as creative, educative, and inspirational forces within broader social movements and communities.
This is obviously a lot to cover in one essay, and so it should be understood that all of the ideas presented here are necessarily incomplete.  Still, by organizing the essay into sections along the lines of the seven questions posed above, and by trying to make the sections build off of each other, I have tried to be as complete as I can in the space I have allowed myself.  Hopefully, the overall content and spirit of mutual inspirationist ideas will be conveyed, and you will feel encouraged to fill in any gaps or answer any nagging questions for yourself.  After all, this essay is meant to provoke thought and discussion, not instant agreement or obedience, so the inevitable errors and contradictions that it contains will only help us grow as we draw them out.  


But before we can delve into the real content of the essay I feel it that it is necessary, in the spirit of inter-subjectivism that will be discussed shortly, that I personalize my position as the writer of this essay.  I am a 21 year old, mostly straight, upper-middle class, white American male.  I am a teller at a credit-union and an off/on college student, with seven years of experience as an anarchist activist.  My theoretical background comes primarily from reading white-male Marxist and anarchist authors and my understandings of feminism, anti-racism, and inter-subjectivism are little more than two years old, so my writing will surely reflect these things.  


For the last two years, I have bent down in front of a computer like I am today, hunting a pecking across these keys, trying to write this essay.  Draft after draft has been lost in endless processions of mouse-clicks, in simple electronic rituals of drag-and-drop and cut-and-paste.  There have been paragraphs attempted on napkins, jotted clumsily on bus rides, only to be stuffed in my pocket and thrown away.  I have tried writing on rainy afternoons, or during 3am fits of excitement, with nothing left in the end but a blank screen or a couple of rambling lines.  Because of this essay, these years have been seized and tormented by an uncompromising writer’s block, and a perpetual sense of inadequacy.


With each botched draft, and with each soured bout of inspiration, my motivations for writing this essay have found themselves constantly shifting.  Sometimes it is a hyperventilating desperation, brought on by some disturbing story in the news, some scandalous new statistic, or a random thought about how much this damned world needs to be transformed.  Other times it is a milder sense of responsibility, to pull together whatever ideas I have about revolution and to use them to try and connect with folks like you.  Sadly, there are also the times when it is simply ego, the disturbing affinity I have long felt with revolutionary celebrities like Lenin, Mao, and Malatesta that pushes me to write.  And lately I have been held captive by this feeling that I will simply not be able to move on with my life, my brain will be incapable of relaxing, until I get these ideas laid down and I share them.  Today, as I edit this introduction for the twenty-third time, I feel like it is a mixture of the first and the last.  You are reading this now not because I feel this is best I could do but because I think it is just good enough to finally let it go, to let it drift, let it be discussed, and let it be critiqued.  I hope that some part of it connects with you in some way to make it worth the two years of stress, self-deprecation, and even lost friendships that it has cost.


I feel that these things need to be kept in mind, because I am sure that my position and my motivations have created numerous contradictions in this essay that privilege and selective vision might have allowed me to overlook.  I hope you won’t see such contradictions as a reason to reject what I have written here, but, once again, as a motivation to put yourself into the process of dialogue, carrying on where I have drifted off, pushing forward where I have lagged.  Such is the purpose of mutual inspiration, and such is my purpose here.


Lastly, I would like to thank those people in my life who have supported me and contributed to the development of these ideas in my head: Lambert Rochfort, Orange McDonald, Mary Beth Quinn, Blair Taylor, Madeline Gonzales, Greta Gaard, Tim Young, Chris Dixon, Kip Zwolenski, Dan Reese, Alex Jacobs, Erik Dreyer, Lija Gese, Melanie Lombard, Dave Allen, Connie Faulkner, Morgan Mense, Tamara Myers, Sarah Austin, Scott Carrick, Michael Wilbur, Rosalynn Greene, my brother Chris, my dad, and many others, but especially those four women—my mom, my grandma, Jennifer Fletcher, and Briana Herman-Brand—who have put such a tremendous amount of struggle into me, into getting me to recognize my position in society and to stop speaking as if I was just some generic person who could speak for all human beings.  Although this is still a very general essay, I very much try to apply what they have taught me to my theorizing and my revolutionary work.  Their consistent insights, their powerful stories of strength, survival, and even vulnerability have given me a love for humanity that I could never have found in myself alone.  These four women are some of the most beautiful people I have yet known.  Thank you, all.


Once again, the ideas expressed here do not belong to me.  This is just my synthesis of them, a synthesis that I hope will help nudge this raggedy movement forward.


With all of this said, and not a moment to waste, let’s get on with the rest of the essay.

The Question of Truth

The most basic question that any effective revolutionary theory needs to be able to answer is the question of objectivity and truth, or what philosophers call epistemology.  After all, to be revolutionaries, to have ideas that we think are not just good for ourselves but are good for the world as a whole, is to assert some sort of claim to truth.  What is the basis of this claim?  Is it accurate?  Do such things as truth and accuracy even exist?  If not, then what makes revolutionary politics any better than fascism or religious fundamentalism?


Most people just take it on faith that there is truth, meaning, and morality in the universe, usually because some kind of deity has willed it or because there is simply some mysterious, unexplainable order to things that makes it so.  Other people believe that truth is based on certain physical laws that can be observed and understood by humans through the use of rationality.  Many others, postmodernists, for example, hold that we are incapable of making such grand statements about truth and meaning, that we are inseparable from our subjective, our animal, our historical selves, and thus that any ideas of truth we might have are particular products of our particular contexts.  There are still others who don’t believe there is any reality at all, there are only our illusory perceptions, and that the goal of transcending this cardboard cutout of a world, of connecting with the fundamental oneness of the universe, is the only pursuit worthy of us.


Mutual inspiration nestles itself somewhere between rationalism and postmodernism with an approach that can be called inter-subjectivism.


Mutual inspirationist inter-subjectivism begins with the belief that there is indeed an objective reality, a common experience that we call life, but that humans cannot objectively know it.  We are immersed within it.  We experience it as subjects, through our distinctly human eyes, hands, ears, etc., and our distinctly human minds process it through distinctly human categories of thought and methods of comprehension.  Out of this comes distinctly human knowledge, abstractions which we use for our own various purposes and for engagement in complex emotional relationships with other human beings and the world.  


Just because our knowledge is subjective doesn’t means it’s baseless, however.  We don’t each just come up with it off the top of our heads.  On the contrary, it is based on our very real observations of the world and abstractions we make from those observations.  We have come to know from our own experiences that there is an order, a continuity to things, and we have used that as a platform from which to develop knowledge.  For example, we know that apples will always fall down out of a tree, we know that humans are currently incapable of natural flight, and we know that neither apples nor humans will ever spontaneously turn into monkeys or giant foam cowboy hats.  It is these basic levels of knowledge, of being able to trust that the same world is going to exist from day to day, that have allowed us to survive in the first place.  As human language and science have developed, these experience-based abstractions have expanded, they have been woven into a picture of reality that could be called an inter-subjective truth: a view of the world that is derived from the collective synthesis of all our subjective experiences.  


Inter-subjectivism goes further, however, by recognizing the social character of knowledge. People of different cultures, ages, ethnicities, genders, sexualities, class backgrounds, spiritualities, levels of ‘education’, geographical locations, and of course historical periods are going to have very different interpretations of the world, corresponding with the different positions from which they are observing, as well as from what they have to gain from hiding, overlooking, or emphasizing certain parts of their perspectives.  

A striking example of this can be found in the very legacy of Western (for lack of a better term) thought itself, which for thousands of years has held high the banners of rationality and objectivity, but has actually demonstrated extraordinary biases toward the glorification of those in power (usually rich, heterosexual, Christian, white, men), and justification for the brutal subjugation and exploitation of everyone, and everything, else.  This intellectual tradition, its great books and big ideas, is still the standard which is taught in schools and throughout our culture, and it still serves the same original function of excluding women, queers, people of color, the poor, and many more from even considering themselves fully human, let alone participating in the collective unfolding of truth.

For an accurate inter-subjective view of reality, and thus a meaningful foundation for revolutionary politics, to be developed, this exclusionary tradition must be thoroughly deconstructed and something new must be built in its place.  This process of reconstruction must involve all the people of the world coming together to communicate about our subjective experiences, trying to find commonality between our observations, and using the tools of dialogue to work through the various contradictions that are sure to exist between our diverse worldviews.  In this process, many useful scraps will be taken from the Western tradition, but they will have to be synthesized with the contributions of everyone else in a massive, democratic project of discovery.  

For this project to avoid the pitfalls of past ‘quests for truth’, it must begin with each person recognizing their own particular position in society, and speaking from that position.  By doing this, everything that is said can be put into the context of who is saying it, and the process of synthesizing each person’s perspective can be undertaken in a more participatory manner than is typical.  Right now, it is usually only marginalized people like women and people of color who are seen speaking from their positions, while middle-class white men like myself have the privilege of pretending that we are speaking as ‘just general human beings.’  Such normalizing behavior presents a formidable barrier to a democratic development of inter-subjectivity and must be resisted from the start.

Additionally, the sources from which we draw our knowledge need to be intensely re-examined.  Who writes the books we read?  Who is telling the histories we are studying?  Who is speaking for the movements we are part of?  Inter-subjectivism requires that we use critical thinking (which from here on will be used instead of the much more tainted words, ‘reason’ and ‘rationality’) to find a plurality of sources that more accurately reflect the world than the narrow canons that our society (including even our movements) still views as the most credible.  

Now, what about questions of meaning and ethics?  After all, it is much easier to get people to inter-subjectively agree that apples always fall down out of trees than it is to agree about the meaning of life or that stealing is wrong.  How do we deal with such difficult issues?


Since, according to mutual inspiration, truth is something that we humans must inter-subjectively develop, the same goes for meaning and ethics.  We do not have gods (as far as I can see, anyhow) or unwavering historical forces (as orthodox Marxists might have us believe) to give meaning to our lives or to tell us all how to behave, but we do seem to have strong tendencies (also known as human natures), based on our common human needs and desires, which are relatively consistent and might allow us to develop a collective ethics, and thus a collective politics from which to work to transform the world.

But before we can develop some ideas about those ethics and politics, before we can even explore the human tendencies they might be based on, we must take a look at human history, both biological and social, and see what it has to tell us about what we humans have been, what we are, and what we could be.

The Question of History


While all of the questions we are going to explore in this essay are quite large and complex, the question of history is, quite simply, massive and overwhelming.  How could it be otherwise?  It is the many layered, multi-faceted story of an almost infinite number of human experiences and actions, and of their often riotous convergence into events, epochs, and historical forces that have transformed the world into what currently surrounds us.  Such a tale is not easily told in the short space I have allowed myself here, and it would be horribly inaccurate if I tried.  Just as with the question of truth that we just discussed, the task of uncovering history (not to mention making it) must be undertaken by all of us inter-subjectively, through our shared stories and studies.  Still, I believe there are some broad themes that can be outlined here that will give us some ground to work from in this articulation of mutual inspirationist ideas, and which I think are reasonably consistent with the actual details of history which we each can continue to explore in our own ways.  These themes are: the importance of history for revolutionaries, the natural history of humanity, and, to use anarchist theorist Murray Bookchin’s useful terms, the intertwining legacies of domination and of freedom.  

The Importance of History for Revolutionaries


In order for societies to fully function, they must be stable.  They must be able to reproduce themselves with each new generation, hopefully growing and strengthening, not weakening and degenerating in the process.  One of the most valuable things that history teaches us is how societies both succeed and fail at this constant social reproduction, how they meet and fail to meet our various needs and desires, and thus how individual societies, and the world as a whole, can be changed.  


By tracing the trajectories of the past, by following the numerous paths that each society has taken and the numerous forces that have pushed them in those directions, we can get a good sense of where we are at in the present.  We can develop an organic sense of such things as how power works, of how oppression both accumulates and stifles dissent, of how revolutions are made and (mostly) broken, and of which of the past’s many lessons still apply today.  History is the closest thing we have to a manual on how to make revolution, with thousands of chapters of hints and how-to’s.   

Even more, history gives us what no amount of speculation or idealism can: a living record of both the horrors and the inspirations that have been accomplished by our species; a deep, intricate story of what humanity is, what it has aspired to be, and what it has become.  It gives us countless examples of not only brutality and oppression, but of courage, love, creativity, beauty, and solidarity.  In my seven years as a would-be revolutionary, constantly cycling between optimism and despair about the future of the world, there has been no more dependable argument for the possibility of revolution than history itself.  In our current activist culture, which seems to be far more successful at creating burnouts than at recruiting new people, history is a tool of hope, empowerment, and affirmation that has long been overlooked.  

By connecting with history, as both movements and individuals, we become fueled with a sense of purpose and perspective that is hard to find when all we have as a reference is our own short lifetimes.  This makes history more important for the revolutionaries of today than for perhaps any generation before us.  After all, we live in a short-attention span society, in a culture of incessant distraction in which each new generation has even less of a sense of historical identity than the last.  The epic social struggles of the past, of women, of people of color, of the working class are replaced by the epic struggles of Luke Skywalker and Pokemon, and with them any sense of possibility or of meaningful subjectivity, is replaced by a powerless consumerism.  We are taught that we can’t change the world, but we can buy the action figure of the (usually white-male) hero who will.  History can help us turn this trend around.  By reclaiming history, we reclaim ourselves as historical beings, with hands and hearts that make us capable of changing the world together.  We see what those people who fought and died in the past saw: that the world can be changed through hard work, through struggle, through solidarity.  

