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political poses an indivisible link between the state, politics and sovereign power which, 

like Aristotle’s model, paradigmatically renders the domain of the political analogous to 

sovereign power.  Schmitt’s central thesis regarding the autonomy of the political invokes 

the Aristotelian paradigm in that the domain of the political contains, even if only in 

terms of a potentiality, the primacy of the state as the very condition of possibility for a 

critical theory of the political as such.  Rather than focusing on the question of 

government as the key characteristic of politics, however, Schmitt reopens the domain of 

the political as a field of antagonism made possible in the sovereign friend/enemy 

antithesis.  Yet, because, Schmitt’s model presupposes the state’s monopolization of 

politics as such, the field of antagonism is itself reducible to the paradigm of sovereignty.  

As long as the paradigm of government and the primacy of the state together constitute 

the fundamental horizon of the domain of the political, the very question of politics is 

inherently reducible to a theory of power, and the archic nexus that connects the terms of 

the political to the techniques of government and sovereign power exercised within 

domain of the state has traditionally been left unchallenged by the majority of political 

philosophers.  

1.3 Critical Turns Toward Anarchism: Postanarchism and Meta-

Politics 
 

[N]otwithstanding…the seemingly insurmountable nature of the powers we confront, we 

are nevertheless witness to the emergence of a new paradigm of radical political thought 

and action…if we turn our gaze away from the empty spectacle of sovereign politics, we 

can glimpse an alternative and dissenting world of political life and action that can only 

be described as anarchistic. 241 

--Saul Newman 

 

Against the Aristotelian and Schmittian paradigms, which have in every way been 

seminal in the historical development of Western political philosophy, one of the core 

problems contemporary radical theory is coming to grapple with is how to build a new 

political theory beyond the nexus that reduces the political to an originary archic nexus 

between government and state sovereignty.  It is in this way that Agamben importantly 

                                                           
241 Saul Newman. Postanarchism. (London, Polity Press, 2016), vii. 
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seeks to establish a new task and basis for political theory in such a way that it cannot 

reproduce the paradigms of government and sovereignty.  Thus, in “Notes on Politics” 

Agamben maintains that if it is possible to rethink the history of political theory against 

its origins and current limitations, then the domain of the political “cannot still take a 

state-form, given that the state is nothing other than the presupposition and the 

representation of the being-hidden of the historical archē” (original emphasis).242  

Arguing instead that what is at stake in contemporary political thought is to rethink the 

political outside of the logic of the archē, Agamben writes that political theory “must 

open the field to a nonstatal and nonjuridical politics and human life—a politics and a 

life that are yet to be entirely thought” (original emphasis).243  Indeed, opening the field 

of political theory to a “nonstatal” form of politics that cannot be reduced to the historical 

paradigm of the archē is, perhaps, the fundamental task for contemporary critical theory, 

consequent upon the turn toward anarchism.  As we will see, critical turns in 

contemporary political theory such as postanarchism and metapolitics necessary confront 

the central tenets of orthodox political theory, and as such invoke and gesture toward a 

fundamental rethinking of anarchism as the critical basis for a radically new conception 

of the domain of the political.   

Taking seriously the anarchist turn as a crucial intervention in both the history of 

critical philosophical thought and as a key referent for current debates in radical 

continental political philosophy, the following section situates the return of anarchism in 

relation to what I have referred to as the general crisis of the political in order to 

demonstrate that what the above critical positions demand and even require is an 

anarchist hypothesis of the political.  Although the political theory of anarchism 

traditionally attempts to dislocate politics and political theory from the dual paradigms of 

government and sovereignty it has nevertheless failed to be accepted in the history of 

political philosophy as a legitimate political theory.  As anarchist historian Peter Marshall 

notes at the end of his history of anarchist thought and practice, anarchism “cannot be 

called a ‘political’ theory in the accepted sense since it does not concern itself with the 

                                                           
242 Giorgio Agamben, “Notes on Politics,” in Means Without End: Notes on Politics, trans. Vincenzo Binetti 
and Cesare Casarino (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 112. 
243 Ibid, 112.   



87 
 

state.”244  Given the way in which anarchism marks an unbridgeable gap with the 

political discourses of the state, what might be seen as the political theory of anarchism 

falls outside of and underpins the traditional categories and ideas that sustain orthodox 

political theory.  Although Marshall is dismissive of considering anarchism a political 

theory, arguing instead that “it places the moral and economic before the political,” he 

nevertheless points to something fundamental in regards to the rupture anarchist theory 

forms with political philosophy.245  “If anything,” Marshall dismissively comments, 

anarchism “wishes to go beyond politics in the traditional sense of the art or science of 

government.”246  What Marshall attributes here as a minor characteristic of anarchist 

thought, not only points toward the core crisis of political philosophy, but is at the same 

time precisely what aligns anarchism with the task assigned by contemporary theorists to 

rethink the political at the horizon of the dual exercise of government and sovereignty.  

Anarchism neither subordinates the political to the moral, nor the economic; instead, 

anarchism contributes to the discourse of political philosophy by rethinking the very idea 

of politics against and beyond its culmination in the exercise of government.  As such, 

anarchism begins, and is marked by, the potential of rethinking the political without the 

first principle of government, thus responding to the fundamental paradigm which lies at 

the heart of traditional political theory.   

At this juncture, it is necessary to point toward certain critical positions in which 

anarchism is coming to change the general framework from which both politics and 

political philosophy are being conceived and practiced.  First, consequent upon the 

resurgence of anarchist theory and practice, there is not only a growing interest in 

revisiting anarchist texts amongst philosophers, but also a way (re)reading the history of 

philosophy and political theory anarchically, and to further point out how certain 

theorists invoke and rely upon concepts and ideas inherent to the political theory of 

anarchism without necessarily acknowledging them as such.  As Jun notes, the turn 

toward anarchism involves a new methodology of “reading anarchically”—or the 

“hermeneutic practice of discovering anarchist attitudes, ideas, and thoughts in literature, 

                                                           
244 Peter Marshall, Demanding the Impossible: A History of Anarchism (Oakland: PM Press, 1992), 639.   
245 Ibid, 639. 
246 Ibid, 639. 
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philosophy, and other venues.”247  This hermeneutic practice of reading “anarchically” 

has significantly helped with the development of a critical anarchist methodology with 

which to reread the history of philosophy and political theory from an entirely different 

perspective that transcends the limitations of orthodox thought.  Over the past two 

decades, a great deal of research has been accomplished which both demonstrates 

previously unexplored affinities between anarchist theory and certain philosophers or 

schools of thought, while simultaneously helping to forge a new methodological 

framework required for rethinking the limitations of traditional philosophical and 

political theory.   

  In contemporary scholarship further critical work has been done with certain key 

figures in the history of philosophy such as Nietzsche,248 Bataille,249 Levinas,250 

Rancière,251 Spinoza, and Sartre252 amongst others.  What is at stake in these approaches 

is the attempt to develop “a way of thinking about anarchism as a philosophical or 

theoretical trope which recurs transhistorically.”253  If anarchism can be understood, at 

least in part, as a transhistorical and philosophical trope, then it would be a mistake to 

limit the history of anarchist thought and the historical anarchist movements of the late 

nineteenth century.  By developing anarchist framework or critical methodology from 

which to reread the history of philosophy, recent turns toward anarchism have helped to 

afford new possibilities for beginning to broach the development of an anarchist theory of 

the political.  The postanarchists in particular have been seminal in developing this 

critical method, and have shown how philosophers such as Foucault, Deleuze, Guattari, 

                                                           
247 Nathan Jun, “Rethinking the Anarchist Canon: History, Philosophy, and Interpretation,” Anarchist 
Developments in Cultural Studies: Blasting the Canon, eds. Ruth Kinna and Süreyyya Evren (New York: 
Punctum Books, 2013), 115.  Jun is well aware that not all texts can be read “anarchically.”  Jun argues 
that two general qualifications form the rubric from which one can expand the anarchist canon past the 
limits of those thinkers who refer to themselves as anarchists: radical anti-authoritarianism and radical 
egalitarianism.  Jun importantly opens up the idea of anarchism to include a wide array of thinkers whose 
focus and scope might help to expand the development of anarchism.   
248 See: Lewis Call, Postmodern Anarchism, 31-60.   
249 See: Duane Rousselle, After Post-Anarchism (California: LBC Books, 2012). 
250 See: Simon Critchley, Infinitely Demanding: Ethics of Commitment, Politics of Resistance (New York: 
Verso, 2007). 
251 See: Todd May, The Political Thought of Jacques Rancière: Creating Equality (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2008).   
252 Nathan Jun discusses both Spinoza and Sartre in “Rethinking the Anarchist Canon: History, Philosophy, 
and Interpretation,” 92-109. 
253 Ibid, 91. 
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Lyotard, Baudrillard and Derrida amongst others often invoke anarchist ideas and 

concepts, and as such that one can reread their works through the development of a 

critical anarchist framework.  Although there is no general consensus amongst the 

thinkers who make the postanarchist canon of thought, the general claim posited by 

postanarchists is not that the above philosophers are nominally “anarchist.”  Instead, the 

general intervention of postanarchism is at once to demonstrate how certain aspects of 

poststructuralism and other schools of philosophy help to rethink the limits of ‘classical’ 

anarchist thought, thus contributing to a retheorization of anarchism, or postanarchism, 

while simultaneously invoking anarchist theory as the critical framework from which to 

rethink the history of political philosophy.  As Todd May argues in The Political 

Philosophy of Post-Structural Anarchism, the essential goal in theorizing the possibility 

of a political theory of poststructural anarchism is to “sketch the framework for an 

alternative political philosophy…not only in the vision it provides, but also in the style of 

intervention it advocates.”254   

Another critical position suggests that the questions posed by anarchism are 

coming to bear upon the work of contemporary philosophers, in such a way that as David 

Graeber demonstrates “even those who do not consider themselves anarchists feel that 

they have to define themselves in relation to it, and draw on its ideas.”255   Faced with the 

limitations of more orthodox political theories, as well as the dominance of Marxist 

thought within the continental left, a new critical and methodological framework for 

thinking through the question of politics is developing which, although often 

unacknowledged, gestures toward a more distinctly anarchist approach to political theory 

and philosophy in general.  One of the more recent critical trends that appears to invoke 

an unacknowledged anarchist basis from which to reconceive the notion of politics has 

been developed under what the French philosophers Jacques Rancière and Alain Badiou 

refer to as “meta-politics,” or what Simon Critchley later terms “anarchic meta-

politics.”256  In the attempt to liberate political philosophy from its foundation within the 

                                                           
254 Todd May, The Political Philosophy of Poststructuralist Anarchism, 3. 
255 David Graeber, Fragments of an Anarchist Anthropology (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2004), 2.   
256 Simon Critchley, Infinitely Demanding: Ethics of Commitment, Politics of Resistance, 92.  Also see: Alain 
Badiou, Metapolitics, trans. Jason Barker (New York: Verso, 2005). Critchley borrows the idea of meta-
politics from Badiou who argues that politics is always what subtracts itself from the state—that is, 
“politics puts the state at a distance,” 145.   
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dual paradigms of government and sovereignty the central thesis arising out of the 

metapolitical tradition is as Critchley claims that “politics should be conceived at a 

distance from the state.”257  What is at stake, then, in the attempt to rethink politics 

outside of the state is to recreate the space for a critical conception of politics which 

cannot be reduced to the paradigm of government.  The principal problem, then, of 

contemporary radical politics, as posited within the metapolitical tradition, is how to 

reconceive certain conditions in which the very notion of “politics” can be situated 

outside and at the limit of the state.  Arising out of the critical positions of postanarchism 

and metapolitics is a radical call to forge a new space for politics situated at the horizon 

of paradigm of government, and therefore to additionally ask how we can redefine the 

domain and terms of the political as cognizant of this turn toward anarchism.   

In other words, if we can speak of a resurgence of anarchism this is because in its 

first instance contemporary political positions such as postanarchism and metapolitics 

explicitly situate themselves in relation to the task of developing an alternative hypothesis 

of the political outside and against the dual paradigms of government and sovereignty.  

The relevance of anarchism for contemporary debates in radical political theory lies in 

this gesture toward redefining politics as that which is situated against and beyond the 

state, and in turn allows the field of the political to transcend its historical limitations, 

while providing it with a more consistent framework.  Reflected in such figures from the 

contemporary continental left as Alain Badiou, Simon Critchley, Jacques Rancière, Todd 

May, and Saul Newman is a new critical methodology that sets itself the task of 

undermining, displacing, and unmasking the primacy of archic power in order to rethink 

both politics and the terms of the political against and beyond the history of 

governmentality.  At stake below is not simply that the central tenets of anarchism are 

reappearing in contemporary critical thought, but that the problems posed by anarchist 

philosophers anticipate current debates in critical theory, which in turn contribute to the 

ongoing retheorization of an anarchic politics situated at a fundamental rethinking of both 

the domain of the political and the essence of politics against the logic of the archē.  In 

other words, I contend that a rethinking of the problem of the political and of political 

philosophy today not only requires a rethinking of the questions and interventions posed 

                                                           
257 Simon Critchley, Infinitely Demanding, 92. 
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by anarchism, but also an alternative critical methodology for reading the history of 

political theory anarchically.  

 While the postanarchist and metapolitical traditions continue to open unexplored 

possibilities in the affinity between philosophy, political theory, and anarchism, I want to 

point toward the way in which these critical positions ought to be situated in response to a 

growing crisis of the political.  The importance, then, regarding this trajectory being 

carved out between the return of anarchism and the philosophical left is a critical 

rethinking of the fundamental premises and assumptions that allow us to rethink the 

rationale of the first principle the archē, in which politics is grounded within the 

techniques of government exercised within the domain of the state.  Yet, what is 

ultimately at stake within these critical traditions is not simply that their respective 

interventions begin to offer a preliminary framework for an anarchist hypothesis of the 

political, but that this rethinking of the political itself turns upon and is made possible by 

a critical inquiry into the question of resistance to the exercise of government.  As I will 

argue in the penultimate section, what these critical positions gesture towards, and even 

require, is the possible development of an anarchist theory of the political which turns 

upon the question of resistance located in the intersection between anarchism and 

Foucault’s theory of power, politics and governmentality. 