Indeed, history is the crucial link that allows us revolutionaries to see ourselves as part of a rich revolutionary tradition, and which will allow us to learn from our past mistakes, as well as the mistakes of the system, to come up with fresh, effective new revolutionary strategies, strategies that might eventually lead to the creation of an entirely new and better world.  To ignore this link is to leave the door open for the kind of impatience and lack of historical perspective that have led countless movements in the past (such as those of the sixties) to misunderstand their power, their potential, and their internal contradictions.  It is to risk another century of aborted revolutions, another round of Russia’s, Spain’s, and China’s.  To ignore this link is a mistake that we human beings, and the planet itself, cannot afford to make.

The Natural History of Humanity


One of the most basic and beautiful facts about our world is that it was once completely devoid of life.  Jagged mountains and walls of ice once endlessly extended across the landscape.  Deep oceans filled with nothing but darkness existed alone for millions of years.  Millions of rocks lay scattered along the ground, without even the smallest flecks of moss or lichen to color them.  

And somehow, out of some combination of circumstances, something happened.  Life began.  The smallest organisms appeared and, maybe faltering and failing at first, slowly began to spread and grow.  

Then things sped up.  More complex organisms came to be born: new plants of all kinds, and eventually animals.  As the number of species rapidly increased, and as their life-ways expanded into new terrains such as the land and air, the earth’s ecosystems became ever more diverse and complex.

Within these rich, diverse ecosystems, new species continued to evolve, finding special niches in their environments where they could reproduce and continue the process of evolution.  Out of this process came species of ever increasing complexity, intelligence, and even self-awareness.  Eventually, out of this process, came us.

It is obvious just from looking at us, at our awkward, defenseless bodies and at our slow development into adults that the only way we could have survived is as social creatures, creatures who cooperated with each other and supported each other in the search for food and the struggle for safety.  With our brains developed as they are, with built-in capacities for language and abstract thought, as well as with the close company that social life requires, it was only a matter of time before the early humans developed the first complex forms of communication.  From there they developed cultures, traditions, philosophies, and some eventually developed entire civilizations.  


Through this rapid cultural, intellectual, and even population growth humans gained a manipulative power over nature that still seems to be boundless.  This power has led those who wield it, usually the privileged in our society, to see themselves as further and further disconnected from nature, as masters who stand above nature to use in any way they see fit.  Such notions totally deny the reality: that we are just as much animals as we ever were, still just as dependent as ever on the complex, diverse ecosystems that allowed us to evolve in the first place.  The massive simplification and commodification of nature that might have found its first expressions in such developments as agriculture and domestication (not to say that these things are necessarily wrong, and certainly not to suggest that they should now be abandoned) has now reached such a point that even the basic systems that sustain our species are beginning to degenerate.  Such gross denial of our biological history, of our deep roots within an intricate evolutionary web, might eventually be the death of us.

It is vital that any revolutionary view of history be rooted in natural history, and that it recognize the powerful, beautiful connections we share with the world around us.  Only with an understanding of ourselves as products of (and participants in) an evolutionary process, a process that will never cease, will we be able to have any deeper sense of who we are on a social level.  

The Legacy of Domination


While it is impossible to know for sure, and not all that important, the first human societies were probably quite cooperative and egalitarian, lacking the rigid, complex power structures and the institutionalized patterns of violence that characterize society today.  They may even have been matriarchal (female centered), with values and traditions that, rather than celebrating the death-inflicting power of weaponry and warfare as history’s patriarchal (male dominated) societies have, celebrated the life-giving, life-affirming powers symbolized by the female body.    What could possibly have happened, we must ask, to allow society to go from there to where we are today?


Mutual Inspiration believes that the answer ultimately lies in the development and institutionalization of social hierarchies.  


All societies have divisions within them: divisions between people and nature, young and old, men and women (as well as those who are somewhere in between), people of different families, people with different jobs, and people with different skills, experiences, interests, etc..  Mutual inspiration believes that, over time, as these perfectly natural differences began finding cultural and linguistic expression (through the development of traditions, rituals, stories, taboos, etc.), as their contours began to firm up with time, and maybe as they combined with other factors such as sexual competition or temporary scarcities of resources, certain people began making philosophical distinctions between themselves as ‘self’ and those who were different as ‘other.’  This seemingly simple act of disconnection then allowed hierarchies to form that privileged one side of the self/other dichotomy over the other, which gave certain people status, usually at the expense of those around them.  Once these hierarchies were institutionalized beyond particular individuals, they became hierarchical power structures, early models of the hierarchical systems we have today.  And, because of the competitive nature of hierarchies, and the dehumanizing self/other dichotomies that are at their root, exploitation and domination went hand in hand with their development.


The first hierarchies might have been ‘speciesist,’ based on a disconnection from and domination of nature (as discussed in the previous sub-section), or perhaps patriarchies, based on sexual divisions that made men the selves within society and women the others.   Maybe they were based on age/spiritual experience, creating gerontocracies or theocracies.  Or they could have been based on basic divisions of labor, creating class societies.  More likely, it was some combination of all of them, with variations from society to society.  In the end, it doesn’t matter much what came first, because hierarchies are extremely dynamic, they have a way of spreading; eventually all of the above became institutionalized, and the first elite classes of elder, educated, spiritually potent males came into existence.  


Since these early developments of hierarchy and domination, it seems like a lot has changed through the centuries, but in reality, the basics are still the same.  Numerous civilizations have come and gone, new forms of hierarchy always forming within them and usually surviving in their wake.  Along with these new civilizations and hierarchies have come ever more sophisticated methods of exploitation and social control: slavery, the state, different forms of marriage, the caste system, war, new myths and religions that glorified elites and justified the positions of the oppressed, and on and on.  With constant competition from other elites and other civilizations through wars and conquests, as well as with constant struggle and revolt by the oppressed at the bottom of society, the systems were forced to continue growing.  Forever threatened with extinction, the hierarchical systems took on an unstoppable trajectory of expansion, leaving a legacy that still continues today.


This legacy of hierarchy and domination, if we can stomach following it, leads us through the various empires, with their various tyrants, and their various systems of oppression.  It leads us through feudalism, capitalism, colonialism, imperialism, state capitalism, and now to global corporate capitalism.  It leads us through witch burnings, the cult of domesticity, the nuclear family, and rape camps.  It leads us through slavery, pogroms, lynching, apartheid, and ethnic genocide.  It leads us from spears, to guns, to missiles, to a world that can be blown up ten, twenty, thirty times over.  It leads us from absolutism, to monarchism, to fascism, to the corporate state.  It leads from territorial disputes, to invasions, to world wars, to never-ending cold wars. It leads from agriculture, to whaling, to the meat industry, to the genetic manipulation of life itself.  In short, it leads from crude, localized forms of brutality and exploitation, to ever more refined, efficient, complex, interconnected, and international forms of horror.  This is, in a nutshell, the legacy that hierarchy has given us. 


This legacy has continued unabated through the centuries, with pretty much the same group of people at the top and others at the bottom.  This is not to say that things haven’t changed, or even improved.  Indeed, they have.  But with the rapid expansion of technology, and with the expansion of the hierarchical system alongside it, whatever improvements that have been made are being quickly eroded as new generations of elites take their thrones in the age of globalization, elites with more power than any emperor could even have dreamed a hundred years ago.  

But before we get too depressed by all this, we must remember that this is only one historical legacy.  There is another, which tells a different and far more hopeful story.

The Legacy of Freedom


 Intertwined with the history of pain and degradation described above is another history, one which contains the vast majority of the population, and which far outshines the terrors that hierarchy and domination have unleashed upon us all.  


It’s a history that begins with the simple fact that within all societies, throughout all of history, all people, both oppressed and oppressor alike, have found time in their lives for art, for stories, for dancing, for love, for humor, and for discovery.  Wherever people have been able to find time and make space, and even where they haven’t been able, they have shown their tremendous creativities and their complex emotions.  Even some of most wretched and unforgivable tyrants have shown tenderness in certain places, if viewed from certain angles.  And even the most battered and oppressed people provide countless examples of surviving and even finding joy in spite of what has been done to them.  


This other history, this legacy of freedom is what has given us so much beautiful art, so many amazing (although often badly misused and abused) discoveries, and so many rich examples of passion and inspiration.  This legacy is what has kept so many of us going when there are so many reasons to give up, which sprinkles our own lives with even just brief moments hope and happiness.


It is this legacy, too, which has guaranteed that wherever hierarchy and domination have existed, there has been resistance to it.  Those passions and strivings that humans contain have proven themselves to be too powerful to ever completely give in to subjugation.  Where one generation has lost its strength, the next builds a fiery struggle.  For every one group of people who stages a massive uprising, there are millions who have found ingenious ways to survive and sometimes even subvert their oppressions.  Women, for just one example, have been practicing such silent, secret resistance to patriarchy for thousands of years.  


As long as oppression has existed, there have always been slaves who ran away.   There have been wives who killed their husbands (remember, marriage has a far longer history as the ownership and control of women than as any kind of free, mutual agreement based on love).  There have been workers who refused to work.  There have been privileged people who allied themselves with the oppressed.  There have been masses who tried to topple their masters.  The yearning for freedom, for justice, for democracy, is a grand legacy indeed.  

And, just as with the development of hierarchy, the development of resistance has become more and more sophisticated as new strategies, tactics, and consciousnesses have arisen.  This is especially true of the last two to three hundred years, in which the concept of social revolution has come of age.


With such examples as England, the United States, and France (examples that my white American mind is the most familiar with, although there might have been others before them) the ideas of revolution became firmly established as historical realities.  It became beyond doubt that the powerful derive their power less from their armies and police forces and more from the consent of the masses of ordinary people, and that if those masses are organized, they can topple any government that stands before them.  The only problem lies in the masses actually becoming united and organized, and then, once they have toppled the elites, remaining organized to prevent the ascendancy of new elites.  


The concentration of people in cities, like Paris, made such organization significantly easier than it was in more rural areas.  Additionally, conflicts and instability within the ranks of the elites provided key opportunities for riots and uprisings to take on revolutionary potential.  When these combined with cultures of resistance and means of communication among the masses, as well as a common consciousness of what needed to be changed (or at least who needed to be overthrown), then revolutions were possible.  And so, many who saw a need for fundamental social change went from being random rioters or respectful reformists to becoming full-fledged social revolutionaries.


With additional concentrations of people in ever expanding workplaces, as members of a working class with common experiences and common enemies, or with women coming together with common experiences of patriarchy, with people of color relegated to plantations or inner cities, or with citizens of colonized nations recognizing their oppression, the possibilities for revolutionary consciousness, for solidarity, and for mass organization only became stronger.  

Out of these concentrations came a wide variety of social movements, some of which I will list here simply to provide ideas for further study: the Russian populists, American abolitionists, the slave revolution on the island that is now Haiti, the anarchists of the late nineteenth century, the Marxist-Leninist revolutions in Russia, China, Vietnam, and even Cuba, the anarchist revolution in Spain, the global social explosions of 1848 and 1968, the massive struggles of organized labor, the pan-African movement and other struggles against colonialism such as in Asia and South America, the first, second, and third waves of feminism, the American civil rights movement, the international anti-nuke movement, the international green movement, and now the anti-globalization movement…I wish we could actually take a look at these movements, to get a real sense of the legacy of freedom contained within them, but we obviously don’t have the room.  Still, it is vital that we each study them, and others, as we work to build our own unique revolutionary perspectives.  


The legacy of freedom, while it has not yet triumphed over the forces of oppression, has far more life in it than hierarchy does, and it contains far more human passion, energy, and creativity. What is lacking is the mass consciousness, the historical conditions, and the organization, all things that we revolutionaries can consciously develop if we carefully study the lessons of history, and build from them a revolutionary theory that is applicable to the modern world.

This is precisely the task we are we going to continue working at in the next section.

The Question of Human Nature


Now, building from what we have seen in the previous two sections, we can articulate at least a rough mutual inspirationist view of human nature, the combination of needs and desires that we all seem to have in common, and which can provide us a base not just for building effective revolutionary politics, but also for living more fulfilling and meaningful lives.


First of all, it is clear that we are animals.  We are just as enmeshed in the processes of nature as any other species.  We are part of complex ecosystems, dependent on things such as food, water, clean air, shelter, safety from disease, safety from predators, and, of course, sex. These, as we all know, make up our most basic needs, and they are biologically hardwired.


But we aren’t just animals, we are social animals.  We absolutely depend on the people around us, not only to survive and to reproduce, but also simply to develop from helpless infants to healthy adults.  Contrary to the ideas of liberalism that we are taught in school and that underlie much of Western society, we are not just isolated individuals, who, out of self-interest, make contracts and connections with people to form societies.  From the very beginning, we are enmeshed in human communities, learning how to work, learning how to talk, learning how to relate, and simply learning how to live our lives.  And because of our evolved abilities for complex communication, these communities are never static.  They constantly shift, grow, accumulate knowledge and wealth, and sometimes even die.  They exist in history, and thus so do humans.  We are an historical species, which both changes the world through our actions, and is also changed by it.  While our biological make-up remains set, we continue to evolve and change socially, making each generation crucially different from the last.  


At the same time, though, we are also individuals.  Human life is not lived as some group mind, but as the inter-subjective synthesis of each of our individual experiences.  Without each of our eyes, our ears, our brains, and their discoveries, there would be no world for us at all.  It is within each of us that the fundamental forces of passion, creativity, and critical thought rest.  We are each the wellsprings of new ideas, of new arts, of new discoveries, as well as of new modes of conflict and oppression.  We are each the wellsprings of desire.


From birth, we exist in both of these realms of human existence, as both members of society and as individuals, and it is out of the interplay of these realities (and of course our individual genetic make-ups) that each of us develops our distinct personalities.  We are in a constant praxis, a never-ending process of action and reflection in the world.  This praxis allows us to evolve and expand, both socially and personally, in ever more diverse and enriching directions.


We can safely say, then, that human beings have not only the basic needs for food, water, clean air, sex, etc., but also the need for nurturance, for social affirmation, for cooperation, for creativity, for freedom, and even for love.  When these needs are not met, people become depressed, rebellious, psychotic, anti-social, withdrawn, brutal, addicted, self-destructive, and even suicidal.  In addition to these needs, it seems clear that we have common desires (if not needs) for art and other self-expression, for discovery, for spiritual and natural connections with the universe, and for a deliberate, harmonious role in the natural world.  

All of this is indeed evident if we look at the legacy of freedom that was discussed in the last section, or even if we just think about our own needs and desires, and those of the people around us, but what about the legacy of domination?  What about all of those more negative aspects of us that are also evident, all of the crimes, the oppressions, the anti-social attitudes that leave scars and burns all through our collective past?  We humans are clearly not just saints and angels.  How does mutual inspiration account for this?  


Two words: competition and insecurity.  


While we are social creatures, who yearn for as much love, nurturance, and acceptance as we can get, when such things, or even more basic things like food or sex, are scarce, we are prone to compete for them.  We are put into a situation where, as far as we can see, a self/other dichotomy is necessary, and we thus lose whatever affinity we might have had with our competitors in order to gain the upper hand.  This is obviously not the only way to deal with scarcity; cooperation or sacrifice are often other alternatives, but competition still happens (especially in the realms of sexuality and child rearing, which are harder to share), and it certainly happened in our past, contributing significantly to the development of hierarchy and domination.


Competition might not be so bad if it was present only in emergencies and limited situations of scarcity, especially since modern technologies have brought us almost completely into a post-scarcity world, but a dangerous and powerful by-product of competition and hierarchy is insecurity, a constant need to measure ourselves against those around us, basing our self-worth on how we compare rather than on how we actually feel about ourselves as we are.  Hierarchical society instills a false feeling inside of us of permanent scarcity, leading us to put a self/other dichotomy everywhere we look.  These self/other dichotomies leave us alienated from the world and the people around us.  They leave us with constant mistrust, unwilling to take the risks necessary to reach out, to cooperate, and thus share much of the camaraderie and goodwill that we each desire to give and receive.  In our constant insecurity, in our battles for status and recognition, we end up losing the acceptance and support that we are competing for in the first place.  


Hierarchy thus creates a vicious circle that leaves us ever more lonely, more frustrated, and actually more insecure, and this is where mutual inspiration needs to step in, with positive new principles and ethics, to try and set things right.  


The ethics and principles of mutual inspiration are contained in the very name itself: in which mutuality and cooperation replace hierarchy and competition, and out of it develop inspired, passionate individuals (as opposed to lonely, insecure individuals) who, in turn, use the fruits of their inspiration to further enrich the community, thus creating an endless process of…well…mutual inspiration.  There need be no scarcity of nurturance and affirmation, and certainly no scarcity of the more basic things.  We can all be encouraged to engage with the world, to develop ourselves, to express ourselves in every way possible.  And then we can put whatever great things we accomplish back towards the community, rather than hoarding it for ourselves and using it for a shallow status that, in the end, will only leave us feeling more empty.  Through mutual inspiration, our human needs, desires, and potentials are maximally fulfilled, and those things that obstruct their fulfillment are rejected and resisted.  

While utopia will never be possible, and competition and hierarchy will probably always exist in some form, such a mutual inspirationist approach to life would allow us all to share in the achievements of our society, in the richness of our cultures and, wherever it had a choice, it would be unwilling to leave anyone behind.  A mutual inspirationist approach would require us to be very different people, however, and it would have to be rooted in new cultural forms and new social institutions. 

Are such things possible?  Are mutual inspirationist ideals just that: ideals, or do we have cause to hope for, or even actually struggle for a mutual inspirationist society?  

I think a mutual inspirationist society is possible, it is worth hoping for, and it is   indeed worth fighting for.  Here.  Now. Today.

Those things that do not meet our human needs, which do not make space for the fulfillment of our desires and potentialities on either personal, community, or institutional levels demand our total resistance.  

Those things that do affirm our natures, that are rooted in the desire for freedom and cooperation, which solve problems through dialogue, not force, which nurture us and encourage us to love, which inspire us, and which generally push us in socially responsible directions demand our uncompromising support.  

The real question, though, is of how this all applies to the real world.  This is the question we must explore next.

The Question of Analysis

Now we come to the much more critical work of applying mutual inspirationist ideas to our reality, beginning with an analysis of the modern world.  This will not be easy, since we have only explored the basic contours of history in this essay and thus lack the material to see the specifics of how the various aspects of our society have come to be, how they work together, and how they might change as they try to reproduce themselves into the future.  Because of this, we will have to settle here for a brief, incomplete, and heavily abstracted overview, just as with all the other sections.


Hierarchy and domination (as well as resistance and liberation) have existed in numerous different forms across numerous different societies.  As these societies have interacted more and more with each other (often under oppressive conditions, like colonialism), however, these different forms have begun to merge into a coherent hierarchical world system.  This merging, globalizing, and totalizing of hierarchy has become massively accelerated during the last couple of centuries, due to such forces as capitalism, imperialism and missionary religion, two world wars, a protracted cold war, the growth of multinational corporations and corporate globalization, the enhancement of communications technologies, and many others.  Within this world system, the United States stands as the dominant nation.  Since this essay is written with American revolutionaries in mind, our analysis will be focused on the United States, although all of the categories that will be discussed somehow overlap with the entire system.  


The United States is marked by an intricate, interconnected system of oppressions and hierarchies that is probably unparalleled in its depth, complexity, and scope.  For the most part, anywhere there are differences between people in American society, wherever a self/other distinction can be made, there are hierarchies: hierarchies based on cultural trends and fashions, based on certain skills, based on certain ways of talking, based on religion, ad infinitum.  To be alive in modern America is to constantly compare yourself to everyone around you, based on every criteria you can think of, in order to set yourself apart, to set yourself above them.  This is exemplified brilliantly in American high schools, when such silly distinctions as between jocks and nerds, cheerleaders and brains, theatre kids and skaters become hierarchies that have serious psychological and even physical power.  Even I, who grew up absurdly privileged, was made to cry because I played Sega video games, not Nintendo, because I wore Smurf underwear in sixth grade instead of plain briefs, and because I got straight-A’s.  Looking back, the fact that such things made me cry is certainly laughable, but nonetheless, they had a cumulative effect of making me more skeptical of friendships, more judgmental, and more willing to conform.  Still, these pervasive little hierarchies are nothing when compared with the handful of deeply rooted, institutionalized forms of domination that make up the majority of the system, and which often even underlie the smaller forms: patriarchy, white-supremacy, capitalism, the state, and speciesism.  These forms are strongest primarily because they are rooted in such basic aspects of life as sexual differences, cultural differences, economics, politics, and humanity’s relationship with the natural world, and thus leave almost every part of our lives affected in some way.  In concert with still more forms of oppression such as heterosexism, ableism, ageism, and organized religion, these systems of oppression run rampant in modern America.


Let us now take a look at out how some of these systems play out in our society.

Patriarchy


If I were required to define patriarchy in one sentence, I would say that it is the male domination of women.  The word itself is Ancient Greek for “rule of the father(s).”  Neither of these definitions even comes close, however, to describing the degradation and torment that patriarchy has unleashed in its millennia of existence.  Institutionalized in such forms as marriage, the traffic of women through prostitution and sexual slavery, and sexual divisions labor, and enforced through such means as foot-binding, genital mutilation, the burning and stoning of widows and adulteresses, rape (whether in the home, in the streets, and/or as a tactic of war), battering, economic and emotional dependence, dehumanization and objectification in every possible cultural arena, and even in the very language of our thoughts, patriarchy is perhaps the most entrenched and powerful of all expressions of hierarchical society.  This is not to suggest that it is necessarily worse, or more important than other oppressions, but it is clear that it cannot be ignored.  It is doubtful that there is a single human being alive, either male or female, who has not been tainted or scarred by it.  It is reproduced in our schools, on TV, in politics, in economics, in religion, in our families, in our relationships, and (this one is important, so pay attention) even in our social movements.  The women who are oppressed under patriarchy, on a weekly, daily, hourly basis, are our mothers, our sisters, our lovers, our best friends, our coworkers, our comrades, ourselves.  The people who perpetuate this oppression, if not through their overt actions, then through their secret thoughts and their inaction, are our fathers, our brothers, our lovers, our best friends, our coworkers, our comrades, and, yes, we must face it, ourselves.  Patriarchy is sitting right in our laps, right inside of our skulls, right between our legs.  To ignore it is to be its accomplices.


Patriarchy works, at the most basic level, by taking the simple sexual divisions between men and women, expanding them in arbitrary ways, and rigidifying them into binary gender roles.  Men are supposed to enact a masculine role (aggressive, ‘rational’, cultural), and women, a feminine role (submissive, emotional, domestic, ‘natural’).  Those who fit neither category, or who decide to break gender boundaries by being transgender or queer, are subject to tremendous ridicule, social isolation, and even outright violence.  This threat forces people in our society to constantly struggle against themselves in order to become ‘real’ women and men, a struggle that never ends, which inevitably makes them feel ashamed and alienated from themselves, and which even leads to self-destruction through eating disorders, plastic surgery, acceptance of abusive relationships, and even suicide.  


While patriarchy’s strict gender roles are obviously detrimental to both men and women, the scale is still tipped far in men’s favor.  Men derive tremendous power and privilege from patriarchy.  The overall levels of this power and privilege depend on how each individual man fits into the total system, but it cannot be denied that men retain control of almost all of society, they are the primary subjects of ‘official’ history and culture, and they dominate women in all of the institutions and oppressions mentioned above.  Women’s sexualities are jealously, violently guarded, their sense of inferiority and dependence is reinforced every day in every possible way, they are burdened with tremendous workloads both in and outside of the home, they are denied control of even their own bodies because of the inaccessibility of birth control and abortion services, and even basic knowledge of how their bodies work is restricted by a male-dominated medical establishment.  To top all of this off, women are socialized to be distrustful of and competitive with each other, and to prioritize the men in their lives over other women, which makes it all the more difficult for them to form supportive communities from which to resist the patriarchal onslaught.


To borrow from the title of a book by feminist theorist Marilyn French, our society has declared a war against women; a war that has lasted longer than civilization itself; a war that has survived centuries of inspiring, yet ultimately unsuccessful feminist resistance; a war that will require a total revolution, made willingly by both men and women, to end.


For we revolutionaries, especially we males, to fail women again, as the revolutions and social movements of the past have, to fail to take an uncompromisingly feminist position in our struggles, is to prove our insincerity, and it is a sure guarantee of failure for any other revolutionary ideas we might have.

White Supremacy


White supremacy is a highly developed, extremely powerful form of hierarchy and domination that is based, for the most part, on the arbitrary social construct known as race.  Race is not a real thing; there is no solid, biological distinction between ‘white’ people and ‘people of color’, but because it serves a function of maintaining oppressive social relationships, such a distinction exists in our society.  And it exists, similarly with patriarchy, with horrific consequences.  If history books actually told the truth, they would be simply unreadable because of all the white supremacist bloodshed and exploitation that would fill them.  From the genocide, slavery, and brutal exploitation that allowed the United States to develop the infrastructure and wealth that have made it so rich and powerful, all the way to the prison industrial complex which claims the lives and livelihoods of so many people of color today, American society is firmly rooted in white supremacy.  And just as with patriarchy, racism exists in every institution of our society, it is deeply ingrained in all of us, and it is perpetuated and suffered daily all across the country, including within our social movements.

Under white supremacy, those who are defined as white carry certain privileges, such as better jobs, better living environments, access to public services, and reflection of themselves in dominant culture, all at the expense of those who are defined as non-white.  Within this system, different groups of people of color have different places:  

Many African-Americans, who were exploited for centuries under slavery and wage slavery, as well as through segregation and the paramilitary violence of groups such as the Ku Klux Klan, are left today to live in decaying cities and in the poor South, where unemployment is chronic and drugs, violence, wage slavery (usually in the form of low quality temp or service-sector jobs), police brutality, and imprisonment are all facts of daily life.

Many Mexican and Latin Americans are left in very similar positions, or they are relegated to backbreaking labor in the fields, growing the foods that white Americans eat happily without batting an eye.  Those who speak Spanish as a first or second language are ridiculed rather than respected, and many are also in danger of harassment and even deportation by American immigration authorities (it should also be remembered that much of the American southwest, the border that right-wingers are so intent on ‘defending’, was once part of Mexico, stolen by the American government in a war of ‘manifest destiny’).  