1.4 Postanarchism 
 

Postanarchism is not a specific form of politics; it offers no formulas or prescriptions for 

change.  It does not have the sovereign ambition of supplanting anarchism with a newer 

name.  On the contrary, postanarchism is a celebration and revisitation of this most 

heretical form of (anti)politics.  Indeed, so far from anarchism being surpassed, the 

radical struggles for autonomy appearing today on the global terrain indicate that, on 

the contrary, the anarchist moment has finally arrived.258 

--Saul Newman 

 

Over the past decade, postanarchism has exerted a significant amount of importance in 

academic circles, and has considerably helped in the resurgence of anarchist political 

theory.  In its most basic sense, postanarchism “demonstrates a desire to blend the most 

promising aspects of traditional anarchist theory with the developments in post-

                                                           
258 Saul Newman, The Politics of Postanarchism, 181. 
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structuralist and post-modern thought.”259  While postanarchism has been critiqued for 

offering a reductive and selective reading of classical anarchist thought,260 as well as the 

claim that classical anarchism “founds its politics on a flawed conception of power,”261 it 

has nevertheless tremendously helped to reinvigorate interest in the study of anarchism as 

a distinct discipline.  Saul Newman’s texts, particularly From Bakunin to Lacan: Anti-

authoritarianism and the Dislocation of Power, The Politics of Postanarchism, and 

Postanarchism, have been decisive in highlighting the ways in which anarchism is both 

coming to influence contemporary political theory, while at the same time gesturing 

towards a new critical understanding of the domain of the political.  By identifying the 

appearance of anarchist themes and ideas throughout both the history of political thought 

and contemporary political thinkers, Newman concludes that anarchism “might be seen 

as the hidden referent for radical political thought today.”262  For Newman, the 

reappearance of anarchist themes and ideas is understood as the coming framework from 

which to rethink the limitations of political philosophy and practice as a whole, and is 

thus the “eternal aspiration,” “horizon,” or “forgotten link” in which radical theory 

appears to culminate.263   If we can begin to speak of an anarchist turn in practice and 

philosophy, then what is at stake for Newman is that contemporary political philosophy 

and practice turn on what he refers to as the “anarchist invariant,” or, the “recurring 

desire for life without government that haunts the political imagination.”264  As a hidden, 

or forgotten “invariant,” what is thus of key importance in the connections currently 

being sketched between contemporary politico-philosophical movements and the 

resurgence of anarchism is that the principle tenet of anarchist theory—that the domain of 

the political and field of politics is irreducible to the paradigm of sovereignty and the 

exercise of government—once again appears at the forefront of contemporary theory. 

                                                           
259 Duane Rousselle, preface to Post-Anarchism: A Reader eds. Duane Rousselle and Süreyyya Evren 
(London: Pluto Press, 2011), vii. 
260 See: Gabriel Kuhn, “Anarchism, Postmodernity, and Postructuralism,” in Contemporary Anarchist 
Studies: An Introduction to Anarchism in the Academy, eds. Randal Amster, et al. (New York: Routledge, 
2009), 20. 
261 Alan Antliff, “Anarchy, Power and Post-Structuralism,” in Post-Anarchism: A Reader, eds. Duane 
Rousselle and Süreyyya Evren. (London: Pluto Press, 2011), 160. 
262 Saul Newman, “The Horizon of Anarchy: Anarchism and Contemporary Radical Thought,” Theory and 
Event, 13 (2010): 3.   
263 Saul Newman, The Politics of Postanarchism, 2. 
264 Ibid, 1.   
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With the political possibilities offered by anarchism acting as a “hidden referent” 

for radical theory, one of the recent tasks of contemporary scholarship has been to draw 

points of convergence between contemporary political theory and anarchist thought in 

order to lay the groundwork for rethinking the political at the limit of the paradigm of 

government.  Like Kropotkin once suggested, what must be elevated to a more 

fundamental level is the demonstration of the “logical connection between modern 

philosophy…and anarchism.”265  Indeed, drawing connections between contemporary 

political thinkers and anarchist thought is one of Newman’s strengths as a theorist, and is 

what ultimately allows him to conclude that anarchist thought is reappearing today as the 

ultimate horizon for contemporary political thought.  In the Politics of Postanarchism, 

Newman invokes contemporary political theorists such as Alain Badiou, Michael Hardt 

and Antonio Negri, Jacques Rancière, and Giorgio Agamben in order to highlight not 

only the anarchist tendencies of these thinkers, but that certain works in contemporary 

political theory gesture toward and require an alternative hypothesis of the political that 

cannot simply be reduced to the Aristotelian and Schmittian paradigms.  At stake in 

Newman’s work is therefore not simply outlining the connections between anarchist 

thought and contemporary philosophical positions in such a way that helps supplement 

the critical limitations of traditional political theory; instead, rather, what is at stake for 

Newman is that contemporary radical political theory appears to require an investigation 

into anarchist political theory as the critical framework required for rethinking the 

political at the horizon of the state and the exercise of government.   

With reference to the above theorists, Newman highlights three points of 

intervention in which a unacknowledged call for a return to anarchism can be staked out 

across contemporary philosophical debates: “a politics no longer confined to the 

parameters of the state, party and class.”266  Highlighting the ways in which the domain 

of the political must be rethought outside of the state, without the notion of vanguard 

party politics, and a break with the idea that class relations are the determining factor in 

political struggles, Newman’s work makes significant advances toward the preliminary 

                                                           
265 Peter Kropotkin, “Anarchism—Encyclopedia Britannica Article” in Anarchism: A Collection of 
Revolutionary Writings, ed. Roger N. Baldwin (New York: Dover Publications, 2002), 298.   
266 Saul Newman, The Politics of Postanarchism, 132. 
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development of an alternative theory of the political that overcomes the limitations found 

in the Aristotelian and Schmittian paradigms.  In the Politics of Postanarchism, Newman 

takes Schmitt’s definition of the political as the critical axiom upon which to demonstrate 

how anarchist political theory posits an alternative understanding of the political that is 

fundamentally opposed to what I have outlined in terms of the paradigm of government 

that has helped to structure Western political through and practice.  In this way, 

Newman’s work significantly takes as its basis the argument regarding how 

(post)anarchism “provides us with a new conception of the autonomy of the political, 

which transcends both the Schmittian and liberal paradigms.”267  Against Schmitt’s 

insistence that the appropriate domain of the political is identical with the state, Newman 

fundamentally reverses this logic, arguing instead that: 

The state is actually the order of depoliticization: it is the structure of power that 

polices politics, regulating, controlling, and repressing the insurgent dimension 

that is proper to the political; it is a forgetting of the conflict and antagonism at 

the base of its own foundations.268 

In reversing the Schmittian paradigm, Newman’s point is to demonstrate that the domain 

appropriate to the political is not, in fact the state, but rather the “autonomous spaces 

defined in opposition to” the state.269  In its fundamental opposition to the state, 

anarchism begins, according to Newman, with the assertion that the “political” can be 

redefined as the “constitution of a space of autonomy which takes its distance from the 

state, and thus calls into question the very principle of state sovereignty.”270  Understood 

as such anarchism defines a rupture with the historical rationale that traditionally grounds 

the terms of the political within the space and practice of government, and in this way 

forges a permanent, unsurpassable gap between the art of governing and its counter-

history.  In its irreducibility to the political topology of the state and governance, the 

significance of the postanarchist turn arises with an alternative conception of the political 

which, in its autonomy from the state, transcends the logic of an oikonomia.    

                                                           
267 Ibid, 9. 
268 Ibid, 9. 
269 Ibid, 9. 
270 Ibid, 11. 
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 Newman is correct in suggesting that the return of anarchism today provides an 

alternative conceptualization of the domain of the political that cannot simply be reduced 

to the logic of an oikonomia.  Such an approach necessary comes into confrontation with 

the central tenets of orthodox political philosophy, and to a certain extent calls for a 

fundamental overturning of the history of political theory.  What is at stake in the attempt 

to free the political from the nexus that binds it to an originary archic power, is that 

anarchism at once “conceive[s] of a space for politics outside and against the state,” as 

well as a coinciding form of political praxis “through which the principle of state 

sovereignty is radically questioned and disrupted.”271   What is equally important, 

however, is the way in which Newman argues that this alternative conception of the 

political needs to be supplemented with a reconceptualization of politics generated by 

movements of resistance situated outside of the framework of state power.  As Newman 

contends, the tendency to rethink the political at the horizon of the state is, in fact, a 

tendency that is “being borne out in many radical movements and forms of resistance 

today.”272  For Newman then, what is required for a radical reconceptualization of the 

political that cannot be reduced to the paradigm of government is a theory of politics that 

takes resistance as the basis from which a new theory of the political becomes manifest.  

Indeed, as Newman importantly claims, it is these “movements of resistance” that make 

possible and “open up new political spaces, characterized by ‘anarchist’ forms of 

organization, which are outside of the ontological order of state sovereignty.”273 

According to Newman, then, insofar as postanarchism can be seen as reappearing 

as the “eternal horizon” of political theory, and as such requires an alternative theory of 

the political that transcends the Aristotelian and Schmittian paradigms, what is further at 

stake is that this reconceptualization of the terms of the political itself turns upon the 

question of resistance.  To be sure, the strength of Newman’s contributions to both the 

development of postanarchist theory and the history of political theory more generally 

arise in the attempt to rethink the basis of the political in the general context of a theory 

of resistance.  Against the Aristotelian and Schmittian models of the political, then, 

                                                           
271 Ibid, 103. 
272 Ibid, 106. 
273 Ibid, 14. 
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Newman radically redefines the domain of the “political” as the “constitutive space 

between society and the state,” and further that “it is in this space that the current 

struggles against global capitalism and state authoritarianism must be situated” (original 

emphasis).274  In Newman’s conceptualization of the political what is ultimately 

presupposed is a radical dissolution of the originary nexus between the paradigm of 

sovereignty and the exercise of government; yet, this rupture with the logic and discourse 

of the archē is not a given variable for Newman, it is instead what is brought about and 

made possible through a critical conceptualization of resistance.  In this way, by 

resituating the space of the political in the interstitial space “between society and the 

state,” what is ultimately at stake for Newman is that this reconception of the political 

includes two distinct ideas that turn on the question of resistance.  First, Newman 

maintains that such a conception of the political designates how “politics must signify a 

disruption or break with the idea of an established order.”275  Second, Newman maintains 

that a retheorization of the political is set to emphasize how the “tasks of radical politics 

are not reducible to the overthrowing of state power.”276  In the first instance, Newman 

posits that resistance marks the condition from which the question of politics cannot be 

simply reduced to the exercise of government and state sovereignty, while in the second, 

the concept of resistance is invoked in relation to the history of radical political theory—

that is, resistance marks the condition by which the history of struggle cannot be reduced 

to a revolutionary struggle over the power of the state.  At stake in both these instances is 

that a critical theory of the political consequent upon the turn toward anarchism is made 

possible on condition of a vital retheorization of resistance.    

Indeed, the question of resistance has been at the forefront of postanarchist 

political theory since its inception.  In Todd May’s book, The Politics of Poststructural 

Anarchism, resistance at once forms general framework for his critical inquiry into the 

limitations of orthodox political theory, as well as the critical locus from which he 

attempts to rethink the limits of classical anarchist thought.  Under what are referred to as 

the “twin assumptions,” or dual “a priori that haunts anarchist thought,” May argues that 

                                                           
274 Ibid, 169. 
275 Ibid, 169. 
276 Ibid, 169. 
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the classical anarchist “view of power as suppressive” and “their humanist naturalism” 

incites “the search for a transcendental or quasi-transcendental ground from which to 

recover a pure, untainted source of resistance” (original emphasis).277  This point is 

shared by political theorist Derry Novak who, two decades prior to May, argues that 

“anarchism misjudged the nature of social forces, particularly the nature and potentialities 

of political power,” a misjudgement from which anarchism “inevitably declined.”278  

Rather than assuming that the ‘classical’ anarchist view of power led to its demise, May’s 

point, however, is more critically to demonstrate that poststructural philosophy, 

particularly Foucault and Deleuze’s insistence that power is not merely repressive, but 

productive, reveals a new critical framework from which to overcome the limits of 

classical anarchist thought, and thus a point of departure from which to rethink the 

possibility of anarchist resistance.  For May, insofar as power is understood as productive 

rather than repressive in the Foucauldian sense, then it is the specificity of forms of 

power according to May that give “rise not only to that which must be resisted, but also, 

and more insidiously, to the forms of resistance itself often takes.”279  As May further 

concludes, “the liberation from specific forms of power must take into account of the 

kind of resistance that is being engaged in, on pain of repeating that which one is trying 

to escape.”280  In other words, the poststructural conceptualization of power is what 

allows for a reconceptualization of anarchist resistance that begins with, and arises out of, 

a specific analysis of power as its basis rather than pure, “untainted” point of departure.   

Like May, in From Bakunin to Lacan: Antiauthoritarianism and the Dislocation 

of Power Newman takes the paradox of the uncontaminated place of resistance as the 

turning point from which to rethink the limits of classical anarchism consequent upon a 

poststructuralist conceptualization of power.  According to Newman classical anarchist 

political theory is faced with a “theoretical impasse” which presupposes, through 

essentialist and universal premises, a pure place of resistance outside, rather than within 

power: “if there is no uncontaminated point of departure from which power can be 
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criticized or condemned, if there is no essential limit to the power one is resisting, then 

surely there can be no resistance against it.”281  It is this conceptual aporia—based upon 

the general problematic of a theory of resistance—that composes the basis, according to 

Newman, for the development of postanarchist reconceptualization of politics.  For 

Newman, then, it is “by using the poststructuralist critique” of power that “one can 

theorize the possibility of political resistance without essentialist guarantees: a politics of 

postanarchism” (original emphasis).282  For both May and Newman, the central task of 

rethinking the political at the horizon of the state takes as its critical turning point the 

question of resistance; to be sure, resistance is the key concept by which a new theory of 

the political is made possible.  Postanarchism not only highlights how resistance is a 

central concept inherent to anarchist political theory, but also the significance of this 

concept for rethinking the political in its irreducibility to the logic of the archē.   