Native Americans, whose land we now all occupy, were the victims of near holocaust-level genocide at the hands of the first whites, the treaties that they signed with the US government have been continuously ignored and broken, and many now live on impoverished and shrinking reservations, where they are subject to non-stop exploitation and environmental racism by corporations, where even their most sacred traditions are appropriated by ignorant and greedy white folk looking for something exotic, and where their languages and cultures are rapidly dying as Native youth are taken away by poverty and drugs or simply leave to pursue more ‘promising’ lives elsewhere, not to mention the fact that, until recently, such aspects of Natives’ identities were actually forbidden by our government.   

Many Asian Americans, while still subjected to similar forms of oppression as other people of color, are often dangled in front of others as a ‘model minority’ as a way of keeping people of color divided from each other.  Also, in connection with patriarchy, Asian women are often fetishized as submissive, obedient, exotic ‘dragon ladies’ by white American men.

Many immigrants of all nationalities have no choice but to work in sweatshops or in other low-quality, low-paying work, subject to non-stop exploitation and harassment.

On an international level, countries populated by people of color are the most heavily exploited and underdeveloped in the world, and are increasingly becoming the dumping grounds for the waste of rich, white America.  In many countries, ‘sexual tourism’ is a booming industry, and many young women of color are growing up with no choice but to submit to exploitation by rich white men, either in the red light districts, in the fields, or in the sweatshops.

Many people today actually dare to proclaim the end of racism in America, speaking loudly about the civil rights reforms of the sixties, pointing to cultural icons such as Bill Cosby, Colin Powell, or Jennifer Lopez, and even declaring people who try to resist white supremacy as ‘reverse racists’.  The fact remains, though, that despite a few token individuals, who are usually corrupted and co-opted by the system, people of color have almost no real representation in public life, and thus still live at the bottom rung of American society.


Just as with patriarchy, the sincerity and integrity, not to mention the effectiveness of us revolutionaries depends on the efforts we put toward dismantling white supremacy.  If any revolution we make fails to challenge whiteness and white rule within ourselves, within our movements, as well as within the larger society, then it is clearly not a revolution that includes everyone, it is actually a revolution for the minority, and will probably end up being just another shift within the white power structure.
Capitalism

Capitalism, perhaps even more than the state, has been anarchism’s most consistent enemy.  Excluding a small minority of so-called ‘individualist’ anarchists and ‘anarcho-capitalists’, being anti-capitalist goes hand-in-hand with being an anarchist.  This is good thing, a necessary thing and, while we are trying to expand anarchism, mutual inspiration has no interest in pulling away from the anti-capitalist tradition.  


Capitalism is an economic system that is based on the private ownership of property, on the use of that property to produce commodities, and on the exchange of those commodities on an open market, toward the end of accumulating even more property and wealth.  Commodities don’t just come out of nowhere, however.  They are produced by extracting raw materials from the natural world and using human labor to convert these materials into products that can be sold.  Under this system, everything, even human beings (who have no choice but to sell their time and labor for a wage) and the natural world, is a commodity.  These commodities are sold to the highest bidder, are used to make new commodities, and are then sold again at a profit.  The people who make this profit, those who control the means to produce commodities, are traditionally called capitalists.  In modern America, individual capitalists have been replaced by massive, hierarchical entities, multinational corporations, which control more wealth and power than many small countries, and which have a tiny, fraternal elite of mostly white men at their helm.  Everyone else—the vast majority of people who have no choice but to sell their time and their labor for a wage or a salary—makes up what could be called the working class.  This working class, however, is further divided into ‘sub-classes’ such as those of managers, professionals, and technicians (which, using a term coined by radical theorists Robin Hahnel and Michael Albert, we could call a coordinator class), of celebrities and intellectuals, of ‘blue collar’ factory workers, of service workers, of temp workers, of sweatshop workers, of unionized and non-unionized workers, of immigrant ‘guest’ workers, of farmworkers, of sex workers, of prisoners and the unemployed, of students and other workers-to-be, and even of non-paid domestic workers such as housewives.  Each of these sub-classes, while actually having much to gain by uniting against capitalism and actually trying to reconstruct a more participatory economy, are kept divided by cultural differences, race, gender, age, income, geographic location and any other aspects of hierarchical society that the system can use to obstruct solidarity.  


The actual dynamics of capitalism revolve around the idea of winner-take-all competition, in which growth must be nonstop, in which profits must be ever-accelerating, and in which more and more of life must be made marketable.  Our homes, our bodies, our spiritualities, our schools, the media, and our very minds are battlegrounds for profit.  Those who win these battles gain more and more wealth, and they concentrate power in fewer and fewer hands (witness the recent media mega-mergers such as AOL Time-Warner), while the rest of us are either declared useless and left to rot in jail or in poverty, or we live as hollow, powerless, alienated consumers, who know no life but mall life, who know no joy but that which has a pricetag.  


Now, as capitalism takes on global proportions, the concentration of power is growing rapidly.  Corporate profits soar while human rights and environmental integrity simply disintegrate.  The elites of the world work madly to establish free-trade agreements and world trade organizations that will further solidify their hold over the resources of the earth.  The paranoid fantasy of many right-wingers is beginning to take shape: a one-world government, ruled not by the United Nations, however, but by the powers behind a handful of brand-names that have been building our cars and supplying our cereals for the last 50 years.


Capitalism is the youngest and most dynamic system of hierarchy that currently exists and, because of that, is also perhaps the least stable.  It demands careful attention by revolutionaries when we are formulating strategies.  At the same time, though, capitalism has traditionally received so much attention from revolutionaries that other forms of oppression have been excluded and marginalized, seen as mere side effects of capitalism, not as systems with their own logics and histories.  From our own discussions of patriarchy and white supremacy (and from anarchism’s own history of betrayal by statist anti-capitalists) we know that we cannot no longer afford to do this.  Mutual inspirationist revolutionaries must be resolutely anti-capitalist, but their anti-capitalism must be part of a broader, holistic revolutionary project, with a strong understanding of how all these different forms of oppression interconnect, a subject we will discuss in more detail shortly.

The State

Ah, the state.  Along with capitalism, it is the traditional anarchist’s target of choice, and, just as with capitalism, mutual inspiration intends to keep the tradition of anti-statism alive and well.

The state, also known as government, is the web of institutions and decision-making structures that facilitate the overall stability of our society.  It is made up of various levels of government officials, numerous public services, countless law enforcement agencies, and an absolutely gigantic standing army.  These all exist for two intersecting purposes: to keep the country from completely falling apart, and to protect its own wealth and power and that of our society’s elites.  In the end, the second purpose is far more of a priority than the first.


While the United States makes grand claims to being democratic, the truth is that it’s just a little bit better than the opposite.  Beyond the few tiny decisions that American citizens are allowed to vote on, political power lies firmly in the hands of corporations, through their loyal representatives in both government and the armed forces.  The American people know this but they don’t have the time, energy, or will to care.  For decades, American culture has been depoliticized, and the corporate media and public education system have denied Americans even a basic knowledge of the past that could empower them as historical beings.  As has already been discussed, Americans are instead fed a steady stream of advertisements and top-down history, which send a strong message that, “Sure, you will be powerless forever, you will never amount to anything, but at least you can have cool TV shows and pretty hair in the process.”  Those who do not buy into this message, or who in any way pose a threat to the stability of the system, are either written off as whiny radical crackpots (like us) or are simply thrown into the rapidly expanding prison population.


Additionally, a strong sense of national identity and patriotism exists in the United States that produces an incredible loyalty to the state.  The American flag, the bald eagle, and the many myths about America and the American dream are all emotionally powerful buttons that are often pushed to maintain docility among the people.  These cultural images are far more powerful for white men than for anyone else, but they still have a strong effect in enforcing conformity even in the unlikeliest of places.


The American state maintains supremacy on an international level through militarism, through its big guns and its willingness to use them.  There have been countless examples of this such as the invasions of the Philippines, of Cuba, and of Panama, the government’s support of totalitarian regimes in places like Chile, East Timor, and Kuwait, the two nuclear bombs dropped on Japan and the massive nuclear buildup that followed, and, of course, the war on terrorism that is being waged with typical fanaticism right now.  


In the end, it doesn’t take much to see that the American state is a powerful force, with its own cultural ideology and an overwhelming military presence, which exists primarily to maintain, regulate, and enforce the hierarchical system.  It derives its power from both the consent of the masses and its military strength, and it presents a most formidable challenge for American revolutionaries.  How will we undermine both its cultural authority and its monopoly of force, while simultaneously building a new society?  This is a crucial question that will be explored soon enough..

Speciesism


There is perhaps no more illustrative example of the self/other dichotomy that underlies hierarchy than humanity’s (a least those humans who have power and privilege) relationship with nature.  This relationship, which we will call speciesism, is based around a narrow-minded and ignorant view of humans (again, usually privileged white-males) as separate from and superior to nature.  


By creating this hierarchical separation from nature, the powerful feel justified in using the natural world as a simple instrument for their own ends, whether that means logging, drilling for oil, genetically engineering new species and then patenting them, replacing diverse ecosystems with vast fields of pesticide-drenched monoculture, building massive, brutal meat industries and lying about nutrition to get people to buy into them, creating a situation in which everyone is dependent on cars and other appliances that destroy the environment, and numerous other crimes.


And, just like everything else, this destructive relationship to nature is intimately linked with all the other forms of oppression.  Consistently, women, queers, people of color, the poor and working class are seen as closer to nature, as less human, and as worthy, even demanding of subjugation.  Witness such phrases as ‘the rape of the wild’ or ‘mother earth,’ or the view of Native Americans as ‘more in touch with the earth.’ Notice also that toxic waste and other forms of pollution are consistently dumped in poor communities of color, where out of sight is out of mind for the rich, white, and powerful.  Also, notice the fact that the women of the ‘global South’ are blamed for the population crisis that is becoming an increasingly grave threat, instead of the obscenely high consumption patterns of the industrialized nations that are the real culprits.   


This exploitation and destruction of the natural world, and the location of the harmful byproducts of that destruction in the communities of the oppressed, makes the issue of ecology truly pressing for those of us who want revolution.  The few who control our society, who exercise power and influence on a scale that most of us cannot even imagine, are rapidly destroying the very basic things on which human life depends.  The poisoning of water, global warming, deforestation, urban sprawl, the destruction of whole species and the elimination of biodiversity in favor of a simplified, easily exploitable environment…all of these things, if allowed to continue, will eventually lead to our demise.

Additionally, there are other forms of oppression, which while maybe less central are still woven into the system, and which are still crucially important for us to recognize and resist, such as:

Heterosexism

Although I believe it to be primarily a weapon of patriarchy, used to enforce gender roles, the oppression of lesbians, gays, bisexuals, transgendered people and other people who defy the gender system, as well as the normalization of those who are ‘straight’ is undeniable, and it is prevalent everywhere.  From brutal hate crimes to discriminatory legislation to an entire culture that views any form of sexuality other than male-centered, missionary intercourse as perverse, it is clear that heterosexism demands our staunch rejection, and that queers deserve our constant solidarity and support.

Ableism 

Ableism is the oppression and social exclusion of those who are differently abled, who are physically impaired, who are mentally ‘ill’ or who in any other way are considered disABLED in our society.  Often, these people are either ignored or treated as abnormalities which must be controlled and contained in institutions, and are thus relegated to sub-human status, while those of us who are considered ‘normal’ (for now at least) are free to go about our lives without having to worry about what places are accessible to us, what jobs, homes, and recreations are available to us, so on and so forth.  

Ageism

Ageism is the domination of children and the elderly by young to middle-aged adults.  While some amount of hierarchy and authority is to be expected between adults and children (after all, there are some legitimate forms of authority, if they remain on a small, informal scale, and especially if they avoid a self/other dichotomy), our society forces children into an oppressive and age segregated school system for twelve or more years of their lives, where they are dehumanized and indoctrinated into the hierarchical system and are denied those experiences that might actually allow them to be healthy, empowered citizens.  The elderly, on the other hand, are simply just left for dead, with whole industries of telemarketers and door-to-door salespeople circling around them like buzzards.  Ageism is also a major problem in our movements, which are seriously held back by the generation gaps that exist within them, and so deserves immediate discussion and action by revolutionaries.  

Organized Religion  

While spirituality is an important, powerful thing, to be celebrated and nourished within revolutionary movements, most organized religions, especially those that can be called fundamentalist, are hierarchical, sexist (not to mention heterosexist and even racist), and supportive of the status quo.  Additionally, they can be extremely disempowering, encouraging people to look away from the possibilities for a new world here and now and to instead focus on the afterlife.  It is important that mutual inspirationists maintain a careful balance of respecting cultural autonomy and spirituality, while resisting religious forms that are oppressive and degrading; a balance not easily kept.

Having said all this, let me be clear about something: if we are going to have a solid analysis of our society, we must have an understanding of hierarchy and domination that goes far beyond these flat, ‘laundry list’ analyses of oppressions like I just elaborated here.  These different forms of oppression we are discussing must be seen as deeply interconnected and intertwined, often so much so that they are indistinguishable in certain aspects of society.  It is folly to try and single any one out as a reason for revolution.  In fact, it is impossible to even try and understand any of these forms of oppression in isolation from each other.  The descriptions above are just bare, simplistic abstractions, which hardly even touch on the ways they all interpenetrate.  The reality looks much different, and is nearly impossible to describe with words; it is a vast web of hierarchies, institutions, personal attitudes, ideologies, individual and collective crimes, all welded together in infinite ways, all mutually reinforcing, mutually reproducing each other throughout history.


This last point needs to be emphasized.  These systems of oppression exist to reinforce each other.  They depend on each other.  They rarely contradict each other.  For example, capitalism does not contradict patriarchy by paying women more than men; it pays women less or not at all, thus reinforcing patriarchy.  The state, too, does not contradict white supremacy by encouraging people of color to be well educated and civic minded; on the contrary, it tries to deprive people of color of their needs for an education, it encourages them to use drugs and to steal from and kill each other, and then it tries to lock as many of them up as possible.  The relationships between capitalism, the state, and ecological destruction are obvious.  It is this interpenetration of oppressions that makes the system so stable.  



In thinking about revolutionary strategies, then, we should notice that when there are gaps between oppressions, when there are contradictions between them, there are also powerful opportunities for resistance.  When these gaps become large enough, they can be full-on crises, leading our society on an almost unstoppable path toward social upheaval (like the Great Depression, the Civil War, the sixties, and, arguably, the anti-globalization movement), which may or may not be good for revolutionary movement.  We revolutionaries must pay close attention to how the various systems interrelate within society, and find those places where there are contradictions, where one aspect of the system is empowering the oppressed, yet another aspect is keeping them down.  Such places are where both revolutionary and reactionary consciousness are most often formed, and they pop up all of the time.  

But even with the very incomplete analysis of society we have attempted here, we can see how revolutionary consciousness might still be hard to come by with even the most glaring contradictions staring us in the face.  We can see how easily hierarchy penetrates all aspects of life, creating a totality of oppressions that are so overwhelming to people that revolutionary change seems extremely unlikely, and thus encouraging a culture of cynicism and despair, where we are all too aware of what is wrong with the world, but we are unable to see how things could be better; where we know well enough that this system is not giving us what we want or even what we need, that it is working its way toward killing all of us, but, in the absence of compelling alternatives, we are forced to acquiesce.

Or are we?  


Obviously, just as the legacy of domination continues today as a hierarchical world system, the legacy of freedom is developing right along with it, providing potent examples of resistance and hope all across the world.  Whether it is women organizing against destructive dams and factories in India, the unemployed organizing against neo-liberal policies in Argentina, poor Americans of color organizing against medical waste incinerators in their neighborhoods, or youth organizing against their oppressive school systems, there are literally millions of reasons for us to meet the despair that our society expects of us with optimism.  


Right now, one of the biggest examples (but still just one example) of resistance that we have to spur us on, and which we probably all already know about, is the international anti-globalization movement, which has existed for decades in developing nations, but which has just recently hit the United States with the massive protests against the World Trade Organization (WTO), the International Monetary Fund and World Bank (IMF/WB), and the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) during the last few years.  This blossoming movement (which, while recently set back with the events of September 11, is still alive and well) is one of the major reasons this essay even has an audience right now.  It has done much to inspire activism and engage the righteous anger of Americans, and so gives us a context in which to struggle for revolution.  


And even beyond solid instances of resistance, there are nearly infinite examples of creativity, of compassion, of curiosity, and inspiration popping up all around us.  Certainly, these aren’t enough to make us be satisfied with the system, but if we pay attention to them we should at least be able to see the potential for something better.

Which brings us to the most important part of our essay, where we must attempt to develop visions, strategies, and tactics that will aide us in dismantling and replacing the ugliness and cynicism of our society once and for all.

The Question of Vision


Now comes the fun part.  In the preceding sections, we have developed broad senses of what our human history is, of what our human needs and desires are, and of those aspects of society that are most instrumental in denying them to us.  We know our past and our present, but what about the future?  Can our society be better?  If so, what would that better society look like?  This is the daunting question of vision, a crucial question to answer if we are to have any chance of convincing people of the need for revolution.  It is here where we find grounds for hope amidst what seems to be a world of misery and impossibility.  It is here where revolutionary politics really start to take shape.


As discussed in the section on human nature, a mutual inspirationist society would be based on the intertwining values of mutuality and inspiration, in which people gather freely in vibrant communities, and are encouraged to live passionate and creative lives that are not only fulfilling to themselves but that further enrich those communities.  Such a society would be organized from the bottom up to uncompromisingly affirm the needs, desires, and potentialities of all people on personal, interpersonal, cultural, and institutional levels.  It would thoroughly deconstruct the current hierarchical ideologies and institutions of patriarchy, capitalism, white supremacy, the state, speciesism, etc. and would replace them with new values and institutions which are in harmony with mutual inspirationist ethics such as: feminism, socialism, inter-communalism, participatory democracy, and ecology.  


A detailed vision (as if we should have only one!) of a mutual inspirationist society, how it would actually look on a day-to-day, continent by continent basis, is something that we have to develop and articulate both within our communities and within our movements, and it is very important that we do that, but in this essay we can still draw a sketch of how it might look.  

First, we will look at the institutional level, and then the more personal level.

Feminism


A mutual inspirationist society would be feminist in that it would uphold the equality of the sexes (and those who do not fit into such categories), the infinitude of genders (rather than just two rigid categories of woman/man), the fluidity of sexuality (rather than the assumption that we are all either straight or queer for life), knowledge of and control of our own bodies, and a view of family life which recognizes, first, that even in the presence of lifelong monogamous partnerships, most people need and desire a wide array of intimate social connections in their lives (rather than isolated nuclear family units), and, second, that while children do need stable, loving, dedicated adults in their lives, they also need to be immersed in social life as equals (except, of course, with issues of safety), and not as raw material to be shaped according to the wishes of authority figures.  

All spheres of life and all resources would be available equally to people of all gender identities.  Children would be raised from birth with the freedom to choose which identities fit them and how they want to live, love, and be loved. Diverse types of intimate relationships, with open communication and explicit sexual consent being one thing common to them, would be not only accepted, but celebrated.  Families and households would share work both inside and outside the home and decisions would be made by all involved.  Child rearing and socialization would be the responsibility of the whole community, not just parents or age-segregated school systems, and community daycares and community-integrated schools would be freely available to all.

Obviously, sexual objectification and pornography would not exist to demean and degrade women as they do now, but, if people (meaning primarily women) so chose, erotica and sex work would still be available on some scale.  Also, self love and masturbation would be encouraged as healthy, even necessary aspects of our sexualities, decreasing some of the shame, insecurity, competition, and desperation that are currently attached to being without a sexual partner.

In the end, feminism entails a drastic change in all aspects of our lives, from unconscious thoughts, to the rewriting of history, to global policies, which moves us all away from the stifling sexual identities that are currently forced on us into new, more liberated ways of living, relating, loving, and growing up.  

Inter-Communalism


In stark contrast to the white-supremacy, religious fundamentalism, (sub)urban sprawl, and cultural disintegration that characterize our modern lives and communities, inter-communalism would deconstruct arbitrary categories of race and nationality, allowing people to live in communities that they choose, and to participate in cultural traditions that they feel speak to them.  At the same time, however, cultural autonomy would be respected (such as that of Native Americans) to protect cultures from being crassly imitated, exploited, and taken out of cultural context by insincere or misunderstanding people.  For the most part, people would be expected to contribute to the communities that they are a part of, and the communities would support each person in reciprocity. 


In order for inter-communalism to work, however, cities, towns, and villages would have to be redesigned in ways that encourage community life; parks, plazas, theatres, and numerous other public spaces would probably replace the rows and rows of malls and chain stores.  Neighborhoods would be transformed from being simple grids drawn on a map to being aspects of everyday life: lively intersections where people share stories, make important decisions, display artwork, have adventures, and so on.


These communities, in their infinite diversity, would coexist in mutual support and celebration with each other, knowing that differences are one of the most profound and beautiful parts of human experience.   


Diverse spiritualities would be respected and celebrated, so long as they did not impose on other people’s belief systems, and people would be encouraged to explore outside of their own spiritualities (again, respecting cultural autonomy at the same time) to find those perspectives that most resonate with them.

Socialism


Socialism, in a mutual inspirationist society (as opposed to the ‘socialism,’ really state capitalism, of the USSR, China, etc.), means social ownership and control of the economy.  In practice, this means that our own communities would control the wealth that is currently owned by corporations, the capitalist class, and the state, and we would use that wealth to meet human needs instead of expanding private profit.  Actual decisions regarding how the economy works would be made in a participatory way by all of us who are affected by each decision, in federated community and workers’ councils, rather than by the impersonal forces of the market.


Work itself would be reorganized to include both mental and manual, both empowering and tedious labor, to ensure that the joys and sorrows of work are evenly distributed across society, and to encourage everyone to have solidarity about what it means to work for a living.  People’s incomes would be based on the effort and sacrifice they put into their work, not on the kind of job they do, so that the naturally gifted don’t get undeserved material rewards over people who may be less gifted but who work harder.  Additionally, workplaces would be run by the workers themselves, not by professional managers and bureaucrats and free life-long education would be available to all to ensure that everyone has the skills to participate in decision-making.


Under such an economy, with our current technology and without the waste that the capitalist drive for profit creates, people would probably not have to work more than twenty hours a week to achieve a high standard of living.  This reality would be reinforced further by the production of higher quality goods (rather than current goods which are designed to wear out so we have to buy newer and newer versions of them), and by certain goods (like maybe cars, washing machines, and computers) that could be shared by neighborhoods rather than being owned by individuals.  


Such an economy would also be planned in such a way so that socially and environmentally destructive goods would not be produced, or would be produced in limited quantities, and so that the overall tendency of the economy is toward sustainable production and consumption in connection with the natural world.  One of the ways this can be accomplished is by prioritizing local consumption of local goods, to minimize the need for mass production and shipping and to maximize the connection consumers have with what they are consuming.

Participatory Democracy


A mutual inspirationist society would be organized as a bottom-up global confederation beginning with neighborhoods, federating across towns, counties, bioregions, continents, hemispheres, and finally the world.  Decision-making at each level of this confederation would be based on the principles of participatory democracy: people have a say in the decisions that affect their lives in relation to how they are affected.


The vast majority of decisions would be made at the neighborhood, city, and bioregional levels, and would probably involve massive public meetings, referendums, community-empowered working groups, internet-based polling, etc..  As mass decision-making becomes more and more cumbersome and time consuming in the higher levels of decision-making, temporary, instantly recallable representatives would be sent to conventions and congresses to represent the expressed wishes of their constituencies in the lower federations.


Within this kind of political system, public safety, community defense, conflict resolution, and other functions that governments serve would be dealt with by community patrols (rather than by professional law enforcement), volunteer emergency workers, community militias (specializing in non-lethal techniques of self-defense), and neighborhood conflict resolution panels, composed, literally, of a person’s peers.   


Criminals and people who otherwise endanger others might live in special areas of town in which they are guarded, but are still allowed to have some decision-making power, are allowed to engage in some aspects of public life (mainly with the hope of being rehabilitated), and are supported and encouraged in reconciling with those whom they have wronged.  Such a justice system might be more expensive or require more personnel than the existing prison system, but it should be kept in mind that there would surely be fewer criminals (especially if drugs were decriminalized and white supremacy and capitalism were abolished, as they would be), and this method would have higher chances of rehabilitating criminals than the current approach, which essentially locks people into anti-social lives of crime and desperation because they are given no other way out.

Ecology


A mutual inspirationist society would have an ecological relationship with the rest of the world, recognizing how we are all deeply connected with our surrounding ecosystems and organizing life according to that recognition.  From birth, children would be immersed in the natural world, getting a deep sense of its rhythms and nuances.  People would make personal, cultural, political, and economic decisions with a knowledge of how it would affect not only the people around them, but how it would affect the ecology and future generations as well.


In practice, this means that we would reverse our encroachment on wilderness areas, instead moving backwards toward more consolidation in urban areas, allowing for wilderness to recover across the land.  These more consolidated urban areas would be ‘greened’: filled to the brim with community gardens, sustainable energy generators, wild parks, recycling systems, etc..  Bikes and public transportation would replace most cars, and the economy would be organized so as to make commuting and long-distance travel less necessary than it is now.  Many streets would probably be torn up and replaced with forests, grasslands, and courtyards, thus maximizing the possibilities for privacy and ecological connection for the cities’ inhabitants.


Ecological ethics would be applied to the use and development of technology and projects that are dangerous, selfish, and ignorant of our place in nature would not be undertaken.  Biotechnology and nuclear technology, for example, would probably be completely abandoned, at least until more ecological approaches could be developed (as if that were possible).  Obviously, our dependence on fossil fuels and other non-renewable resources would be replaced by less overall energy dependence, and by more sustainable forms of energy such as wind and solar power.  


Additionally, our relationships with animals would be very different.  If we continued to consume animal products at all (which I don’t think we should or need to), we would do so in a limited, respectful fashion, not in mass industries of breeding and slaughter.  Pets, zoos, and other forms of domestication would probably be halted at their current point, and replaced with attempts to live in non-intrusive relationships with wild animals.


Additionally, democratic means of slowly reducing both the world’s population and the world’s (actually, mainly the richest countries’) consumption of resources would be developed.