The postanarchist turn in political theory has not gone unchallenged (especially 

amongst anarchists), and several theorists have criticized the postanarchist understanding 

of classical anarchist thought, as well as the central thesis regarding how a 

poststructuralist intervention into anarchist thought allows for a retheorization of a non-

essentialist anarchist philosophy.  Alan Antliff challenges May’s “claim that ‘classical’ 

anarchism—and by extension, contemporary anarchism—founds its politics on a flawed 

conception of power and its relationship to society.”283  Against this idea Antliff argues 

that “classical anarchism does have a positive theory of power,” while simultaneously 

offering an “alternative ground for theorizing the social conditions of freedom” in a non-

essentialist manner.284  Similarly, Nathan Jun, has challenged the central thesis of 

postanarchism regarding the way in which “postmodernist political philosophy represents 

an altogether new form of anarchism,” and argues to the contrary that “classical 

anarchism is arguably the first political postmodernism.”285  Another criticism against 

postanarchist can be further maintained in relation to the question of resistance as 

developed in anarchist political theory.  Despite the ways in which May and Newman 
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centralize the discourse of resistance to the project of postanarchism, it is my contention 

that while they both correctly point to the concept of resistance as a vital component of 

anarchist political theory, it is nevertheless a critical mistake to reduce the question of 

resistance in anarchist theory to an essential, or humanist ground that acts as the 

transcendental source of revolt.  Despite their intentions, both May and Newman locate 

the place of resistance within the limits of power, and as such tend to presuppose the 

primacy of political power as the framework from which a critical conceptualization of 

resistance might take place.  Regardless of its critical shortcomings, what is crucial about 

the postanarchist turn in contemporary radical theory is that the possibility of rethinking 

the political at the horizon of the state requires a more fundamental engagement with the 

concept of resistance.  As I will demonstrate in the following chapter, the relation 

between anarchist political theory and resistance is not developed through a fundamental 

reliance on a benign human essence; instead, the question of resistance posed in anarchist 

theory at once redesignates politics as the struggle with the exercise of government, as 

well as the pivotal point from which an alternative hypothesis of the political can be 

found.   

1.5 Metapolitics 
 

As far as archē is concerned, as with everything else, the conventional logic has it that 

there is a particular disposition to act that is exercised upon an equally determinate 

inferiority…for there to be politics, there must be a rupture in this logic…Politics is a 

specific rupture in the logic of archē. 286 

--Jacques Rancière 

 

In many important respects the meta-political turn, like postanarchism, represents a 

crucial turning point in the history of political theory consequent upon the resurgence of 

anarchist political theory.  Beginning with the argument that a failure to transcend the 

nexus linking politics to the state is one of the more pressing issues political theory must 

come to grapple with, metapolitical theory calls for a fundamental overturning of the 

history of political theory.  In this regard, at the beginning of his influential text, 

Metapolitics, Badiou confrontationally suggests that “one of the core demands of 
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contemporary thought is to have done with political philosophy.”287  For Badiou, the 

formidable problem of political philosophy, or what he refers to as the “great enigma of 

the century,” is to think through the ways in which politics ultimately gives “rise to 

bureaucratic submission and the cult of the state.”288  Political philosophy has failed, 

according to Badiou, to transcend the relation that binds the political to the state.  To be 

done with political philosophy means, then, that we must begin to rethink politics in such 

a way that “it is impossible for it to be governed by the state,” which for Badiou and 

others requires a theory of “meta-politics,” or the critical conception of the space for 

politics outside and against the state.289  To be sure, consequent upon the resurgence of 

anarchism, one of the central tasks for contemporary radical theory is to search for an 

alternative space for politics outside of the framework which traditionally locates the 

state as the condition of possibility for the emergence of the political.  At its core, meta-

politics attempts to transcend the Aristotelian and Schmittian paradigms by 

reconceptualising politics in such a way that it cannot be reduced to either sovereignty or 

the exercise of government.     

Perhaps the first to contribute to the development of the metapolitical moment in 

continental thought is the French philosopher Jacques Rancière, whose work often 

parallels anarchist theory, and has become increasingly integral for rethinking the history 

of political theory anarchically.290  Rancière’s principal text in political theory, 

Disagreement: Politics and Philosophy, and the coinciding supplementary essay “Ten 

Theses on Politics,” both provide a new conception of politics that significantly aids in 

the possibility of critically dislocating the state’s monopolization on politics within the art 

of governing and sovereign law.  In Disagreement, Rancière asserts a fundamental 

distinction between what he refers to as “archipolitics” and “metapolitics” in order to 

fundamentally rethink the basis upon which political theory traditionally presupposes the 
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paradigm of government as the condition of possibility of politics.291  It is with this 

distinction that Rancière provides a preliminary passageway toward rethinking the 

political anarchically.  The paradigm of classical politics—which I have suggested begins 

with an originary nexus between politeia and archē—is according to Rancière the 

fundamental myth, or originary “lie that invents some kind of social nature in order to 

provide the community with an archē” (original emphasis).292  Insofar as traditional 

political theory presupposes an originary link between the very notion of politics and the 

paradigm of government, Rancière proposes to rename this history under the heading of 

“archipolitics,” or the political “project of a community based on the complete realization 

of the archē of community.”293  What Rancière nominates under the heading of 

“archipolitics” is useful in identifying a paradigm of political theory in which the very 

condition of possibility of politics always becomes manifest within the logic of an archē, 

and as such presupposes an originary link in which the domain of the political assumes 

the form of government.  It is in this way that the orthodox history of political philosophy 

has, according to Rancière, been none other than the history of the archipolitical. 

 By pointing out that the historical terms of the political are conditioned by the 

crisis of the archē, thus culminating in the problematic of archipolitical government, what 

is at stake for Rancière is to demonstrate the ways in which the traditional 

conceptualization of politics has effectively been reduced to theories and relations of 

power.  Because politics in its traditional conceptualization arises out of the 

presupposition of an archē as its principal domain, and therefore culminates in the logic 

of government, the very history of archipolitics becomes manifest in what Rancière 

renames in terms of the logic of the police.  Archipolitics as such is, according to 

Rancière, “just as much a form of archipolicing that grants ways of being and ways of 
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doing.”294  In this regard, Rancière describes the relation between archipolitics and the 

logic of the police in the following manner: 

Politics is generally seen as the set of procedures whereby the aggregation and 

consent of collectivities is achieved, the organization of powers, the distribution 

of places and roles, and the system for legitimizing this distribution.  I propose to 

give this system of distribution and legitimization another name.  I propose to call 

it the police (original emphasis).295 

By “the police,” a term invoked with reference to Foucault’s studies of the biopolitical 

and governmental policing of populations in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 

Rancière means to describe the ways in which the paradigm of government forms the 

framework for the domain of the political.296  What Rancière identifies here as the logic 

of the police directly invokes Aristotle’s oikonomia, or the way in which the domain of 

the political traditionally assumes the primacy of government as its condition of 

possibility.  Politics takes on the logic of the police for Rancière because it is an ordering 

“of bodies that defines the allocation of ways of doing, ways of being, and ways of 

saying”297—in short, politics as archipolitics is for Rancière none other than the exercise 

of power as the art of governing. “To put it simply,” Rancière concludes, “the politeia of 

the philosophers is the exact identity of politics and the police” (original emphasis).298  

Insofar as political philosophy attempts locate the possibility of politics within the 

paradigm of government then, as Rancière suggests, it “is condemned to have to re-

identify politics and police.”299  Archipolitics as such points toward the core crisis of 

political philosophy that renders politics indistinguishable from the exercise of 

government.  Indeed, according to Rancière the specific continuity established between 

politics and power exercised as government ultimately amounts to a radical “reduction of 
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the political to the state” in the sense of both the Aristotelian and Schmittian 

paradigms.300  

Yet, what is at stake for Rancière is that the very gesture that grounds the political 

within the realization of an archē “cancel[s] out politics through the gesture that founds 

it.”301  Indeed, if the political cannot be reduced to the single foundation of an 

archipolitics, then what is crucial is the way in which Rancière both reserves and reopens 

a space for politics outside of its culmination in the logic of an originary archē.  Unlike 

the postanarchist critique of locating a pure space for politics outside of the state, the 

‘outside’ that forms the substance of politics is not, for Rancière, made possible by an 

essential foundation, but an entirely different logic that dislocates the state’s 

monopolization on politics.  The key critical aspect of metapolitical theory thus begins 

with and turns upon the idea that politics is irreducible to the exercise of power, and as 

such must be understood on its own terms.  At the same time, however, this means that 

what is required for Rancière is an entirely different logic for politics, a specific rationale 

antinomical to the art of governing.   

Taking Rancière’s first thesis on politics from his seminal essay, “Ten Theses on 

Politics,” as a beginning focal point from which to understand this key distinction, we can 

directly point toward the ways in which an alternative conceptual and methodological 

approach to the question of the politics is developing that directly challenges and 

undermines the traditional categories that sustain orthodox political theories.  In the 

opening component of his first thesis on politics, Rancière writes with absolute certainty 

that “[p]olitics is not the exercise of power.”302  This is a bold claim, and one that is 

clearly directed at the history of traditional political theory as outlined in the first sections 

of this chapter.  If the activity composing politics, as Rancière posits here, cannot be 

reduced to the exercise of power then what is at stake in this thesis is foremost the claim 

seeking to overturn the core tenets of political theory from Plato, Aristotle, Hobbes and 

Schmitt.  In its irreducibility to the exercise of government, traditional political theory 

has, both conceptually and practically, remained none other than a philosophy of power 
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and the coinciding theoretical investigation into the origins and legitimacy of power as 

such.  For Rancière, then, rendering “politics with the exercise of, and struggle to 

possess, power is to do away with politics.”303  Contrary to Schmitt’s insistence that the 

appropriate domain of the politics is the state, from Rancière’s perspective the state is 

more correctly the site of depoliticization—that is, it is the locus of sovereign power that 

polices the domain of politics as the exercise of government.  In this way, if the history of 

political philosophy could more correctly be referred to, as Rancière argues here, in terms 

of a historical theory of power, then what might still be considered political philosophy 

necessarily requires an entirely different framework for a critical understanding of the 

very possibility of politics.  Indeed, in the second component of his first thesis on politics, 

we read that “[p]olitics ought to be defined on its own terms.”304  Defining the notion of 

politics on terms that are irreducible to the politics of the state opens up new possibilities 

for developing alternative approaches to political theory distinct from theories of 

sovereign power, and therefore outside the history of archipolitics.   

Insofar as the possession of and struggle toward power is to be understood as 

analytically different in kind than the proper domain of politics, what is therefore 

required for political theory is a conceptual framework which begins with a fundamental 

redefinition of what “politics’ in its non-statist form consists of as such.  In Rancière’s 

thought, the proper character of what is to be considered the essence of politics cannot, as 

we have seen, be reduced to the exercise of power.  Indeed, politics as distinct from 

archipolitics, is that which escapes in the Schmittian sense those with the sovereign 

power to define what is proper to the domain of politics, as well as its manifestation in 

the exercise of power as government.  Instead, rather, turning to Rancière’s seventh thesis 

on politics we find that the essence of politics lies in its opposition to the paradigm of 

government and logic of policing: “politics,” Rancière writes, “is specifically opposed to 

the police.”305  In its irreducibility to the exercise of power, politics is that which disturbs 

power in order to bring about what Rancière refers to as the “impossibility of the 

archē.”306  In its irreducibility to the struggle for and possession of power, what is proper 
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to the domain of politics is the space of autonomy that lies in opposition to the state; 

politics is that which confronts the logic and manifestation of the archē.  Distinct from 

archipolitics, Rancière therefore “propose[s] to reserve the term politics for an extremely 

determined activity antagonistic to policing” (original italics).307  In this conception, the 

appropriate domain of politics is neither the state, nor the fundamental field of 

antagonism between the friend/enemy distinction as posited in Schmitt’s model, but the 

sphere of agonism defined in opposition to the state and the logic of the police exercised 

as government.  As that which actively opposes the police, Rancière’s 

reconceptualization of “politics” retains the sense of antagonism as found in Schmitt’s 

model.  Yet, precisely because this antagonism is directed against the state the critical 

conceptualization of politics found in Rancière’s thought is defined by and begins with a 

framework that is more consistently aligned not only with anarchism, but with an 

anarchist conception of politics as resistance.  With this alternative framework in place, 

the turn toward metapolitical theory can be understood as an attempt to liberate political 

philosophy from its foundation within the space of government and sovereign law in 

order to create an alternative space for a politics in which the techniques of 

governmentality are both questioned and disrupted.  

 Arising out of Rancière’s political thought is a need for a fundamental rethinking 

of new forms of politics that can be situated outside of the terrain that reduces the 

political to the archipolitical.  This is to say, a reconceptualization of alternative 

possibilities for the political which can neither be reduced nor assimilated to the 

archipolitical, requires a different political topology which, in its radical dislocation from 

the archipolitical, attempts to open the space for political practice beyond the horizon of 

state-based politics.  It is in this context, that Rancière posits the possibility of a transition 

from archipolitics to metapolitics.  For Rancière, metapolitics defines a radical space 

which, although outside of, comes into conflict with the archipolitical through the 

manifestation of “dissensus.”308  The key concept of dissensus in Rancière’s thought 

resists the reduction of the political to the archipolitical; dissensus points toward the 

essence of politics because it designates a radical sphere of praxis in which the primary 
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locus of politics arises in the insurgent form of agonism against archipolitical policing.  

Rancière’s conceptualization of politics as the realm of ongoing conflict and agonism 

radically reverses Schmitt’s central claim regarding how the political is marked by the 

sphere of antagonism exercised within the state.  What can be understood as politics for 

Rancière, however, is neither the object nor objective of the state, but a distinct form of 

praxis that disrupts and resists the archipolitical.  Thus, Rancière’s third thesis on politics 

reads: “politics is a specific rupture in the logic of the archē.”309  Working within an 

alternative framework for understanding the domain of the political that resists the logic 

of archipolitics, Rancière locates a real political and philosophical possibility; as the 

activity by which politics defines a rupture with the “logic of the archē,” the praxis and 

substance of politics is not only interpreted anarchically, but anarchic by definition.   

Contrary, then, to the Aristotelian and Schmittian paradigms, in Rancière’s 

understanding politics is what becomes manifest in direct opposition to the state, and 

therefore reverses the very principle of state sovereignty.  Whereas in Aristotle and 

Schmitt, politics directly refers to and takes place within the domain of the primacy of 

government, for Rancière, the domain proper to the sphere of politics might better be 

characterized—although he does use this language—by resistance to the archipolitical.  

Against the rationale of the first principle of an ontological and authoritarian force that 

grounds politics in the problem of government and legitimates this act as the terms of the 

political, what is crucial regarding Rancière’s work, is how he importantly helps to 

reformulate the question of politics from the perspective of resistance rather than the 

paradigm of government.  It is by further elaborating this conceptual nexus between the 

locus of politics and the praxis of resistance that we can begin to rethink the history of 

politics in terms of carving out a distinct “rupture with the logic of the archē” in a more 

consistent manner.    

There are clear parallels that can be drawn between the metapolitical moment and 

the political theory of anarchism, especially in terms of rethinking politics from a 

different critical logic than the logic of the archē.  Anarchist political theory traditionally 

begins by providing a different way for thinking about the terms of the political—one that 

both defines a rupture with the logic of the archipolitical and situates politics outside and 
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against the state.  Indeed, it is this search for a place for politics situated at the horizon of 

the state that incites the search for a ground from which the politics of resistance might be 

found.  Thus, if as Badiou and Critchley suggest that the goal of contemporary political 

thought is to rethink politics meta-politically—that is, as a form of politics that “puts the 

state at a distance”310—anarchism can be seen as providing a more consistent framework 

from which to situate and understand the implications of the meta-political moment.  

Critchley is thus correct to assert both that this “meta-political moment is anarchic” 

(original emphasis), and again, like Rancière, that “politics is the manifestation of 

dissensus, the cultivation of an anarchic multiplicity that calls into question the authority 

and legitimacy of the state.”311  Crucially, however, Critchley’s reconceptualization of a 

theory of politics that “puts the state at a distance” places, as its conceptual and practical 

framework, the question of resistance as the very basis from which a new theory of 

politics might begin.312  It is in this regard that Critchley importantly maintains that this 

politics as “[r]esistance is about the articulation of a distance, the creation of space or 

spaces of distance from the state.”313   

The strength of Critchley’s work arises in the way in which he locates the concept 

of resistance as the central concept that composes the retheorization of politics as 

proposed by Rancière.  At the same time, Critchley’s conceptualization of an anarchic 

politics of resistance that, in its very activity, creates spaces outside of the state, 

additionally makes possible the search for a non-essentialist “outside” to power as 

theorized by the postanarchists.  The creation of spaces outside the state are what 

Critchley refers to as “interstitial distance[s].”314  As Critchley argues in a separate work, 
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“these interstices are not given or existent,” but made by the very activity of politics.315  

If the creation of the distance from the state is what is produced by politics, then 

Critchley’s understanding of politics affirms the postanarchist search for a non-

essentialist outside to power that can act as the ‘ground’ for resistance.  Yet, at the same 

time this “outside” is not an essential place of resistance that comes from the outside, but 

is instead, somewhat paradoxically, forged from within the state.  In this way, “the 

activity of politics” is, according to Critchley, “working within the state against the 

state…the forging of a common front, imagining and enacting a new social bond that 

opens a space of resistance and opposition to government.”316  The distinction Critchley 

makes is crucial.  If the active component of politics finds its locus and logical expression 

in the concept of resistance instead of the state or the art of governing, Critchley’s 

understanding of politics demonstrates that resistance is what forges the outside of the 

state by its very activity as such.  Such as approach does not posit a pure outside to 

power, but instead demonstrates that a radical exteriority is made possible by resistance.  

In the chapters that follow it is my contention that the theoretical nexus in which the 

question of politics is inextricably linked to the question of resistance must be rigorously 

thought through to its fullest extent.  

1.6 Conclusion: Toward a Critical Theory of Anarchism 
 

This chapter addressed and took as its critical turning point the ways in which the domain 

of the political in the West often assumes a form of government as its historic condition 

of possibility.  The paradigm of government, and the synthesis between politeia and archē 

acts as the theoretical limit point or horizon for a critical conceptualization of the 

political.  Indeed, within the history of political philosophy, the state and the consequent 

problematic of government have been taken as the privileged site of the political.  Taking 

the Aristotelian and Schmittian paradigms as historical examples of this I have shown 

that the terms of the political begin with a unique synthesis between politeia and archē, in 

which the domain of the political is analogous to the exercise of government within a 
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sovereign state.  Presupposing a primary synthesis between the terms of the political and 

the paradigm of government causes the domain of the political to have a form analogous 

to the form of government that makes the political possible as such.  As long as primacy 

of the state and paradigm of government constitute the fundamental horizon of the 

domain of the political, the very problem of the political has been reduced to the 

paradigm of government, and the archic structure that connects the domain of the 

political to the domain of the state has traditionally been taken for granted, and 

unfortunately unchallenged by the majority of political philosophers.   

Taking the Aristotelian and Schmittian paradigms as the critical turning point 

from which to locate the return of anarchist political theory, I then situated the resurgence 

of anarchist political theory through the postanarchist and meta-political turns in 

contemporary theory in order to demonstrate that contemporary political theory appears 

to demand an alternative hypothesis of the political located at the horizon of the state.  At 

the same time, however, while critical turns such as postanarchism and metapolitics help 

to contribute to the resurgence of anarchist political theory by asserting the autonomy of 

the political from the state and redefining politics in terms of a radical struggle with the 

state, what is further required is the unique question of resistance that has always been 

posed by the logic of anarchism.  What is crucial in the turn toward anarchism is 

therefore not only the formation of politics beyond the framework of the state, but a form 

of politics that is centred on, and arises out of a critical inquiry into the general 

problematic of resistance.  It is nevertheless my contention that the tradition of anarchist 

theory has always affirmed the critical moves made in postanarchist and metapolitical 

theory, and therefore that what is required is itself a return to the study of anarchism in 

which the question of resistance can be shown in its specificity.   

As I will maintain in the following chapter, the key intervention made by 

anarchist political theory in its most basic form, ought to be understood against the 

background of the crisis of the political.  Rather than reducing anarchism philosophically 

as a simple rejection of the state counter-posed with a utopic view of a desirable future, 

or to a radical “rejection of politics,”317 anarchist political theory begins by positing an 
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entirely different theory of the political that begins with a critical exiting from the 

paradigm of government.  One of the ways, then, in which to understand the recent turn 

toward anarchism is, as Dimitri Roussopoulos argues, that a rethinking of anarchist 

political theory affords “new horizons…for a transformative political philosophy that 

promotes” innovative political possibilities “without a centralizing authority, that is a 

state…without a fixation on a nation state.”318  In light of this possibility, the following 

chapter addresses the way in which a rethinking of anarchism affords us a way of 

thinking through alternative political possibilities by presupposing a radical dissolution 

with the nexus that confines the political to the paradigm of government.  In doing so, the 

overall goal is to demonstrate the ways in which anarchist philosophy posits an 

alternative hypothesis of the political which, as we will see, itself turns upon the question 

of resistance to the exercise of government rather than the archic nexus between 

government and sovereignty as a way to rethink the possibility of a non-statist politics.  

Anarchism intervenes in the history of political philosophy by rethinking the fundamental 

categories that ground the political within the paradigm of government, while at the same 

time resituating the concept and practice of resistance as the vital condition that makes 

possible an alternative theory of the political.        

With the paradigm of government acting as the critical turning point from which 

to understand the turn toward anarchism as such, the following chapter is therefore 

devoted to further exploring the implications of developing an alternative hypothesis of 

the political through an engagement with anarchist political theory.  More specifically, in 

the next chapter I revisit anarchism in order to make a case for a reading of the history of 

anarchist thought as turning upon a vital distinction between the exercise of government 

and the politics of resistance, in which a critical theory of resistance comes to designate 

the specificity of the political as such.  Although anarchism is often reduced to, as 

political theorist A.J. Simmons suggests, a single “central claim [that] unites all forms of 

anarchist political philosophy”—that is, the claim that “all existing states are 

illegitimate,”319 I maintain that reducing anarchism to the claim that there can be no 
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legitimate states is itself historically inaccurate and fails to take into consideration several 

other characteristics distinct to anarchist theory.  While the anarchist critique of the state 

does indeed mark a central point of contention within the tradition of anarchist thought, it 

is my contention that the locus of anarchist critique is, more fundamentally, directed at 

the nexus that binds the domain of the political to the dual paradigms of the exercise of 

government and sovereign power as outlined in this chapter.  Furthermore, by reducing 

anarchism to an abstract critique of the state, traditional political philosophers often 

neglect and fail to take into account the ways in which anarchist political theory 

fundamentally turns upon an alternative theory of “politics,” whereby the term itself 

designates for anarchists, not solely the exercise of government, but the counter-

movements of resistance against the deployment of government as such.  By rethinking 

anarchism in terms of elaborating an alternative hypothesis of the political through a 

critical theory of resistance, my general intentions are twofold: to first define, or perhaps 

redefine, anarchism qua the unique concept of resistance, while simultaneously invoking 

the concept of resistance the principle from which to read the history of the political.  

Such a critical conception of anarchism designates the critical framework from which to 

situate Foucault’s theory of resistance amongst this tradition in the chapters that follow.  
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Chapter 2 

2 Anarchy and Anarchism: Rethinking the Political at the 

Horizon of the State and the Exercise of Government 
 

Government is stationary…Governments always stand for the “established order of 

things.”  Hence, we use the word anarchy, the negative of government, and will retain it 

when the political state has merged into the social commonwealth.320 

--Lucy Parsons 

 

Anarchism is the method by which to achieve anarchy through freedom and without 

government, that is without authoritarian organisms which, by using force, even, possibly 

for good ends, impose their will on others.321 

--Errico Malatesta 

 

Anarchism can be described first and foremost as a visceral revolt.  The anarchist is 

above all…in revolt.322 

--Daniel Guérin 

  

By way of establishing the general problematic and theoretical framework from which 

my own study proceeds, the previous chapter outlined and addressed the ways in which 

the domain of the political traditionally presupposes the paradigms of government and 

sovereignty as the transcendental and material condition of possibility of politics as such.  

Tracing this nexus between the exercise of government and the theory of sovereignty as 

the fundamental conceptual impasse posed within the history of political theory, the goal 

of the previous chapter was two-fold.  To first demonstrate—through a reading of 

Aristotle and Schmitt—two dominant paradigms within the history of political 

philosophy in which the historical condition of possibility of the political is conditioned 

by the principle of an archē that forms the nexus between politics exercised as oikonomia 

and state sovereign power.  Furthermore, while outlining the preliminary intersections 

between the return of anarchism and the critical positions of both postanarchist and 

metapolitical theory, the second aim of the previous chapter was to demonstrate that there 

is a strong current in contemporary thought to fundamentally rethink the philosophical 
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and political problems underlying the historical terrain that reduces and structures the 

terms of the political to the techniques of government exercised within the domain of the 

state.  Rather than working within the historical framework that reduces the question of 

politics to the exercise of government and the domain of the political to the advent of 

state sovereign power, contemporary critical positions such as postanarchism and 

metapolitics demand the invention of new political topologies outside this very nexus, 

and thus fundamentally gesture toward the preliminary development of what can be 

referred to as an anarchist hypothesis of the political, an alternative theory of the political 

that begins anarchically, and reopens the space of the political as a topology of agonistic 

struggle instead of a sovereign art of government.   

What is ultimately at stake in staging a decisive juxtaposition between the 

orthodox tradition of political philosophy and the critical interventions posed by 

postanarchism and metapolitical theory is how these latter two positions adopt the basic 

tenets of anarchism as the key referent from which the history of the political can be 

rethought, thus carving out a distinct space for the revitalization of anarchist political 

theory in contemporary scholarship.  We have seen that the central claim arising out of 

both postanarchism and the metapolitical theory is that the domain of the political is 

irreducible to the exercise of government, or what Rancière aptly refers to as the 

“archipolitical.”323  Because the politics is irreducible to the logic of the archē, the 

political as such for Rancière begins anarchically.  Furthermore, within the postanarchist 

tradition we have seen how Newman reverses Schmitt’s paradigm pertaining to the 

continuity between the domain of the political and state sovereignty.  Contrary to 

Schmitt’s argument regarding how state sovereignty forms the substance proper to the 

domain of the political, Newman instead maintains that the state is itself an “order of 

depoliticization”—that is, state sovereignty is the “structure of power that polices 

politics, regulating, controlling, and repressing the insurgent dimension that is proper to 

the political; it is a forgetting of the conflict and antagonism at the base of its own 

foundations.”324  The critical question, then, central to postanarchist and metapolitical 

theory revolves around how to create a rupture with the political logic grounded in the 
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archic nexus between state sovereignty and the exercise of power as government.  In turn, 

this requires an alternative hypothesis for the political that at once reveals what Newman 

refers to as the agonistic “insurgent dimension proper to the political,” and what Rancière 

refers to as the form of “politics” that carves out a “specific rupture in the logic of the 

archē” (original emphasis).325  By situating the question of politics and the political at the 

horizon of the state and the exercise of government, postanarchist and metapolitical 

theory both affirm what can be preliminarily referred to as the anarchic terms of the 

political, in which what is ultimately presupposed is not the primacy of the first principle 

of government, but a critical caesura between the political as archē and the “insurgent 

dimension” of the political manifest in terms of a distinct rupture with the logic, 

discourses, practices of politics as archē.        

In both postanarchist and metapolitical theory, however, the preliminary 

development of this alternative hypothesis of the political requires, and is paired with, the 

task of locating as Newman, Badiou, and Critchley all claim a radical new space for 

forms of “politics situated at a distance from the state,”326 or reserving the terms 

“politics,” as does Rancière, to designate an “extremely determined activity antagonistic 

to policing.”327  Thus, while there is a strong current amongst the above theorists to 

rethink the terms of the political as an insurrectionary rupture with the logic of the archē, 

what is at stake is how these theorists reintroduce the concept of historical struggle—that 

is, of resistance—as the very condition from which the basic tenets of political theory can 

be retheorized.  Rather than presupposing, as does Aristotle, that politics designates the 

techniques of government exercised within the domain of the state, we see here that 

politics can, in fact, be rethought at once as that which is located “at a distance from the 

state,” as well as the field of agonistic struggle “antagonistic to policing”—that is, as 

resistance to the techniques of government exercised as a specific form of power.  As that 

which is located and takes place outside of the logic of the archē, a critical theory of 

“politics” for these theorists is fundamentally revitalized, elaborated, and posed in regard 

to a critical inquiry into the question of resistance as the very locus that makes possible 
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an alternative space for politics located at a “distance from the state.”  Crucially, then, 

while the continuation of anarchist thought reappears with particular force in terms of 

developing an alternative hypothesis of the political, what is ultimately at stake in this 

retheorization is the reappearance of the critical question of resistance, a new paradigm 

from which the basic tenets of political theory can be rethought.  Indeed, as I will argue 

throughout this chapter, the concept of resistance is not only the central (and perhaps 

even vital) component that has always remained at the very heart of anarchist political 

theory since its incarnation, but the key concept by which the political and the question of 

politics is reopened as a fundamental agonistic space of struggle—that is, it is through the 

unique question of resistance that anarchist political theory is able to posit an altogether 

different theory of the political.   