In the end, we would be trying to live in the natural world in a way that allows us to develop, explore, express ourselves, and pursue our collective desires, but which constantly respects the vast biodiversity that characterizes life on this planet, and which attempts to leave free and open the paths which other animals might take in their respective evolutions.


It is clear a mutual inspirationist society would be radically different from our current society.  Its institutions would foster dialogue and cooperation, democracy and diversity, creativity and innovation, and other socially positive values, rather than the competition, status seeking, and aggression that are actually encouraged by existing institutions.  


In order for this society to be stable, however, actual people would have to be different as well.  There daily lives would have a different mood to them.  They would be skilled in open, honest communication, dialogical conflict resolution, and other kinds of cooperation; they would be celebratory of diversity; they would be invested in public life; they would be curious and expressive. 

All of the above, both personal traits and social institutions, would combine to create a society made up of rich, diverse communities of free, creative people.  People would have the time, the resources, the energy, and the emotional support to pursue the kinds of dreams that only the privileged get to fully pursue in our society today: music, sports, painting, literature, poetry, scholarship, traveling, science, love, and so many other wonderful things.  A mutual inspirationist society would take that small amount of human potential we see in both our history and in our current society and it would simply blow the lid off it, allowing the power and grace of a liberated humanity to explode in unprecedented, uncharted, and unpredictable directions. 

This discussion of vision begs an important question, though: given the immense power of the hierarchical system, how can we expect either the new people or the new institutions that this society would require to ever come into existence, especially considering the fact that competition and insecurity have been drilled into us since birth?


This leads us right to the final two questions: the questions of strategy and of tactics.  

The Question of Strategy


However hard we might work to sharpen our critique of the current society, as much as we might struggle to paint vivid and convincing visions of something better, we will be stranded without a revolutionary strategy to guide us from the one to the other.  It is the key ingredient that allows us to go beyond fantasies and complaints, to go beyond being utopians and whiners, and to become actual participants in the transformation of the world.


So how do go about developing a revolutionary strategy, one that will actually lead us where we want to go, not somewhere drastically different?  Obviously it’s not something we can just get out of a textbook, nor is it something that we should just make up as we go along.  It’s something that has to be dynamic, deliberate, and, just like the rest of our theory, carefully attuned to our own particular circumstances.  It must be detailed while maintaining its fluidity and flexibility.  It must be constantly open to revision in the face of anything that might happen as events unfold.  Most importantly, however, it must learn from the revolutionary movements of the past, so as to not repeat their mistakes.  

With this last point in mind, let us take a little detour to discuss some of the strategies of the past and present before we explore mutual inspiration’s own preferred strategy.  A useful way to do this is to look at four ‘pure’ revolutionary strategies that can be distilled from the kaleidoscope of approaches that have been tried through the centuries: structural reformism, coup d’etat, insurrectionism, and cultural transformation.  Obviously, these four strategies are just abstractions, mere caricatures of the various revolutionary approaches they are based on.  In the real world these strategies were blended together, often so much that it was impossible to tell them apart.  Still, even these abstractions offer us a strong conceptual foothold from which to build our mutual inspirationist strategy.  

In addition to these four strategies, we will also discuss the important strategic concept of class struggle to see whether it has anything to offer us.

Structural Reformism

Structural reformism is a strategy of using the existing power structure (usually government) to create social change by either entering it and changing it from the inside or using activist measures to pressure it from the outside, all with the belief that the system can be transformed peacefully through reforms of its existing institutions. 

The problem with this strategy is that it fails to acknowledge that the entire hierarchal system (especially the political system it uses as its main avenue for change) is rotten and needs to be replaced.  Both historical experience and the nature of the system itself—its deep roots and complex interconnections—make it clear that partial reforms will not bring about the kind of holistic social change that is possible, desirable, and necessary.  While reforms such as new campaign-finance laws, wages for housework, affirmative action, and even whole political and economic revolutions like in Russia or China do usually bring about real improvements in millions of peoples lives, by themselves they tend only to stabilize, legitimize, and entrench those aspects of society that remain untouched, while also co-opting or disempowering the movements that brought about the reforms in the first place, and even setting the stage for an eventual backlash against those reforms (such as has happened to the feminist, civil rights, and labor movements in America) when the movements have been sufficiently weakened.

Revolution must be total.  Any reforms that take place in the course of the revolutionary process (and we should hope that there are plenty because that means less pain and suffering for masses of people) must be backed up by still more reforms following in their wake and by broad, powerful social movements that will not quit until every instance of oppression is overturned.  And, since it is quite hard to imagine ever seeing that utopian endpoint where all oppressions have ended, revolution must be seen as something continual, a process, not a fixed date, a final product, or something that can be voted in or out.

An even bigger problem arises with the structural reformist strategy if it is approached in a top-down manner, such as with party and electoral politics, capitalist ‘entryism’ (trying to form ‘revolutionary’ businesses or join corporations in order to reform them), or other forms of reformist ‘integrationism’: its blatantly hierarchical nature.  At their worst, top-down approaches simply isolate revolutionaries into elite groupings that end up becoming corrupt or co-opted as soon as they have even a taste of power.  Revolutionaries often even end up becoming worse than whatever elites they replace.  At their best, top-down approaches entangle revolutionaries in the system’s own dramas and politics, force them to play by the system’s rules, distance them from the ordinary people who make up the heart and soul of revolution, and eventually end up burning out and disempowering all involved.  This is not just some random prediction, either.  This is the lesson that the countless reformist and top-down revolutionaries of the past consistently teach, if we’re willing to listen. 

Revolution must be participatory, it must come from the grassroots.  However good our intentions, we cannot make a revolution against a hierarchal system, and especially a hierarchical mindset, if we employ hierarchical ideas and strategies.  To try to institute revolution from some government position, using the system’s police and armies to enforce it and the system’s media outlets and schools to propagandize it, is to leave key portions of the hierarchical society intact.  To use the words of feminist of color Audre Lord, “The master’s tools can never dismantle the master’s house.” 

Coup D’etat

This is a strategy of a relatively small group of people with revolutionary consciousness seizing control of the power structure, usually militarily, and trying to enact revolution from the top down and from the center outward.


Everything that was said about party and electoral politics above is ten-fold true here.  This strategy has never worked and it never will.  Never.  No group of revolutionaries can be so pure and so ‘advanced’ that they are able to avoid the temptations of corruption and bureaucracy that this strategy brings with it.  Even if they were, they would be incapable of building the institutions and empowered mass consciousness that mutual inspiration requires from their seats of power.  This is one of the most powerful and enduring lessons that anarchism has to teach us, and we would be making a grave mistake to forget it now.

Once again (and it is worth repeating): revolution must be participatory. Our means must be consistent with the ends we desire.  A mutually inspired society requires a mutual inspirationist revolutionary process.  How could it otherwise?

Insurrectionism

Insurrectionism is a strategy of either waiting for or trying to foment mass uprisings (riots, civil wars, general strikes) in which then either a relatively small group of more ‘advanced’ revolutionaries is thrust into power in the wave of unrest (thus becoming a coup) or control of society is taken over by ordinary people at the grassroots level.

What can we say about insurrectionism?  Well, we need say nothing about those forms that allow for coups to blossom from them; we have already seen that they will not work, and we should be extremely wary of those revolutionaries (such as Marxist-Leninists) who advocate those strategies despite the warnings of history.  You can bet they see themselves as the lucky few who will be at the top, directing revolution from the barrel of the gun.   

But what about insurrections that do allow the masses to seize and maintain power amongst themselves?  

First of all, we should recognize that because of how entrenched the existing system is, because of how far it has burrowed into even our most solid convictions and our most passionate ideals, spontaneous insurrection is very unlikely to happen on a global or even national scale, and—assuming we were successful in resisting or winning over the tremendous forces of the state—it would be even less likely to turn out creating the kind of liberated society we envision.  The reasons for this are simple: revolutionary consciousness does not sweep evenly over everyone at the same time in the same ways.  If there were spontaneous insurrections, their revolutionary content would be wildly different in each geographic location.  Some might be holistic and organized from the bottom-up, others might be led by charismatic leaders, many others might be fascist (either openly or in secret), and still others might be only trying to change one part of the system (like capitalism, the state, or white supremacy) while leaving other forms of oppression intact.  After all, how many insurrections would topple patriarchy, if such a system could even be toppled?  What about all the other manifestations of the system that don’t have statues to be smashed and buildings to be burned?  The diverse character of insurrections would probably even lead to massive bloodshed and destruction, as various tendencies battle for power, and the more authoritarian elements would probably prevail over those fighting for total liberation, just as has happened in the revolutionary insurrections of the past.


The current system cannot be changed in one fiery revolutionary period.  Hierarchical consciousness, racism, sexism, speciesism, and just the general anti-social values that we have been immersed in and which underlie oppression are going to require a long time to overcome, and this kind of revolutionary strategy, at least in its most simplistic, spontaneist forms, doesn’t take that into account. 

At the same time, it is almost certain that there will be insurrectionary moments in the course of the revolutionary process, and they should be taken advantage of, but they also must be seen for what they are: brief spectacles of the instability of the system, mere flashes in time compared to the much more protracted struggles before and after that will be required for truly holistic revolutionary transformation.

Cultural Transformation
This leaves us a with the strategy of cultural transformation, a strategy that sees massive public education and the proliferation of alternative lifestyles and social institutions as a way of creating non-violent, ‘evolutionary’ social change.

While it is clear that cultural change is a crucial component of creating a new society, cultural revolutionary strategies of the past have tended to have a reformist or individualistic bent.  Instead of acknowledging the massive institutional barriers to cultural change (including, but certainly not limited to a powerful culture industry just itching to use our revolutionary words and imagery to sell the hierarchical system back to us), cultural revolutionists tend to promote individual lifestyle changes, or even a complete pulling away from society, in the hope that by “living as if the revolution already happened” we act as role models and create a ‘paradigm shift’ that eventually leaves the entire world changed.  The truth, however, is that our own personal contradictions and hypocrisies, inherent in this society and reinforced in every institution, billboard, and mainstream social interaction that surrounds us, end up being too much for us.  We burn out, we sell out, or we simply buy into the green/social justice consumerism that exists precisely to filter our dissent into channels that are safe for the system.  

Institutional revolution must be simultaneous with cultural revolution. Any cultural revolutionary strategy that misses this point is doomed to miss the revolutionary boat along with it.  Those strategies that do recognize the interdependence of those two levels of revolution, however, can be extremely useful to us, as we shall see shortly.  

Class Struggle 

A fifth critique, independent from the critiques of the four ‘pure’ revolutionary strategies discussed above (because it deals more with an orientation taken within them than a strategy in itself), is that of a class struggle approach to revolution.  This is an important subject for us to discuss, given that class struggle is such a serious point of contention within the anarchist and other radical movements.  

Class struggle is a revolutionary orientation that believes, for the most part, that society is divided into at least two opposing social groups or classes—workers/bosses, women/men, people of color/whites, oppressed/oppressors—and that revolutionary movement must revolve around the struggle between these classes, with the oppressed class(es) eventually winning over and ushering in a new classless society.  The vast majority of class struggle revolutionaries, usually in the name of ending all forms of domination, tend to hold capitalism as the primary system of oppression within society, with all the others existing mainly to divide the working class, and thus see economic class struggle, in some form or another, as the most important means of bringing about revolution.  People who embrace class struggle theory, then, are constantly on the lookout for the most current forms of class struggle, scouting for the most ‘advanced’ revolutionary classes (Is it white factory workers?  People of color? Women? Youth?  Prisoners and the unemployed?  Suburbans?), the most important arenas of struggle (Workplaces? Neighborhoods?  Schools?  Prisons?), and the most important targets (Globalization?  Whiteness?  Housing?  Biotechnology?  The Church?), because they believe these are where the strongest possibilities for revolution lie. 

What does mutual inspiration have to say about this approach?  Does it agree with it, reject it, or take some position in the middle?

While it is good that class struggle revolutionaries are at least thinking strategically, trying to look at society to see where the system is weakest, mutual inspiration believes that the class struggle approach is just too simplistic to be useful for us and, in some cases, is actually harmful.  

First of all, we agree with class struggle advocates that within our complex, hierarchical society, with its self/other dichotomies and interlaced traditions of oppression, there are numerous different classes and that much of human history is made up of the struggle between and within these classes.  Indeed, all of the relations between the legacy of domination and the legacy of freedom discussed in the history section could be considered examples of class struggle. Our society is extremely efficient at dividing people into different groups, into a vast multiplicity of classes that constantly clash with each other, reinforce each other, and shift in history.  Our analysis section gave us a pretty good look at some of these groups and how they interrelate.  

One of the major problems with class struggle approaches, though, is that, in the guise of being strategic, they oversimplify this vast spectrum of class relations and social contradictions into flat, confrontational pictures that aren’t even all that helpful.  Rather than acknowledging that everyone (yes, even the most rich and powerful) is held back by the competition and insecurity inherent in our society, and that everyone has something to gain from revolution, class struggle folks choose to draw ‘class lines’ that pit social groups against each other.  This is counterproductive.  How is it ever more strategic for women to have to struggle against men for the their freedom, when both men and women could unite to struggle against patriarchy’s oppressive gender roles together?  How is it ever more strategic for people of color have to struggle against whites, when they could be doing better things and leave whites to struggle, as allies, against white supremacy on their own?  Even in terms of capitalism, how is it ever more strategic for workers to have to organize against bosses when everyone can benefit from a socialist society?  Confrontation is never more strategic than cooperation.  Granted, confrontation is often the only option.  Oppressors are rarely eager to just up and give up on their own privileges, and it is usually not worth our time to run around trying to get them to change when it is they who owe us our freedom, but class struggle approaches simply close that off as even a possibility.  It seems to me that it is much more strategic to focus on systems of oppression rather than on classes of people, leaving confrontation as a last resort for those who, against all decency and sense, insist on standing by those systems.  