In this way, while metapolitical theory appears to invoke anarchist thought as the 

basic turning point from which to rethink the logic and structure of the political, and 

although postanarchism invokes poststructural political philosophy as a way to overcome 

the alleged limits of “classical anarchism,” it is my assertion that the political theory of 

anarchism both affirms and prefigures the major critical moves established and 

articulated in these schools of thought. 328  In other words, anarchist political theory, I 

maintain, has historically set the terms of debate that make possible the metapolitical and 

postanarchist interventions.  In this regard, these critical positions ought to be understood 

as designating a historical continuation of the vital attempt initially posed by anarchist 

theorists to rethink the field of the political and the subsequent question of politics on 

condition of the unique place of the permanence of resistance amongst the field to which 

politics refers and consists.  Since its origins, anarchist political theory has presupposed a 

radical dissolution with the statist imagery of orthodox political philosophy, and in this 

way prefigures the political possibilities offered through the more recent critical trends of 

postanarchism and metapolitics.  Thus, if the intersections between contemporary 

political theory and anarchist thought can be maintained, as Saul Newman suggests, in 

terms of a permanent (albeit at times hidden) “invariant”329 of political theory in which 

the history of government is simultaneously haunted by the possibility of life without 
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government, it is my contention in this chapter not only that the resurgence of anarchism 

requires the development of a radically alternative hypothesis of the political, but more 

fundamentally that this critical task itself requires a return to the study of the question of 

resistance as posed in anarchist theory.   

With this critical framework in mind, what is ultimately at stake in this chapter is 

two-fold: to first reintroduce anarchism as itself a distinct form of political philosophy 

that fundamentally turns upon an alternative hypothesis the political irreducible to the 

logic of the archē, and second to demonstrate how the concept of resistance animates and 

forms the central component from which this new conception of both politics and the 

political can become discernible.  Together these two ideas—that is, the political situated 

at the horizon of the state and the exercise of government, as well as the elaboration of 

alternative paradigm for politics as resistance—form the locus of what I hold to be the 

essential task for political theory.  In this regard, the focus of this chapter is to both 

reintroduce anarchism as a more consistent theoretical framework from which to rethink 

the political anarchically, as well as how this theory of the political turns upon an 

agonistic theory of resistance as the key component that reveals the political as such.  

Whereas the political concept of “anarchy,” as well as a politics of resistance have both 

been traditionally excluded and discounted within the history of political theory, the 

overarching goal of this chapter is to reintroduce the political theory of anarchism as that 

which asserts an alternative hypothesis of the political through a critical theory of 

resistance.  To do so, the concept of “anarchy” will be elaborated in three distinct yet 

interrelated manners that might act as the preliminary framework from which to rethink 

the political on condition of resistance: as a philosophical principle that affirms an 

alternative starting point for a critical theory of the political; as a historico-political 

principle in which the history of the political is retheorized as a permanent domain of 

agonistic struggle; and as a paradigm of politics as resistance.  In this regard, this chapter 

aims to define, or perhaps even redefine anarchism, at once as a critical political theory 

that attempts to identify within the history of politics an alternative set of criteria from 

which the domain of the political cannot be reduced to a priori paradigm of government, 

as well as how anarchist thought turns upon and is critically coupled with the affirmation 
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of a unique theory of resistance as the vital principle from which to read the history of the 

political in radically new ways.   

2.1 Drawing the Line Once Again: Anarchism and Marxism on 

the Concept of Struggle 
 

[T]he situation in politics can be defined as a breakdown of the state and its entire 

failure…the collapse of states will become more than a question of time, and the most 

peaceful of philosophers will see in the distance the dawning light by which the great 

revolution manifests itself. 330 

--Peter Kropotkin 

 

The novelty of the coming politics is that it will no longer be a struggle for the conquest 

or control of the State, but a struggle between the state and the non-State (humanity), an 

insurmountable disjunction between whatever singularity and the State organization.331 

--Giorgio Agamben 

 

In the trajectory that stretches from the anarchist Peter Kropotkin who, over a century 

ago, defined the “situation in politics” as a “breakdown of states,” to contemporary 

philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s claim pertaining to the ways in which “novelty of the 

coming politics” can be defined in terms of an “insurmountable disjunction,” or 

fundamental “struggle between the State and non-State,” we can underline the ways in 

which anarchism reappears as the horizon from which politics and the political might be 

rethought as a paradigm of historical “struggle,” or what I will elaborate hereafter as a 

distinct form of politics as resistance.  With this problematic in mind, it is my contention 

that what must be at stake in outlining the growing relationship between contemporary 

radical thought and anarchism hinges on elevating an anarchist theory of the political to a 

more fundamental level in order to cultivate the emergence of a alternative political logic 

in which the “insurmountable disjunction” between a conception of the political as archē 

and an alternative theory of the political redefined in terms of an agonistic struggle 

“between the State and Non-state.”  At stake, then, in what Agamben refers to as the 
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“novelty of the coming politics” is a return to rethinking the questions of the political and 

politics within the paradigm of historical struggle.  This turn toward a more anarchist 

approach to a theory of the political, as well as the retheorization of politics as resistance 

has not been without its various critics.  More specifically, a large portion of the 

criticisms directed at the return of anarchism are most commonly set forth by 

contemporary Marxist theorists.  This is, of course, nothing new.  Ever since the dispute 

between the Marxist-communists and the anarchists that led to a divisive split in the fifth 

congress of the International Workingmen’s Association in 1872 over questions 

pertaining to the revolutionary use of in Bakunin’s words, “a state, a government, [and] a 

universal dictatorship”332 in order to achieve one’s political goals, a firm line pertaining 

to their respective theories of historical struggle has been drawn between the two most 

radical traditions in the history of political philosophy.  Indeed, what Agamben alludes to 

as the novel forms of politics to come fundamentally appears to echo the historical divide 

pertaining to how the concept of struggle has been conceptualized in the revolutionary 

traditions of both anarchism and Marxism.  As a struggle neither for the “conquest or 

control of the state,” but that which is situated between the “state and non-state," 

Agamben appears to reference the fundamental debate between anarchism and Marxism 

over the critical use of how the concept of struggle is to be conceived and practiced.  

What is at stake in the divide between anarchist and Marxist thought is not, therefore, a 

set of fundamental ideological differences, but a contestation over the paradigm of 

historical struggle and its use within the field of politics—that is, the fundamental break 

between anarchism and Marxism arises in regard to their respective conceptions 

pertaining to a historical theory of struggle, or resistance.  While the confrontation 

between anarchism and Marxism has been well documented by historians, the dispute 

between Marx and Bakunin is useful in pinpointing a fundamental confrontation between 

two dominant theories of historical struggle within the revolutionary tradition. 333  Indeed, 
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it is by tracing the preliminary distinctions between these two theories of struggle that an 

anarchist hypothesis of the political can be shown to be simultaneously paired with 

historical theory of resistance that ultimately motivates this conception of the political as 

such.   

Following his expulsion, alongside James Guillaume and other anarchists, from 

the First International, the Russian insurrectionary anarchist, Mikhail Bakunin, argued 

that an unbridgeable gulf had been forged between the authoritarian communisms 

inspired by Marxist doctrine and the anti-authoritarian tendency of anarchism.  This 

pivotal schism between Marxism and anarchism not only helped to define a new direction 

for nineteenth and early twentieth century radical thought, but also brought to the 

forefront of the modern political imagination an alternative critical social philosophy 

which, at its very core, questions the fundamentally authoritarian premises of Western 

political thought and practice.  Accordingly Bakunin clarifies that between these two 

nascent tendencies in radical thought, there is a “very palpable difference…a yawning 

gulf.”334  Marxists, Bakunin concludes, are “governmentals and we are anarchists.”335  In 

regard to the question of historical struggle, Bakunin reveals that Marxism is to be 

distinguished from anarchism since its theory of resistance remains, in fact, bound to the 

fundamental presuppositions of modern Western political thought insofar as it 

understands the state as the transcendental and material condition of possibility for 

overcoming capitalism.  Despite their attempts at a revolutionary theory of class struggle 

as the principle component of history as such, Bakunin maintains that Marxists 

nevertheless “worship the power of the state,” thus reinvigorating the logic of the archē 

endemic within the entire tradition of political philosophy. 336  As Bakunin’s dissention 

demonstrates, although orthodox Marxism attempts a critical conceptualization of the 

politics of struggle, this theory of struggle fundamentally relies on the very condition it 

opposes.  Marxist-communists, Bakunin laments, can therefore “acknowledge no other 
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emancipation than the one they expect from their so-called people’s State.”337  The 

implications of Bakunin’s critique of Marxism are far-reaching; insofar as Marxism 

traditionally presupposes the use of the state as a means toward a proletariat revolution, 

the notion of class struggle as a dominant theory of resistance is revealed by Bakunin as 

itself a statist project.  Bakunin is clear, however, that an anarchist theory of resistance is 

that which can only take place “independently of any government tutelage.”338  It is 

within the fundamental thesis that a politics of struggle must take place independent of 

the framework of government that forms the basis of the anti-authoritarian ethics that 

distinguishes anarchism from other political traditions.  At the heart of this fundamental 

chasm between Marxism and anarchism lies a basic distinction that has at once become 

central to the elaboration of the anti-authoritarian ethics distinct to anarchist thought, and 

the resurgence of anarchism consequent upon what May refers as the “failure of 

Marxism.”339  The advent of anarchism, as a distinct political theory, is not simply based 

off of an a priori rejection of authoritarian modes of political organization, but more 

fundamentally that this rejection is coupled with and informs the notion that both politics 

as well as critical theory of historical resistance must be conceived independent of the 

principle of government, and further that the paradigm of struggle as such cannot take 

place either within the framework of a state or as a struggle for control of the state.   

Today, in both theory and practice, the vital distinction between the anarchist and 

Marxist conceptualizations of historical struggle is once again reappearing.340  To be sure, 

contemporary Marxist-communist philosophers such as Alain Badiou and Slavoj Žižek 

are in many ways at the locus of this debate.  Although metapolitical theory can be seen 

as sharing and advancing a certain affinity with anarchism—particularly in its central 

assertion regarding the autonomy of the political from the state as well as gesturing 

toward an alternative theory of politics as struggle—it is precisely around the questions 
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pertaining to both anarchism and the politics of resistance that Badiou and others have 

problematized in relation to recent developments in radical political philosophy.  Given, 

as Badiou states in Metapolitics, that the central question—or “great enigma of the 

century”—in which contemporary political philosophy must grapple takes the forms of 

asking “why does the subsumption of politics…ultimately give rise to bureaucratic 

submission and the cult of the State?,” it is easy to locate an anarchist dimension of 

Badiou’s political thought, particularly in regard to the way in which he attempts to 

rethink political theory against the “cult of the state.”341  Yet, whereas Newman argues 

that Badiou’s thought draws “upon a certain kind of anarchism without acknowledging 

it,”342 Badiou nevertheless maintains that his theory of a “politics without a party” ought 

not be reduced to the critical framework of anarchism.343  Thus, in The Communist 

Hypothesis Badiou writes: 

We know today that all emancipatory politics must put an end to the model of the 

party, or of multiple parties, in order to affirm a politics ‘without a party’ and yet 

at the same time without lapsing into the figure of anarchism which has never 

been anything else than the vain critique, or the double, or the shadow, of the 

communist parties, just as the black flag is only the double or shadow of the red 

flag.344 

Here, Badiou clearly valorizes communism as the political theory from which to frame 

the general intervention set forth by metapolitics, while also reducing anarchism to a 

mere “shadow” of communist thought.  Responding to this claim, anarchist theorist 

Gabriel Kuhn argues that Badiou’s “characterization of anarchism is simply false,” and 

once again reinvigorates the “anti-anarchist prejudice” initially arising out of the clash 

between the anarchists and Marxists over how the historical concept of struggle is to be 

conceived.345  In context, Badiou’s critique of anarchism arises out of a series of 
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conferences and texts, which as he claims, are established to put the word 

“communism…back into circulation” consequent upon the failures of both Marxist 

critique and historical communist practice. 346  Yet, although Badiou aspires to reinvent 

the idea of communism in response to the historical failures of the Marxist left, his 

argument regarding the way in which “we have to take up the challenge of thinking 

politics outside of its subjection to the state and outside of the framework of parties” 

makes it clear that the reappearance of the communist hypothesis appears as such in its 

adaptation to certain tenets that have always been central to anarchist political theory.347   

Despite Badiou’s obstinate reliance on the authoritarian models of political 

emancipation, it is my contention that the critical questions metapolitical theory poses in 

relation to a theory of historical struggle might better find its theoretical elaboration 

within the anarchist tradition, rather than in Marxism.  Historically, anarchists have 

remained sympathetic to several of the basic tenets of communism, and have often sought 

to rethink communism through the framework of anarchist thought.348  At the same time, 

however, anarchists have traditionally contested not only the means by which Marxist-

communist thought and practice attempts to prescribe and implement a revolutionary 

program to overcome the class relations within the history of capitalism, but also what 

can—by way of contrast to Schmittian concept of the state’s monopolization of the 

political and politics—be referred to as the Marxist monopolization of a theory of the 

politics of struggle.  To be sure, ever since the Manifesto of the Communist Party was 

published in 1848, Marx and Engels’s opening thesis pertaining to how the “history of all 

                                                           
346 Alain Badiou, The Communist Hypothesis, 36.  Between the 13th and 15th of March, 2009 a conference 
took place in London under the title of “The Idea of Communism.”  Other participants, or what Badiou 
refers to as the “great names of the true philosophy of our times” (The Communist Hypothesis, 36) 
included: Slavoj Žižek, Antonio Negri, Michael Hardt, and Terry Eagleton among others.  Also see: The 
Communist Idea, eds. Costas Douzinas and Slavoj Žižek (New York: Verso, 2010). 
347 Alain Badiou, Polemics, trans. Steve Corcoran (New York: Verso, 2006), 270. 
348 See: Peter Kropotkin, “Anarchist Communism: Its Basic Principles,” in Anarchism: A Collection of 
Revolutionary Writings,” ed. Roger N Baldwin (New York: Dover Publications, 2002), 44-78.  This text 
offers one of the clearest statements regarding the case for free anarcho-communism.  Here Kropotkin 
claims that, as anarchists, “[w]e are communists” (61).  Yet for Kropotkin, insofar as anarchism might be 
connected with communism, it can only do so by beginning with a fundamental basis of anti-
authoritarianism.  Thus, Kropotkin writes: “[o]ur communism is not that of the authoritarian school: it is 
anarchist communism, communism without government, free communism” (61).  The distinction 
Kropotkin makes here is essential to the elaboration of new schematics of politicization that do not 
relapse into previous political models.      



123 
 

hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles,” has not only been understood 

by scholars as the defining statement on the history of struggle, but also the very critical 

framework from which the very concept of struggle is to be elaborated. 349  Thus, while 

Badiou maintains that the “black flag” of anarchism is none other than the “shadow of the 

red flag” of communism, it is perhaps better stated that anarchism has been 

overshadowed, if not historically than at least within the academy, by the dominance of 

the Marxist paradigm of class struggle.  Yet, as anarchist theorist Cindy Milstein 

importantly notes, “it’s not that anarchists didn’t take this history seriously,” but more 

fundamentally that anarchists have always maintained that “there were other histories”—

that is, “other struggles” that cannot be reduced to the form of class struggle.350  Indeed, it 

is these “other histories” and “other struggles” that Milstein argues is “something that 

anarchism would continue to fill out over the decades.”351  Thus, while anarchists have 

indeed both participated in the history of class struggles and taken the history of this 

struggle as such quite seriously, anarchist political theory has traditionally maintained 

that by reducing the history of struggle to the universal logic of class struggle turns upon 

a thoroughly limited theory of resistance.  It is therefore my contention that the very 

question of historical struggle must be rethought, not in a way that discounts the material 

reality of class politics and coinciding the struggles around them, but in a much more 

expansive and theoretically intricate manner.     

Insofar as Marxist theory cannot itself account for the varying forms of historical 

resistance without radically reducing these struggles to the paradigm of class, one of the 

goals of this chapter is to make a case for a return to anarchism in order to fundamentally 

account for an anarchist theory of the political animated not in terms of the paradigm of 

class struggle, but in terms of a form of politics redefined as a form of resistance to the 

exercise of government.  As anarchist theorist Gabriel Kuhn importantly suggests, rather 

than working within the paradigm of class struggle, perhaps contemporary theory ought 

to begin by asking an different “strategic question”—that is, whether “anarchism would 

                                                           
349 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, “Manifesto of the Communist Party,” in The Marx-Engels Reader, ed. 
Robert C, Tucker (New York: Norton and Company, 1972), 335. 
350 Cindy Milstein, Anarchism and Its Aspirations (California: AK Press, 2010), 23. 
351 Ibid, 23. 
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not be a more promising name than the name communism.”352  Phrased in terms of a 

“strategic question,” what is at stake here is not a simple valorization of anarchism over 

communism.  At the same time, however, if one of the central goals of contemporary 

radical political philosophy is to invent new modes of politicization without relapsing 

into the previous models of political analysis and criticism, then what is required is a 

retheorization of the political that does not invoke the framework provided by previous 

models of politicization.  To be sure, this is why Critchley borrows from Badiou’s work 

in order to help develop a more “anarchic” dimension to critical field of meta-politics.353  

Although Marxist-communism asserts that “class struggle” is the principle motor of 

history as such, the very tradition of Marxism often relies on the same models of the 

political traditionally utilized in order to provide the basis for the problematic of 

authoritarian government.  In this way, what I intend to demonstrate in this chapter is that 

there are several key advantages in developing and elaborating an anarchist hypothesis of 

the political which underpins contemporary radical philosophy, and yet, at the same time 

turns upon the question of resistance instead of “class struggle” as the basis from which 

such a theory of the political might begin.  

An additional critique arising out of current discussions in radical thought thus 

revolves more directly around the questions, both philosophical and political, pertaining 

to the elaboration of a theory of politics as resistance.  In this regard, critical theorist 

Benjamin Noys maintains that Badiou’s critique of anarchism can further be read in 

terms of an extended critique of the problem of resistance as developed in both anarchist 

theory and poststructural political philosophy.  Despite its similarities with anarchism, 

Badiou’s political thought, according to Noys, maintains a “general skepticism towards 

what he regards as the anarchist faith in the ‘pure’ movement of resistance.”354  The 

problem Badiou finds with the development of an unadulterated movement of resistance, 

arises not so much against the question of resistance as a general political praxis, but 

                                                           
352 Gabriel, Kuhn, “The Anarchist Hypothesis, or Badiou, Žižek, and the Anti-Anarchist Prejudice,” 4. 
353 See: Simon Critchley, Infinitely Demanding, 112.  Critchley, of course, is not uncritical of developing a 
specific anarchic dimension in Badiou’s work.  To be sure Critchley claims that the attempt to develop an 
“anarchic meta-politics are somewhat at odds with Badiou,” (160 n31) and cites Badiou’s comments on 
the “anti-globalization movement” as exemplary of his anti-anarchist prejudice. 
354 Benjamin Noys, “Through a Glass Darkly: Alain Badiou’s Critique of Anarchism,” in Anarchist Studies, 
16, 2 (2008): 5. 
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rather, as Noys suggests, in the tendency to posit a “simple-minded opposition between 

power and resistance,” which reduces politics to a form of weak dialectics for Badiou.355  

Badiou’s critique of resistance (launched here at Foucault as much as it is at the 

anarchists), is directed against a “constrained sense of the possibilities of politics that 

remains in a dualism of resistance versus power.”356  As Noys further argues, the 

“monolithic conception” of the power/resistance dialectic “prevents a properly political 

assessment of the complex arrangements of political power and the means by which 

capitalist state power might not only be resisted but overthrown.”357   

Perhaps nowhere is the contestation over the question of resistance as a paradigm 

of struggle more apparent than in the debate between, on the one hand Simon Critchley 

who defends an anti-authoritarian anarchist position, and on the other Slavoj Žižek whose 

obstinate defense of authoritarian communism has become a mainstay in certain 

contemporary philosophical circles. 358  Directed against what is vaguely referred to as 

the “postmodern left,” Žižek critiques the philosophers who “call for a new politics of 

resistance…by withdrawing from [the state’s] terrain and creating new spaces outside its 

control.”359  Thus for Žižek, the meta-political question regarding the “politics of 

resistance is nothing but the moralizing supplement to a Third Way Left.”360  As to be 

expected, Žižek (like Schmitt before him) maintains a static conception of the political as 

a strict dichotomy between the state power and no power at all; rather than “resisting 

state power,” Žižek contends that one should “ruthlessly” acquire and use “state 

apparatuses” to promote one’s political “goals.”361  As Critchley points out, the debate 

between his own work and Žižek again reinvigorates “the conflict between 

authoritarianism and anarchism that is focused historically in the polemics between 

                                                           
355 Ibid, 5. 
356 Ibid, 7. 
357 Ibid, 7. 
358 The debate between Critchley and Žižek over the question of resistance began in 2007 with the 
appearance of Žižek’s short essay titled, “Resistance is Surrender,” in London Review of Books, 29, 22, 
November 15, 2007.  Critchley initially offered a short response to Žižek called, “Resistance is Utile: 
Critchley Responds to Žižek”,” (Harper’s Review, May, 2008) and later dedicated a whole chapter of his 
text, The Faith of the Faithless: Experiments in Political Theology (see: chapter 5 “Nonviolent Violence,” 
pgs. 237-246).   
359 Slavoj Žižek, “Resistance is Surrender,” 3. 
360 Ibid. 3. 
361 Ibid, 4. 
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“Marx and Bakunin, or between Lenin and anarchism.”362  To be sure, since orthodox 

Marxism which, to a certain extent, logically culminates in Žižek’s position, calls for a 

radical use of the state as the political means to achieve revolution, then we might think 

of the tradition of Marxism is itself the continuation of the “archipolitical” by other 

means.  Suggesting that it is precisely the question of resistance and not that of the state 

that needs further elaboration, Critchley refuses the simplicity of the Žižek’s political 

binary, and argues instead that “genuine politics is about the movement between these 

poles.”363  What is crucial, for Critchley, is that the “movement” of the political is 

“neither given nor existent but created through political articulation.”364  Rather than 

amounting to a fundamental “surrender” as Žižek would have it, Critchley maintains that 

resistance is what arises in the “movement” of politics—that is, resistance becomes 

manifest and is created through “political articulation,” not as its essence, but as the very 

movement of politics.   

With this key distinction between the Marxist and anarchist approaches to the 

question of posing politics in terms of historical struggle in mind, the remainder of this 

chapter seeks to reintroduce and affirm anarchist political theory as the theoretical 

framework from which to rethink the political at the horizon of government and state 

sovereignty, while at the same time demonstrating that such turns in political theory 

require an engagement with the question of resistance as the key concept from which a 

retheorization of the political and a politics of struggle becomes possible.  To do so, I first 

reintroduce several common attributes that designate anarchism not simply as radical 

critique of state and capital, but more fundamentally as a dynamic political philosophy 

which transcends the Aristotelian and Schmittian paradigms of the political, as well as the 

Marxist paradigm of class struggle.  As we will see, what is ultimately at stake in 

reintroducing “anarchy” as a seminal concept within the history of political theory is how 

this critical conception designates the pivotal point from which an alternative hypothesis 

of the political can be made, not as an archic nexus between the exercise of government 

and sovereign power, but in terms of a permanent field of struggle and conflict between 
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movements of governmentalization and movements of resistance.  Thus, while I contend 

that anarchy marks the possibility of rethinking the political at the horizon of the state, I 

further maintain with this concept we can begin to point toward a way to fundamentally 

reread the history of the political through the concept of resistance.  In other words, with 

the concept of anarchy marking the vital manner by which the field of the political is 

shown to designate a dynamic field of struggle between the exercise of power as 

government and the counter-force of resistance, what is ultimately at stake is to 

demonstrate how anarchist political theory redesignates the political as the historical field 

of agonistic struggle.  Contrary, however, to both Schmitt’s theory in which the dynamic 

field of antagonism made possible in the friend/enemy antithesis is itself contained and 

radically reduced to the sphere of sovereign power, and the Marxist paradigm in which 

the concept of antagonism is reduced to the sphere of class struggle, anarchist theory 

reveals the historical domain of the political as neither a struggle between sovereign 

states, nor between opposing classes, but in terms of an permanent agonistic struggle 

between the exercise of the government and the counter-movements of resistance.   

2.2 Defining Anarchism 
 

Given the way in which anarchism has often been misrepresented in both the popular 

imagination and the academy, it is an almost compulsory task for writers on the subject to 

begin by attempting to define exactly what anarchism is,365 or in other cases what it is 

not.366  Since its origins, anarchism has been fraught with several internal contradictions 

                                                           
365 Several definitive histories of anarchism begin by discussing the problem and difficulty of defining 
anarchism.  See for example: George Woodcock, Anarchism: A History of Libertarian Ideas and 
Movements (New York: Meridian Books, 1962),9-34; and Peter Marshall, Demanding the Impossible: A 
History of Anarchism, 3-12.  Furthermore, in contemporary scholarship, several texts include a section 
which thinks through the problem of defining anarchism.  Although not an exhaustive list, see for 
example: Paul McLaughlin’s Anarchism and Authority: A Philosophical Introduction to Classical Anarchism 
(Burlington: Ashgate Publishing, 2007), 25-36; Nathan Jun Anarchism and Political Modernity, 111-119; 
and John Clark’s seminal essay “What is Anarchism?” in The Anarchist Moment: Reflections on Culture, 
Nature and Power (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1984), 117-140. 
366 Given the way in which anarchism has traditionally been misrepresented, anarchist writers are often 
forced to outline what anarchism is not as much as they are motivated to define anarchism affirmatively.  
For example, see: Alexander Berkman, “The ABC of Anarchism,” in Life of an Anarchist: The Alexander 
Berkman Reader, ed. Gene Fellner (New York: Four Walls Eight Windows, 1992), 277.  Here, while 
introducing the basic ideas of anarchism, Berkman first attempts to dispel some of the more common and 
popular misrepresentations of the anarchist tradition.  “I must tell you,” Berkman writes, “first of all, what 
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and points of divergence that have continuously forged the need for endless texts 

clarifying its unorthodox positions.  Both within and outside the movement, anarchism 

has historically and culturally been defined in numerous and sometimes contradicting 

ways.  Unlike most traditions in political theory, anarchism does not therefore lend itself 

easily to simple classification.  As historian David Goodway suggests, one of the central 

problems one comes to face when discussing anarchist thought, then, is that “it is 

notoriously difficult to delineate anarchism.”367  Since anarchism is a neither a uniform 

theoretical doctrine nor a political program, the complexities of anarchist thought and 

practice appear to resist classification.  According to one of the foremost historians of 

anarchism, George Woodcock, “simplicity” is therefore “the first thing to guard against” 

when writing about anarchism.368  As John Clark more pointedly reiterates two decades 

later, “any definition which attempts to define the term [anarchism] by a single idea” 

ultimately misunderstands the complexities of anarchism, and thus “fails abysmally to do 

justice” to the inherently varied phenomena to which anarchism refers.369   

Although there remains a debate amongst scholars regarding the precise origins of 

anarchist thought and political praxis, there are three general ways of theorizing 

anarchism historically: as a trans-historical and trans-cultural open-ended set of ideas and 

practices; as a political theory developing out of the Enlightenment; and as an actually-

existing revolutionary movement beginning in nineteenth century Europe.  As both trans-

historical and trans-cultural idea, historians tend to argue that the roots of anarchism 

“reach deep in the ancient civilizations of the East” and further that the “cynics of the 

third century came even closer to anarchism.”370  As a political theory, others suggest that 

                                                           
anarchism is not” (original emphasis).  Anarchism Berkman concludes: “is not bombs, disorder, or chaos.  
It is not robbery and murder.  It is not a war of each against all.  It is not a return to barbarism or to the 
wild state of man” (original emphasis).  As Emma Goldman comments in the preface to the 1937 reprint 
edition, the text was also written in order to dispel the “most fantastic notions about anarchism” in the 
popular press, which “fill their readers with bloodcurdling stories of bombs, daggers, plots of killing 
presidents and other lurid descriptions of those awful criminals, the anarchists, bent on murder and 
destruction” (xvii). 
367 David Goodway, introduction to For Anarchism: History, Theory and Practice (New York: Routledge, 
1989), 1. 
368 George Woodcock, Anarchism: A History of Libertarian Ideas and Movements, 9.  
369 John Clark, The Anarchist Moment: Reflections on Culture, Nature and Power, 118, 117.   
370 Peter Marshall, Demanding the Impossible: A History of Anarchism, 54, 68.  Others have additionally 
traced the idea of anarchism in similar ways.  See: Robert Graham, Anarchism: Documentary History of 
Libertarian Ideas. Volume One: From Anarchy to Anarchism 300CE to 1939 (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 
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the first clear statement of anarchist principles can be found in William Godwin’s 

seminal text An Inquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793),371 and is therefore a 

phenomena born from the Enlightenment.372  Others, however, have found hints of the 

beginning of anarchist thought two centuries earlier than Godwin in Étienne De La 

Boétie’s vitally important text the Discourse on Voluntary Servitude (1574).373  Focusing 

more exclusively on anarchism as a revolutionary tradition based in class struggle, others 

further claim that “[a]narchism did not rise as a primordial rebel state of mind as far back 

as Lao Tzu in Ancient China or Zeno in ancient Greece,” but rather grew out of the 