Also, while strategically focusing on one aspect of system, like capitalism or white supremacy, often makes sense in specific contexts, to generalize that position into a rigid revolutionary perspective is a mistake.  It closes revolutionaries off to all of the other contradictions that might be bubbling and boiling at any one time.  At best, then, it’s myopic.  At worst, it leads revolutionaries away from the holistic struggle that real revolution requires.  Ending capitalism alone will not do much (other than maybe creating a more revolutionary climate) to end patriarchy or heterosexism, only struggling actively against the actual oppressions will end them.  There are no magical ‘domino theory’ shortcuts in creating holistic revolution, contrary to some revolutionaries’ opinions. 

Finally, as opposed to many class struggle revolutionaries, mutual inspiration does not believe that there is any one, true ‘revolutionary subject.’  As we have already acknowledged, the hierarchical system is so contradictory to certain basic human needs, such as compassion, cooperation, freedom, and community that almost anyone, including the privileged and powerful, are potential revolutionaries.  Those old socialist notions that only factory workers have the motivation and the discipline to make revolution has consistently proven false.  We have seen youth, women, people of color, the middle class, queers, the elderly, the disABLED, veterans, scientists, and the homeless all become revolutionaries.  Revolutionary consciousness is not the possession of any single identity.  Certainly, some people, in some contexts, might be in a better strategic position to effect revolutionary change because of their place in society, but that does not make them all-powerful, ‘vanguard’ revolutionary subjects.  If revolution is going serve billions of people on this planet, then it must be made by billions of people on this planet.  It cannot be reserved for certain special classes of people whom revolutionaries deem more capable or deserving.  Revolution must be inclusive.  It must be holistic.

So what does this mean, overall?  It means that while mutual inspiration does find class analysis extremely helpful for understanding the system and its contradictions, it stops short at embracing it as the only strategic way to go.  Wherever different groups of people can collaborate (“Oh dear, did he just suggest class collaboration?”) to end the hierarchical system, they should do so.  Wherever the privileged refuse to collaborate, there is going to be a ruckus.  If we go too far down that latter path, though, there are going to end up being a lot of dead bodies lining the streets of our ‘liberated’ cities.  Is that the way we really want to go?

Now, at the end of all this, we see that an effective revolutionary strategy must be deliberate, holistic, grassroots, inclusive of the majority of the population, and fundamentally consistent with the vision and principles of the mutual inspirationist society we wish to create.  Is such a strategy conceivable?  If so, what would it look like?  

A mutual inspirationist strategy for revolution would be what is called a holistic dual-power strategy:  from the bottom up, we build the society we envision in the shell of the old, a revolutionary society that runs parallel to, exists in conflict with, and eventually replaces the existing one.  It is a strategy that tries to incorporate the best elements of the strategies discussed above while steering away from past errors and excesses.

Holistic dual-power strategy is a dialectical strategy; that is, it exists as a constant back and forth process of cultural change and institutional change, as well as of resistance and social reconstruction.  It begins with relatively small numbers of people coming together to form basic revolutionary cultures within the existing culture, in which they are united by a common (although certainly not identical) revolutionary consciousness.  Within these cultures, they constantly strive to be better people, they strive to form a community, making whatever lifestyle changes they can before obvious institutional barriers and their small numbers make any further individual and interpersonal struggle draining, disempowering, or socially isolating.  From here, then, they use their developing revolutionary communities as a rallying points for working as activists to change and resist the system, for working as educators to raise people’s consciousness about revolutionary ideals and possibilities, and also for working to build institutions (such as workers’ and neighborhood councils, women’s caucuses, community centers, social housing, health-care centers, alternative schools and media, carpools and car-shares, etc.) that can meet daily needs and also serve as embryos of the institutions that will populate the future society.  By winning concrete gains at the grassroots level, these revolutionary cultures can further develop, expand, and federate across cities, countries, even nations.  

It is absolutely crucial that, from the very beginning, these revolutionary communities and the projects they undertake be holistic.  In every single revolutionary community, in every single locality, people must be grappling with all aspects of the hierarchical system, striving to create entirely new lives that allow them to exist as full people, and striving to resist all aspects of the system that interfere with that grand project.  It is not enough to have really cool feminist projects in Florida and really cool economic projects in Boston and to call that holistic, as many of us seem to do now.  That is tokenism.  Every city, every neighborhood, every individual must have holistic struggle at the forefront of their minds.  Workplaces, schools, families, everything must be eventually transformed in the revolutionary process.  This doesn’t mean that our communities should flail in all possible directions, trying to change everything simultaneously with no sense of priority or strategy.  It simply means that revolutionaries must carefully search for those issues and projects that allow for holistic revolutionary consciousness and culture to eventually blossom from them, which highlight the interconnections between oppressions and the depths of the system, while avoiding those issues that will steer them into single-issue, reformist, or class-reductionist approaches.  

Through this constant process of developing a mass revolutionary culture and simultaneously building new institutions to sustain this culture, eventually enough of a dual-power will be built to actually pose a challenge to the existing system.  If the enemies of the revolution (and there are enemies!) are smart, they will be trying to co-opt, discredit, and even violently suppress our revolutionary communities with ever-increasing tenacity and vigor.  This is why it is crucial for cultural change to happen simultaneously with institutional change: revolutionary theory and consciousness need to become so widespread and so mature that they can exist organically outside of the minds of select revolutionary leaders or counter-cultural scenes and in the daily lives of all revolutionary participants.  If this happens, then it doesn’t matter if individuals are targeted, arrested, or even assassinated, because the spirit of revolution will be embedded in the communities themselves.  What’s more, if these communities are careful to avoid polarizing themselves from non-revolutionaries, and if they are open to containing a wide spectrum of people with different levels of commitment, violent repression will only serve to win more sympathy for the side of the revolution.

In the end, this strategy will either lead to a slow, steady evolution to a new society as holistic dual-power is built in more and more places, in more and more ways, or it will end up in a situation where the dual-power poses enough of a threat to the powerful that they order a massive crackdown, thus creating a potentially insurrectionary situation.  If it is the latter, then it is up to revolutionaries to devise workable strategies for defending themselves in ways that are consistent with their principles, which allow for the dual-power to continue being built, and which will hopefully eventually win over the armies and police (which are primarily of working class origin, and are heavily populated with people of color) to the cause of revolution.  

This, in brief, is the strategy for mutual inspirationist revolution.  With it, revolution can be made at our own pace, in ways that are harmonious with our vision, and can be inclusive of and empowering to all.  Rather than being a scary political event, filled with images of guillotines and stark propaganda posters, revolution becomes a massive creative project in which we all participate, mutually supporting and inspiring each other as we build new communities, we federate those communities, and we unite across the entire world to eventually replace this tattered, senseless system with something beautiful.

Now, all that remains is a more specific discussion of how we can apply this strategy to our present situation, tying together all the different parts of mutual inspiration that we have been exploring into a workable guide to revolutionary action.

The Question of Tactics

So here we are, at the last major section of this essay, faced with the task of synthesizing all that we have discussed into an actual day-to-day approach to making revolution.  Here is where we step out of the realm of abstraction that we have so far occupied and really look at what surrounds us, at the rhythms and textures of our lives and our world.  Here is where we ask ourselves what these ideas really have to offer us, as well as how much of ourselves we are willing to offer them.  Here is where the personal and the political become inseparable.  In many ways, here is where mutual inspiration is made or broken.


This is the reality we face: somehow, within a society that is immersed in cynicism, where loneliness, sadness, defeat, and distrust are literally scratched into the arms of bored teenagers, where even the most honest smile at a stranger is so often met with a look of confusion or fear, and where some of our biggest laughs and brightest colors come from a screen, some of us have managed to become revolutionaries.  Somehow, through some luck, accident, or miracle, we have managed to accumulate enough rage to want to dismantle this wretched system, enough hope to believe that something better could actually exist in its place, and enough damned audacity to think that we can have some part in changing things.  Somehow, like some gnarled little group of dandelions, some part of us has managed to grow through the cracks in this society, striving beyond the rigid boundaries of monotony, conformity, and pain that lock so many of us in.  


Now how in the hell do we get everyone else to come to this place with us without ourselves being overcome by bitterness and cynicism in the process?  How do we avoid the fates of the millions before us who strived and were defeated, who strived and then gave up, or who never strived at all?  How can we build a new world that can sustain itself, new lives that can nourish us, when there is so much telling us that we’re crazy for even thinking it possible?  


We are a tiny minority within this society, with our heads filled with some of the boldest and most demanding ideals conceivable, and we must figure out a way to make those ideals popular enough to become a reality.  Obviously, just saying, “Let’s build a dual-power,” is not enough.  We need concrete ideas, concrete programs, concrete methods that will allow us to not only stir things up and win people over, but which will also simply allow us to make it through each day unscathed.  What does mutual inspiration have to offer us in this department?


Quite a bit, actually, and only the smallest bit of it will be expressed here.


Mutual inspiration finds its home within that rich intersection between society and the individual, where the two twist and blend into each other, where they lean on each other, and where they each grow immeasurably from their interactions.  Whether it is someone interacting with society at large, someone dealing with their own particular sub-culture or circle of friends, two people relating with each other privately, or even someone just thinking about nature, that special place where the individual sees herself in relation to the rest of the world is the critical space where change must be initiated, where mutuality and inspiration must replace competition and insecurity, and where communities can eventually be built where there were once only systems of domination.  Mutual inspirationist tactics, then, must center around this key place and must build a mutual inspirationist dual-power outward from it.


The process begins easily enough: at first a few individuals like us find enough rage, hope, and empowerment to want to fight for a better world.  We find mutual inspirationist ideas appealing and we try to explore and develop them for ourselves.  We reflect deeply on a wide variety of questions.  Who am I?  What am I capable of?  What is my position in society?  What are my privileges, my powers, my oppressions, and my repressions?  How do I enact and support oppressions in my daily life, and how do I benefit from them?  How am I oppressed in my daily life and what do I lose?  What are my desires?  What are the barriers to those desires?  Are those desires consistent with my principles, or do I find myself wanting to unlearn them?  What are my spiritual beliefs, how do I relate with the world beyond myself?  Why do I want revolution?  What am I willing to do to make it happen?  What do I have the power to do to make it happen?  Who do I know that I can work with? On and on and on…by grappling with these questions, especially through journaling, art, reading, and discussions, and maybe also by beginning to make changes in our lifestyles that we see as being immediately useful and engaging in some small acts of resistance, we begin to recognize ourselves as subjects, as historical beings with real contradictions, but with even more real potential, and we are thus able to effectively position ourselves in relation to the rest of the world.  We develop a foundation from which we can begin reaching out and taking risks, embarking on that scary and unsure process of building mutuality.  


And so we begin reaching out, both to the people who are already in our lives and to people we find who share these ideas with us.  These connections will stutter and stall at first, maybe for a while (hierarchical society ensures that we’ll start out somewhat socially dysfunctional), but eventually we will be able to engage in deep discussions with each other, we will share those secrets and eccentricities with each other that add so much texture to life, and we will embark on adventures with each other, be it a bike ride, a walk through the woods, a midnight excursion onto the top of a high-rise, or even a kiss.  Slowly, we will build some level of trust with each other, some ability to cooperate and work through things collectively.  Together we can undertake larger projects of changing our lives that we just couldn’t do alone.  Soon enough, we will be able to form collectives, networks, and eventually even mutual inspirationist organizations.


These organizations will be the foundations of mutual inspirationist politics in the early days.  They will provide us with safe spaces where we can challenge our own socializations and work through our own oppressions, where we can develop our theories and share skills, where we can support each other against the harsh forces of the ‘real world’, and where we can simply have a few hours every once in awhile where we won’t feel insane for being revolutionaries.  These organizations will be the spaces where we can build our first real mutual inspirationist communities, doing what we can with our small numbers and limited resources to further improve ourselves and build small bits of a future dual-power.  

Notice that so far almost nothing has been said about organizing and activism.  Indeed, these mutual inspirationist organizations are looking more like therapy groups than revolutionary organizations.  There is a reason for this.  In order to engage in long-term revolutionary struggle, our organizing must be sustainable, fulfilling, and effective.  It must be inspiring.  We are not revolution-making machines after all, but human beings, filled with scars, doubts, pains, silences.  We are filled with contradictions that, if not struggled through, threaten to tear us and our groups apart.  I would even wager that many revolutionaries today are not even in it for revolution, per se, but for the sense of acceptance it offers, for the ego-boost, for a way to meet sexual partners, for competitive reasons, or to avoid dealing with their own insecurities.  This is to be expected from such a twisted and alienated society as ours, but unless it is immediately dealt with, unless we can get beyond these ulterior revolutionary motives and come to authentically embrace revolution as a massive human project that requires us to change ourselves, to push ourselves, and to change society, we will doomed to flounder and flail in a mess of interpersonal dramas, betrayals, and blowouts.  In our society, there are so many pressures to burn out and drop out constantly thrashing at us that, in order to keep our movements from perpetually lagging as new people reluctantly come and old people bitterly go, we must actively counteract them with positive actions.  From day one, being revolutionary must offer us better lives than being apathetic or counterrevolutionary, it must offer us a place in a real, nourishing revolutionary community.  Building the basic frameworks for this community must be our organizations’ first priority.