“seedbed of organized trade unions…in opposition to classical Marxism’s imposition of 

socialism-from-above.”374  To be sure, the trouble in pinpointing the origins of anarchism 

demonstrate that the positions of anarchist thought and practice might be better 

characterized in terms of a tradition, rather than ideology, which historically develops 

from a broad repertoire of anarchistic ideas and practices.  Insofar as the history of 

anarchism refers to a “complex and subtle philosophy embracing many different currents 

of thought and strategy,” then we might understand “anarchism” as does historian Peter 

                                                           
2005), 1-4; Peter Kropotkin, “Anarchism—Encyclopedia Britannica Article,” wherein he claims that the 
best exponent of anarchist philosophy in Ancient Greece was Zeno” (288 of the cited edition); and Randal 
Amster, Anarchism Today, page xviiii. 
371 See for example Kropotkin’s “Anarchism—Encyclopedia Britannica Article,” in Anarchism: A Collection 
of Revolutionary Writings, ed. Rodger N. Baldwin (New York: Dover Publications, 2002), 289.  Kropotkin 
states that Godwin was “the first to formulate the political and economic conceptions of anarchism, even 
though he did not give that name to the ideas developed in his remarkable work.”   
372 See for example: Richard Sonn, Anarchism, (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1992), 13.  Sonn takes the 
position that as both philosophy and movement, anarchism was a “product of the mid-nineteenth 
century,” and as such develops out of the thought of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Denis Diderot, and the 
Marquis de Condorcet. 
373 Murray N. Rothbard, “The Political Thought of Étienne De La Boétie,” in The Politics of Obedience and 
Étienne De La Boétie ed. Paul Bonnefon (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 2007), 11.  Also see: Peter Marshall, 
Demanding the Impossible: A History of Anarchism, 109-112. 
374 Michael Schmidt, Cartography of Revolutionary Anarchism, (Oakland: AK Press, 2013), 3. Schmidt’s 
position has proved quite controversial within contemporary anarchist scholarship.  In locating and 
defining anarchism in relation to syndicalist movements of class struggle, Schmidt limits the scope and 
boundaries of anarchism to the late 19th and early 20th century, which creates the problem of conflating 
anarchist history with anarchist philosophy.  For critiques on Schmidt and van der Walt’s work in dating 
and defining anarchism to the 1860’s see: Robert Graham, “Black Flame: A Commentary,” in Anarchist 
Developments in Cultural Studies 2013 issue 1, 189-192; and Nathan Jun, “Rethinking the Anarchist Canon: 
History, Philosophy, and Interpretation,” in Anarchist Developments in Cultural Studies 2013 issue 1, 82-
116; and van der Walt’s response to Jun and Graham “(Re)Constructing a Global Anarchist and Syndicalist 
Canon: A Response to Robert Graham and Nathan Jun on Black Flame,” in Anarchist Developments in 
Cultural Studies issue 1, 2013, 193-203. 
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Marshall further notes “like a river with many currents and eddies, constantly changing 

and being refreshed by new surges but always moving towards the wide ocean of 

freedom.”375  Less figuratively, we might add as the celebrated anarchist historian Rudolf 

Rocker long ago recognized that anarchism does not develop as a determinate theory or 

doctrine—that is, anarchism is not “a fixed, self-enclosed social system, but a definite 

trend,” or permanent strand in history, “which, in contrast with the intellectual 

guardianship of all clerical and governmental institutions, strives for the free unhindered 

unfolding of all the individual and social forces in life.”376   

While there is a certain difficulty in locating the specific origins of anarchist 

thought and practice, anarchist theorists are faced with another difficulty insofar as no 

canon of work is, or can be, exhaustive of anarchist thinking—that is, neither a single 

individual, nor a group of thinkers, can claim priority over determining the limits and 

scope of anarchism.  Indeed, recent developments in anarchist studies suggest that an 

insulated reading of the classical canon of nineteenth century anarchist thought is 

infinitely problematic and fails to recognize the expansive development of a varied range 

of tendencies in anarchist thought and practice over the past century.  Despite, however, 

several attempts to think though this common problem, the contemporary anarchist 

milieu still faces a similar difficulty.  Since anarchism has increasingly come to represent 

a large and diverse range of tendencies and ideas while directly intersecting with several 

other disciplines of thought and movements of resistance such as feminism,377 anti-racist 

                                                           
375 Peter Marshall, Demanding the Impossible, 3. 
376 Rudolf Rocker, Anarcho-syndicalism (Oakland: AK Press, 2004), 31 
377 Since its beginnings, anarchism has always had a strong relationship with the history of feminism in all 
its incarnations and, at certain cases, has directly collided with and inspired the continuation of feminist 
thought and practice.  For early examples of the connection between anarchism and feminism see: The 
Selected Works of Voltairine De Cleyre, ed. Alexander Berkman (New York: Mother Earth Publishing 
Association, 1914), particularly the essay titled “Sex Slavery” (342-359 of the cited edition); although she 
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Connection,” in Anarchism: A Documentary History of Libertarian Ideas, Vol. 2: The Emergence of the New 
Anarchism (1939-1977), 492-499.  For a contemporary collection outlining the intersections between 
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struggles,378 anti-colonial,379 queer struggles,380 ecological struggles,381 amongst others 

no unitary definition, it seems, is possible.  Indeed, precisely because anarchism at once 

develops as a transhistorical idea, a socio-political philosophy, and a historico-political 

movement, all of which intersect with several other movements of struggle, critical 

consensus suggests a near impossibility in defining anarchism in either an overly 

simplistic or singular manner.382   

Despite that anarchism’s typically variegated developments and interventions 

render it incoherent as a political philosophy, several theorists have nevertheless made 

rigorous attempts to define certain key characteristics of historical anarchist thought and 

common practices throughout specific, theoretical, cultural, and philosophical contexts, 

while outlining several key characteristics common to anarchism as a distinct political 

theory.  According to Uri Gordon, what is first required is itself a basic framework for 

understanding not necessarily the “content” of anarchist political theory, but a general 

outline regarding certain commonalities that might compose a preliminary understanding 

of anarchism.  Accordingly, Gordon proposes three distinct, yet interrelated, ways from 

which a critical understanding of anarchism might begin.  Anarchism is first a “social 

movement, composed of dense networks of individuals, affinity groups and collectives 

which communicate and coordinate intensively, sometimes across the globe.”383  Second, 

“anarchism is a name for the intricate political culture which animates these networks 

                                                           
378 For example, see the chapter titled “The Nation in Light of Modern Race Theories,” in Rudolph Rocker 
Nationalism and Culture (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1997). 
379 On the of the history of anarchism and anti-colonial struggles see Benedict Anderson’s seminal study 
titled Under Three Flags: Anarchism and the Anti-Colonial Imagination (New York: Verso, 2005). 
380 See for example: Paul Goodman,” The Politics of Being Queer,” in Anarchism: A Documentary History of 
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and infuses them with content”384  Finally, anarchism is a “collection of ideas’ (emphasis 

in original).385  John Clark, however, maintains that in order to link these seemingly 

disparate bodies of historical movements and schools of thought, a more comprehensive 

definition is required that takes into consideration both the historical and philosophical 

dimensions of anarchism, while simultaneously allowing for the continual evolution and 

trajectory of ideas and practices through its past and contemporary incarnations.  In an 

attempt to develop a clear statement of the tradition of anarchist political theory, Clark 

proposes a four-point definition which not only tries to capture the diversity of the 

historical and philosophical character of anarchism, but in doing so opens up a 

preliminary way of defining anarchism as a unique form of political theory.  “For a 

political theory to be called anarchist it must contain,” according to Clark, the following: 

1) a view of an ideal, non-coercive, non-authoritarian society; 2) a criticism of 

existing society and its institutions based on this anti-authoritarian ideal; 3) a view 

of human nature that justifies the hope for significant progress toward the ideal; 

and 4) a strategy for change, involving immediate institution of non-coercive, 

non-authoritarian, and decentralist alternatives.386 

Although somewhat burdensome, Clark’s definition provides an adequate summary of 

the differing components that can be seen as outlining the basis for anarchism as a 

distinct form of political theory.  Without, perhaps, the third thesis (which has been the 

subject of much contention in anarchist thought)387 regarding a distinct perspective of 

                                                           
384 Ibid, 3-4 
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386 John Clark. “What is Anarchism?”, 126-127.   
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objectively understood” (46).  At the same time, however, the postanarchist claim that anarchism relies 
on a benign conception of human nature from its critique is morally legitimated has not been without its 
own critics.  For critiques of the postanarchist representation of “classical anarchism” see for example: 



133 
 

“human nature that justifies” and motivates anarchist struggle, recent definitions of 

anarchism as a political theory, albeit with minor variations, affirm this basic outline.  

Thus in his work on anarchism and political philosophy, Nathan Jun simplifies Clarks 

definition and maintains that the political theory of anarchism can be understood as: “a 

universal condemnation of and opposition to all forms of closed, coercive authority 

(political, economical, social, etc.), coupled with [a] universal affirmation of an 

promotion of freedom and equality in all spheres of human existence” (original 

emphasis).388  From these definitions it is clear that anarchism is neither simply reducible 

to a political critique of the state nor an economic critique of capitalism.  Instead the 

critical impetus of anarchist thought is directed more specifically as a critique and rupture 

with the logic of the archē, a distinct logic manifest in the varying forms of political, 

economic, social, forms of authority, hierarchy, and domination.  

At the same time, however, what is implied yet glossed over in these definitions is 

that anarchist political theory as such turns upon entirely different theory of the political 

that is critically paired with a shared emphasis on the politics of resistance from which 

anarchist political theory as such becomes manifest.  In this way, we might add, as 

Gordon does, that anarchist political theory further includes both a “shared repertoire of 

political action based on direct action,” and the “shared political language that 

emphasizes resistance to capitalism, the state, patriarchy and more generally to hierarchy 

and domination” (my emphasis).389  Two ideas are of key importance here.  First, Gordon 

maintains that anarchist political theory turns upon a form of political praxis “based on 

direct action,” and further that this distinct form of praxis is itself animated by a 

collective political discourse of “resistance.”  Yet, while Gordon importantly emphasizes 

not simply the relation between anarchist political theory and the paradigm of resistance, 

but the way in which resistance animates anarchist political theory as such, this claim can 

be further amended in order to arrive at what I hold to be vital crux of anarchism.  While 

it is true that a collective emphasis on resistance is what animates both the politics and 

political theory of anarchism, this need not be directed against the often monolithically 
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abstract notions of state, capitalism, etc., but more specifically in opposition to the 

exercise of power as government often personified and manifest in state sovereignty, 

capitalism, as well as in the varying techniques of domination, hierarchy, and oppression.   

Between then, on the one hand what Jun refers to as the anarchist critique of the 

manifestation of authoritarian political, economic, and social relations, counter-posed 

with the affirmation of freedom against the exercise of power as government, and on the 

other Gordon’s emphasis on the political praxis of direct action there is a certain 

simultaneity and reflexivity that locates the political theory of anarchism within the 

paradigm of resistance.  Despite the fundamental difficulty in defining anarchism, I want 

to briefly turn to a key definition of anarchism from Kropotkin’s early writings in order 

to reveal how we might understand anarchism as pertaining to an alternative theory that 

at once takes the non-acceptability of power and the politics of resistance as its starting 

point.  “The anarchist,” Kropotkin writes, “denies not only existing laws, but all 

established power, all authority; yet the essence remains the same; the anarchist rebels—

and this is where he begins—against power, authority, under whatever form it may 

appear.”390  As Kropotkin first suggests here, anarchism begins with a unique position 

that takes the non-acceptability of all power and authority as its starting point—that is, 

anarchism according to Kropotkin presupposes a fundamental rupture with the logic of 

the archē.  At the same time, however, this means for Kropotkin that anarchism “begins” 

or takes as its “essence” resistance against power and authority as the starting point from 

which the logic of the archē can become potentially ruptured.  In other words, the 

anarchist critique and opposition to the exercise of power as government, as manifest in 

varying political, economic, and social forms, is itself animated and coupled with the 

politics of resistance; at the same time, the paradigm of resistance—within which the 

praxis of anarchism is located—is that which is made possible and finds its consistency 

within the critique of the political as the exercise of government.  It is my contention that 

this understanding of anarchism forms the basis from which an alternative historical 

theory of the political can be posed in relation to the unique question of resistance that 

animates anarchism as such.   
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2.3 Anarchy as Philosophical Principle 
 

Anarchy is the word which comes from the Greek, and signifies, strictly speaking, without 

government: the state of a people without any constituted authority, that is, without 

government. 391 

--Errico Malatesta 

 

In the history of political philosophy, the concept of anarchy, like the political theory of 

anarchism, is perhaps one the most misunderstood and undervalued concepts in political 

theory.  From its inception, the term anarchy has primarily been invoked by philosophers 

and political theorists in a pejorative sense, denoting both disorder and chaos, and as such 

the negation of political order; to be sure, the concept of anarchy has historically come to 

signify the converse anterior to what is typically understood as constituting politics.392  If 

the history of politics and political philosophy has, as I have pointed towards, taken the 

concept of the archē as the implicit starting point from which a critical conceptualization 

of politics begins, then by its very definition the term anarchy is irreducible to the 

political as archē—that is, it is the philosophical and political concept by which we can 

begin to rethink the political at the horizon of the state and the exercise of government.  

Despite, however, the ways in which anarchy, and consequently by extension, the 

political philosophy of anarchism has and continues to remain marginal, the very concept 

of anarchy in both its philosophical and political senses is in every way seminal to the 

history of political philosophy, and is what ultimately renders the paradigm of struggle as 

resistance more acute. 