This doesn’t mean that members won’t be doing any activism and organizing in the early days.  Actually, many will probably be working with other activist groups in their communities, or working to improve their neighborhoods or workplaces, or volunteering with productive community services.  The organizations might even decide to engage in some early public outreach, education, and coalition building, but the primary activities of the early organizations must be: dealing with oppressive dynamics in our own groups; strengthening our theories; developing communication, cooperation, and decision making skills; learning how to challenge and affirm each other; getting to know each other; just plain living and having fun together; and cooperating to make our daily lives easier.

Sexism, racism, classism, heterosexism, ablism and specieism are rife within our society, our cultures, and even our activist cultures.  From the very beginning, mutual inspirationists would take holistic revolution seriously, reflecting deeply on our own complicity in the perpetuation of oppressions, but also working hard to build strong inter-subjective understandings of how the various systems of power intersect in all aspects of our lives.  Every idea presented in this essay would have to be more fully developed within the consciousness of each person who engages in revolutionary struggle, and a mutually supportive intellectual culture, rooted in dialogue, not debate, would have to be developed to allow us all to participate in the unfolding of that consciousness.

Through study groups, research groups, and maybe even publications, this intellectual culture would evolve and grow, and each member would develop a strong, dynamic revolutionary consciousness of their own, as well as a consciousness of the revolutionary possibilities of their cities, neighborhoods, workplaces, and other parts of their lives.  In these groups we would all learn how to express ourselves, how to articulate even the most complex points, how to ask constructive questions, and just generally how to think critically.  We would learn how to deal with disagreements productively, how to admit being wrong without being hurt by it, and how to educate others without making them feel bored or stupid.

We would obviously have to make sure that the spaces we create are physically and emotionally safe for everyone.  We must recognize that everyone around us comes from a different perspective and has different needs, so we would need to adopt inclusive, participatory dynamics.  We would need to develop levels of emotional safety where serious issues of past and current pain, sexual assaults and abuses within the community, and numerous other personal issues can be talked about collectively, they can be politicized, and perpetrators of such pain can be held accountable for their actions.  The best way to ensure this is for our organizations is to have caucuses for men, women, people of color, white people, youth, queers, and whoever else feels that they need safe spaces to explore their own identities and to work through their own socializations.  Some of these caucuses, such as those of women and people of color, would have special decision-making powers within the organizations, owing to their marginalized positions in our society, while others, such as for men and whites, would have specific roles of accountability to the more marginalized members, so that the privileged could work as allies with the oppressed, sharing the burdens of oppression so that all may eventually overcome it together.  

To ensure maximum participation and democracy in the organizations, consensus would be sought for all decisions, but where agreement is impossible, majority rule (with possible weights for those most affected by a decision) would be the fallback.  Additionally, questions of leadership, knowledge, experience, and authority would be discussed extensively within the organizations, and methods would be put into place so that the skills and leadership that certain people offer is used to empower other people to develop their own knowledge and skills, rather than creating a separation between leaders and followers, or—just as bad—ignoring those skills and experience in a ‘tyranny of structurelessness’, a muddy, false equality.  Maybe this would involve mentor programs, ‘affirmative action’ in the delegation of tasks, or the more experienced members simply making time to share their knowledge in discussion groups and classes.

Recreation and culture, actually taking time to have fun, is crucial to the development of any community, and our organizations would do much to allow such things to organically blossom.  Intramural sports, dances, nights on the town, board games, dumpster-diving parties (for those so inclined), jam sessions, art nights, poetry readings, movie nights, and many other diversions and explorations would be happening all the time.  People would be encouraged to share their hobbies and curiosities with each other, to explore science, music, and literature, to engage in their spiritualities, and to appreciate beauty in each other and in the world around them.  Since inspiration is so often contagious, there would probably be constant events and side projects going on that people could plug into, only furthering the sense of community that would slowly be forming.  

Finally, since all of these things require a large amount of free time and energy that most people just don’t have, it would be essential that mutual inspirationists work together, wherever possible, to make each other’s lives easier.  Buying food together and sharing it, carpooling and car-sharing, helping with childcare, running errands together…anything and everything should be tried that gives us even one extra minute of free time with which to enjoy life and engage in revolutionary struggle.

Taking all these things together, these organizations would foster an ongoing, organic sense of inspiration and mutuality in each member, giving us fuel for the revolutionary fight and preparing us for the much larger task of actual revolutionary organizing which we would then be ready to undertake.


Holistic dual-power is not built within revolutionary organizations.  It is built in the real world, in real lives, by ordinary people.  This means that mutual inspirationists, when we are prepared, and with the support of our organizations, must eventually try to bring mutual inspiration closer to home, struggling within our everyday lives, our households, families, schools, workplaces, churches, activist groups, and neighborhoods to build holistic dual-power.  We would do this by using all the skills the organizations have given us, and all the concrete resources they offer, to act as positive forces in our communities, as volunteers, as educators, as dissidents.  We would attempt to develop revolutionary consciousness in the people who surround us, by drawing attention to social contradictions, by posing critical questions, and, fundamentally, by working with them in projects of resistance and reconstruction that spring from their own needs and desires.  In these projects, we would be careful not see ourselves as separate from or above those people in our communities.  We would not be interested in being resident activists or community leaders.  Instead, we would work in constant coalition with other groups, movements, and communities, focusing our own initiative on bringing out the revolutionary potential of the work we are engaged in, and being active, democratic participants rather than lead organizers or directors.  


In this work, we would be forever trying to hone our theories, our visions, our strategies so that they speak ever more convincingly to people, showing them that there is life beyond work, television, prison, and the mall, and offering them real ways, however small, to connect with that life.


Eventually, as we start inspiring holistic revolutionary consciousness in the people around us, we can start chapters of the mutual inspirationist organizations closer to our daily lives, with our friends, neighbors, and coworkers as fellow members rather than people across the city or the country (as would probably be the case at the beginning of the organizations).  These smaller chapters would still continue the never-ending work of personal growth and mutual support, but would also provide a space to develop concrete programs for local mutual inspirationist organizing and for the first steps toward building real counter-institutions.  The actual content of these programs would vary from chapter to chapter, but if the organization facilitated active dialogue with other chapters and movements, then massive campaigns might become possible across localities, allowing for work and resources to be shared and for more publicity to be generated.


Through workplace struggles, struggles over health care, struggles for child-care or access to abortion, struggles for community-based policing, struggles against globalization, struggles for clean air, food, and water, struggles for women’s safety in the streets and in the home, and so many others, we can unite with people to not only resist the system but replace it, constantly pointing to the interconnections between oppressions and the need for revolutionary alternatives, and always trying to inspire them to think bigger, to demand more, and to work to build a revolutionary dual-power.  We can become fixtures within our communities, known for our friendliness, our excitement, our commitment to the fight for justice, for our constant insistence on hearing every last voice and exploring every possibility, and for our constantly searching, provocative questions.  

To be this kind of force within our communities, to be trusted as educators and inspirers, we must be committed, to whatever extent possible, to the places where we live.  Transience or isolation in all-activist communities are okay for certain periods of our lives (usually youth), but eventually we must be willing to somewhat rejoin mainstream society in order to build revolutionary consciousness within it.  This means that we must choose organizing tactics that actually appeal to people other than us, which might sometimes mean an avoidance of traditional rallies and marches, militant demonstrations, or symbolic civil disobediences in favor of more concrete direct-actions, door-knocking campaigns, or even sometimes working for reforms through traditional channels.  This is not to say that we should water down our message or become complicit with the forces of the system just for the sake of appealing to the masses, but rather to simply recognize that there is more than one way to be revolutionary, and that our effectiveness in building dual-power has little to do with how many cops we have fought, how many global summits we’ve disrupted, and how many times we’ve been arrested, but with how many people we inspire each day to have hope, to demand justice, and to work in their lives to build healthy, empowered communities.  


If we adopt an approach similar to this, where we slowly, patiently grow from being inspired individuals, to mutually inspired organizations, to mutually inspired neighborhoods and workplaces, always uniting and federating with other groups and localities around the world, we will eventually build a dual-power that poses a real threat to the hierarchical system; we will have the strength of spirit, theory, and community to resist its defenses; and we will eventually prevail over it, well on our way to a free society.

Conclusion

In the final analysis, there is no guarantee that the revolution we so deeply desire will ever come about.  Even with the strongest efforts and the most brilliant applications of theory, our ideals may end up as just a handful of abandoned web-sites, as revolutionary newspapers lining litter-boxes, and as faded memories of a few exciting days when the streets were ours.  Perhaps a meteor or a sudden nuclear exchange will wipe us out while we’re still just sitting in meetings.  Perhaps a cabal of super-computers, overseeing vast armies of nano-cyborgs and genetically enhanced baboons, will overtake the planet in the next twenty-five years.  Perhaps whatever revolutions that do happen will prefer to jail and execute us rather than call us comrades.  Or perhaps, most likely of all, people will simply decide not to listen to us, the effort that we demand being just too much for their wary spirits.  There is an infinite universe of ways that we can fail.


But we already know this.  Being revolutionaries here and now, it is impossible not to.  Still, in the face of these tragic possibilities, we remain revolutionaries (at least I hope we do) because we also know that our lives, all of them, can be better than these.  We know the world that we deserve, the world that can and should exist, is still out there waiting to be made, and that the smallest possibility of that world is worth the risk of failure.  We know that living in struggle, with hope, with anger, with passion, is far superior to the withered dreams and atrophied desires that would greet us if we gave in.  


Obviously, we’re not in it to fail, though.  We are in it to win (again, at least I hope we are), and we know that this requires more than just ideals.  It requires exertion, it requires sacrifice, it requires creativity, it requires patience, it requires humility, and it requires preparation.  It requires sharp theory and careful, concrete practice, and a constant willingness to augment both as conditions demand.  In short, it requires us at our best, evolving into our potentials, growing together as we collectively grow a brand new society.


This is why I wrote this essay, to push the debates within the anarchist movement to a higher level, closer to the level that the revolutionary project demands.  After all, we are talking about billions of lives here, lives filled with real wishes and secrets, with sweat, and dust, and breath, and those lives demand that we take ourselves seriously.  This essay is meant as a provocation, as a reminder to take ourselves seriously, and I think I have accomplished that purpose well.


I have proposed an idea here, an idea about revolution that demands a response from both critics and advocates.  


It is an idea that holds total social transformation as its highest aspiration.  It is an idea that sees that transformation being made by ordinary people becoming empowered social actors, engaging in rich, lively revolutionary communities, and using those communities as a base from which to eventually replace our existing society with something new.  It is an idea that sees patriarchy, white supremacy, capitalism, the state, speciesism, and hierarchy itself as the greatest barriers to that transformation, and that sees feminism, inter-communalism, socialism, participatory democracy, and ecology as the final goals.  It is an idea that sees inter-subjective dialogue about truth, about the meaning of our lives, and about history as one of the most powerful tools we have.  Finally, it is an idea that trusts that we can all actually live cooperative, free, inspired lives, saying goodbye forever to that competitive, alienating hierarchical rubbish that we have been bathed in since birth.    


If you disagree with this idea (and not just because of the name, the name is entirely expendable), then my questions for you are obvious: Why do you disagree?  Do you disagree with it all or just parts?  What would you replace it with?  Does your replacement speak to the seven questions that mutual inspiration has attempted to speak to?  What do your comrades, friends, and enemies have to say about it?  Have you discussed it with them?  What is your e-mail address so that we can discuss your disagreements in more detail?  


If you agree with this idea then my questions for you are urgent: What are you going to do next?  How are you going to improve on those things that you don’t agree with?  Who are you going to share and discuss this essay with?  When do you want to begin talking about actually forming organizations?  How do we collectively write an even better articulation of these ideas that can be targeted beyond the anarchist community?  What is your e-mail address so we can talk about all this further?  And finally, what can we call this damned idea other than mutual inspiration?!   


If I receive even ten responses to this essay, and those responses end up becoming deep, drawn out discussions, then my two years of fretting about this essay will be worth it.  If I receive nothing, then I know that I just have to try harder (or maybe not so hard) next time.  Regardless, I’m not giving up until we anarchists have developed at least some semblance of the organizations and communities I have sketched here.  If you are good enough to respond, and especially if you use this essay as a chance to have dialogues in your own localities, perhaps these communities will be formed sooner rather than later.  God, I can just picture such a rich, revolutionary culture right now.  I so dearly hope that it doesn’t remain just a daydream forever.  Please don’t leave me hanging.


And that is that.  We have come to the end of a very long (at least for me, phew!) journey, filled with rich ideas and exciting possibilities, and it should give us much to talk about for months to come.  

Now the tear gas canister is on your side of the barricade, the molotov has been passed, and it is your turn to stand at the front of the march.  I am dying to see where you decide to take these ideas…

 
…we will continue this discussion soon enough.

With open heart and clenched fist,

Jeremy Louzao

mutualinspiration@yahoo.com 
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