Etymologically, the word “anarchy” comes from the Greek word αναϱχια 

(anarchia in Latin) where the prefix αν designates ‘without’ and αϱχια, translated as 

archē, which means at once “beginning,” “origin,” or “first principle,” and later as 
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“sovereignty,” “supreme authority,” and “government.”393  Rather than assuming the 

primacy of an archē, anarchy in its philosophical sense designates an entirely different 

theoretical plane from which a new critical conceptualization of the political might begin 

that does not assume the state and government as its constituent components.  As a 

philosophical concept, anarchy is the idea which, in the absence of the principle of 

authority, designates a critical position of exteriority from which to question the 

foundations of political thought.  Unlike in the history of political thought, where politics 

is derived from and determined by the first principle of archē, anarchy in contrast 

designates a critical unfounding, or radical disordering, of these authoritative 

foundations—that is, it destabilizes the presence and dominance of an archē.  It is within 

this context that Proudhon delineates what might be considered the earliest attempt at 

ascribing to anarchism one of its key philosophical characteristics in relation to the 

problem of the political.  “The meaning ordinarily attached to the word anarchy,” 

Proudhon writes in his seminal 1840 text What is Property?: An Inquiry into the 

Principle of Right and of Government, “is absence of principle, absence of rule; 

consequently it has been regarded as synonymous with disorder.”394  Yet Proudhon is 

clear that it is not anarchism that expresses disorder, but rather “our accustomed habit of 

taking man for our rule, and his will for law” which forms the “height of disorder and the 

expression of chaos.”395  Reversing the accusations launched at anarchists back toward 

the heart of government, Proudhon famously suggests that just “as man seeks justice in 

equality, so society seeks order in anarchy.”396  We have seen how the paradigm of 

government has traditionally retained a sense of primacy in relation to political questions 

pertaining to how best to conceive of “order” in society.  Yet, rather than attempting to 

think through the question of political “order” within the framework of an archē, 

Proudhon instead posits the concept of anarchy as an alternative beginning point—that is, 

Proudhon paradoxically suggests that we might also rethink the notion of “order” within 

the topology of anarchy.   
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What is at stake for Proudhon is that the concept of anarchy might form the basis 

for a new principle from which to radically rethink both the terms of the political and 

very concept of politics as it has been understood in both society and philosophy.  Given 

that the subtitle of Proudhon’s text suggests that it is the very “principle” of government 

that forms the point of departure for his argument, anarchy—which, for Proudhon might 

be rewritten as an-archy to emphasis the prefix ‘without’—comes to suggest the way of 

thinking through alternative political potentialities without assuming a formidable link 

between the political and the first principle of the archē.  In its most basic form, the 

concept of anarchy, which Proudhon also defines in the same work as “the absence of a 

master, of a sovereign” reveals an alternative principle from which to reconceptualise the 

history of the political and politics without the first principle of the archē.397  Yet, if we 

understand the history of the concept of the archē as the principle that has at once 

conditioned our understanding of politics and ordered the field of the political 

accordingly we might, following Kropotkin, more critically suggest that the very question 

of “order” within political theory means to “speak of order as it is conceived in our 

present society.”398  Thus, according to Kropotkin if we “take a look at this order which 

anarchy seeks to destroy,” then the term anarchy can be better understood as referring to 

the “negation of order” (original emphasis)—indeed, the negation and struggle with the 

order of the archē.399  In this way, while Kropotkin maintains that “order is servitude,” 

the concept of anarchy might therefore be taken in its most basic form as a radical 

disordering of the present order as archē. 400  As that which creates a distinct rupture in 

the logic and order of the archē, Kropotkin maintains that a critical conception of anarchy 

thus finds its locus in the concept and practice of “disorder” rather than order.  Yet rather 

than simply designating a condition of chaos, the concept of “disorder” and its relation to 

the term anarchy can be understood in the following way according to Kropotkin: 

“disorder”  
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[i]s the uprising of the people against this ignoble order…It is the revolt of 

thought on the eve of the revolution…Disorder is the abolition of ancient 

slaveries, it is the uprising of the communes…Disorder is the insurrection…an 

incessant struggle…Disorder is the blossoming of the most beautiful passions and 

the greatest of devotions, it is the epic of supreme human love.401   

In attempting to attain a preliminary definition of the concept of anarchy, two ideas in 

Kropotkin’s definition are of key importance here.  First, the relation between the 

concepts of “anarchy’” and “disorder” refers to a radical rupture (in the sense provided by 

Rancière) with the logic and order of the archē.  As that which takes a rupture with the 

logic of the archē as its starting point, anarchy as such designates an alternative basis 

from which to rethink the concept of the political.  At the same time, however, because 

anarchy begins with a radical disordering of the logic of the archē, the term also comes to 

designate a specific mode of political praxis, a process where politics seeks to create a 

fundamental rupture with the present order as archē.  As a politics of disorder, anarchy 

thus refers to the politics of “uprising”, of “revolt, of “insurrection,” and of “incessant 

struggle.”  As the form of politics, then, that animates a rupture with the logic and order 

of the archē, anarchy begins with and takes as its basis a theory of resistance that 

animates the concept of anarchy as such.  It is in this way that we might come to 

understand the concept of anarchy as itself a philosophical principle, or alternative basis 

from which the question of politics and the political can begin to be rethought.   

  Emphasizing that the philosophical and political character of anarchism ought to 

be defined in relation to the foundational onto-political problem of the archē, nineteenth 

century American anarchist Benjamin Tucker (in a manner that prefigures Rancière’s 

work) argues that anarchism is distinguished philosophically by its rupture with the logic 

of the archē.  “Anarchy” Tucker claims: 

[d]oes not mean simply opposed to the archos, or political leader.  It means 

opposed to archē.  Now, archē, in the first instance, means beginning, origin.  

From this it comes to mean a first principle, an element; then first place, supreme 
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power, sovereignty, dominion, command, authority; and finally a sovereignty, an 

empire, a realm, a magistracy, a governmental office (original emphasis).402 

In its most fundamental sense, “anarchy” as Tucker maintains here designates an 

opposition to archē.  Paying careful attention to the etymological development of the term 

archē, Tucker identifies two ways of understanding anarchy in relation to the crisis of the 

political outlined in the previous chapter.  Whereas in the pre-political sense “anarchy,” 

as Tucker suggests, first comes to mean “without guiding principle,” when extended into 

the political sphere it takes on an additional meaning as “without dominion” or “without 

authority.”403  Anarchism, as understood here by Tucker, cannot be reduced 

philosophically to a radical rejection of the state, but instead as a rejection, or opposition 

to, archē as both the “beginning” and “origin” of the political space which eventually 

becomes articulated as a “supreme power,” and as such develops as “sovereignty,” 

“authority,” and government.  In other words, anarchy is opposed not just to the political 

as politeia, but the way in which politics affords primacy to the concept of archē as the 

terms of the political expressed in the continuity between sovereignty and the exercise of 

government.  What is at stake for Tucker in affirming the concept of anarchy in 

opposition to the archē, is a critical conceptualization of anarchy as an alternative 

“fundamental principle in the science of political and social life.”404   

In essence, the idea of anarchy as a “principle” appears at two levels in Tucker’s 

work.  First, anarchy refers to that which precedes and eludes all archē; anarchy is prior 

to all guiding principles.  Yet, at the same time, the notion of anarchy in the philosophical 

sense does not exclude the elaboration of a political conceptualization of anarchy.  

Indeed, we might understand anarchy as the principle which negates the totality of the 

archipolitical.  While it appears contradictory to assert that which eludes the origin of 

principle as a principle itself, what Tucker ultimately points toward here are the ways in 

which the concept of anarchy formulates an alternative logic of the political which is 

continuously in conflict with the history of the archipolitical.  Along this line of thought, 

in a crucial footnote to Otherwise than Being, Emanuel Levinas sets forth a definition of 

                                                           
402 Benjamin Tucker, Individual Liberty: Selected Writings (New York: The Revisionist Press, 1972), 33, 
original italics. 
403 Ibid, 33. 
404 Ibid, 42.  



140 
 

“anarchy” that helps to further elaborate what Tucker means by establishing anarchy as a 

“principle.”  “Anarchy” Levinas writes: 

cannot, under pain of contradiction, be set up as a principle (in the sense that 

anarchists understand it).  Anarchy, unlike archē, cannot be sovereign.  It can 

only disturb, albeit in a radical way, the State, prompting isolated moments of 

negation without any affirmation.  The State, then, cannot set itself up as a 

whole.405 

Anarchy, according to Levinas, cannot be understood as a political principle in the sense 

that it resists totality.  Yet, as Levinas maintains here anarchy is that which radically 

disturbs the totality of the state.  Although anarchy cannot be established as a “principle,” 

this same concept forms the critical topology which proves that the archipolitical can 

never establish itself as a whole.  In Levinas’s thought, then, anarchy, is what resists the 

state’s claim to totality, and in this way forges a permanent, unsurpassable gap between 

two warring conceptions of the political—the sovereign archē and the figure of the 

anarchē which disturbs the terms of the political in a radical way.  Yet, as Miguel 

Abensour observes in his analysis of the anarchist implications of Levinas, the fact that 

anarchy is rendered apolitical by Levinas does not mean that it has no relevance for 

political theory.  Instead we find that the space carved out by “anarchy disturbs politics to 

the point where we can speak of the disturbance of politics…to separate an-archy from 

sovereignty, to separate it from a principle does not mean that anarchy dos not affect 

politics or leaves it unchanged” (original emphasis).406    

Rather than designating something apolitical, the principle of anarchy defines a 

point of rupture with the historical rationale that traditionally grounds the political within 

the space and practice of government—anarchy is what disturbs and disorders the 

political as a continuation of the logic of the archē.  Although Levinas emphasizes that 

the concept anarchy can only disturb the state “without any affirmation,” anarchists have 

nevertheless consistently refused to reduce the notion of anarchy to a mere negation of 
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order.  Thus, while Kropotkin suggests that “originally, anarchy was presented as a 

simple negation,” he also maintains the following key distinction: 

“No State,” or “No Authority,” in spite of its negative formulation, had a deeply 

affirmative meaning when spoken by [anarchists].  It was both a philosophical 

and practical principle which signified that the whole of life of human societies, 

everything, from daily individual relationships between people to broader 

relationships between races across oceans, could and should be reformulated 

sooner or later, according to the principles of Anarchy.407 

For Kropotkin, then, the radical “negation of all forms of authority,” which forms the 

basic logic behind the anarchist critique of society is paired with, according to Kropotkin, 

an “affirmation—the conception of a free society, without authority.”408  It is because the 

anarchist negation of the state is coupled with the affirmation of alternative political 

possibilities in life outside of the paradigm of government that Kropotkin maintains that 

“anarchy was understood by its founders as a great philosophical idea,” or “a general 

philosophical principle.”409  

It is by taking the political and philosophical principle of anarchy in opposition to 

the first principle of an archē that we can begin to rethink the political at the horizon of 

the state.  While in the previous chapter we saw how the term archē not only refers to that 

which designates the way in which the political assumes the form of the techniques of 

government exercised within the domain of the state, but also the first principle that 

brings forth politics as such, anarchy, in contrast, at once reveals an alternative beginning 

point for a critical conception of the political, as well as an alternative principle which is 

brought into being as a form of resistance to the exercise of government.  Thus, insofar as 

the concept of anarchy designates the vital manner by which the political can be 

fundamentally rethought, the word itself has further significant political meanings.  

Indeed, the word anarchy also refers to an onto-political position of praxis—that is, a 

condition of being without government.  As Marshall notes, the concept of anarchy 

therefore additionally refers to “the condition of being without ruler,” whereby, in the 

                                                           
407 Peter Kropotkin, “The Anarchist Principle,” trans. James Bar Bowen, in Direct Struggle Against Capital: 
A Peter Kropotkin Anthology, ed. Lain McKay (Oakland: AK Press, 2014), 197-198. 
408 Ibid, 197. 
409 Ibid, 198. 



142 
 

political sense, anarchy “comes to describe a condition of people living without any 

constituted authority or government.”410  Jun shares Marshall’s position and maintains 

that anarchy “can be roughly translated as the state of being without a ruler.”411  

According to Marshall, then, “anarchy is usually defined as a society without 

government, and anarchism as the social philosophy aimed at its realization.”412  In its 

most preliminary sense, we can point toward two ways from which to begin to 

understand anarchy as a philosophical principle: the principle of anarchy at once signifies 

a radical position of critique and a position of praxis, a state of being without 

government.   

In his entry on anarchism for the eleventh edition of The Encyclopedia Britannica 

(1905), Kropotkin further expands upon this notion of anarchy.  Anarchism, which 

Kropotkin acknowledges as the first political theory “contrary to authority”—is defined 

as the “principle or theory of life and conduct under which society is conceived without 

government.”413  In its philosophical connotation, anarchy designates a critical theory of 

the political “contrary to authority,” as well as a critical conceptualization regarding the 

possibility of political life without government animated by the principle of anarchy.  

Affirming the concept of anarchy as a “principle” contrary to the first principle which 

provides the political with an archē—that is, as an alternative political principle 

“conceived without government,” anarchism constructs a different set of relations for the 

terms of the political which seeks, at its core, to overcome the limitations of the 

archipolitical.  Indeed, as Kropotkin claims anarchist political theory maintains that the 

“ideal of the omnipotent and beneficent state is merely a copy from the past,” to which 

anarchists “opposed it with a new ideal—an-archy: that is the total abolition of the 

state…by means of the free federation of popular forces.”414  By opposing the concept of 

anarchy to the concept of archē we might, following Kropotkin’s logic, adopt the 

concept as itself the critical framework which provides the space for a theory of the 

political outside and against the history of the archipolitical.  Anarchy is the philosophical 
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and political concept—indeed principle—from which the history of the political can be 

rethought in such a manner that does not leave the nexus between the exercise of 

government and sovereignty intact; instead anarchy at once designates that which resists 

the state’s claim to totality, as well as a unique form of political praxis that continuously 

ruptures the logic and practices of the archē.  

2.4 Anarchy as an Historical Principle of Intelligibility of the 

Political 
 

As a philosophical principle, directed not just simply as a critique of the state, but more 

fundamentally a critique against the first principle of an archē that reduces the political to 

the continuity between state sovereignty and the exercise of government, the concept of 

anarchy, then, must be thought against its typical use in political theory.  Rather than 

invoking the term anarchy as the condition of chaos overcome by the advent of the state, 

we ought to understand the concept as a philosophical principle and coinciding form of 

praxis that disorders the continuation of the logic an order of the archē.  Understood as 

such, the concept of anarchy as described above can also be taken to designate a unique 

way to reread the history of the political itself, even within the history of archipolitical 

thought.  In this regard, although Hobbes might be understood within the history of 

political theory as one of anarchism’s foremost adversaries, it is by turning to his seminal 

political treatise the Leviathan that we might locate a key example within the history of 

political theory from which the concept of anarchy can at once be understood as an 

alternative principle of intelligibility from which to read the history of the political from 

the perspective of resistance.  Indeed, in the Leviathan the concept of anarchy cannot 

only be shown as the implicit starting point for the main argument of the text, but also a 

seminal (albeit historically neglected) concept within the history of political theory that 

ultimately turns upon an alternative theory of the political that is to be overcome, or 

superseded, in Hobbes’s writings by the advent of sovereign power.  While it has been 

noted that what Hobbes refers to as the continuity between the “state of nature” and the 

condition of “anarchy” is one of the more significant elements of which his political 

thought is based, it is my contention that that the importance of Hobbes’s use of the 

concept of the “state of nature” lies in its fundamental gesture toward a critical 
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conception of the political as anarchy. 415  In other words, despite his intentions, what 

Hobbes ultimately reveals as the condition of “anarchy” in the Leviathan is not a violent 

“state of nature” eradicated with the advent of sovereign power, but instead a vision of a 

politics as anarchy inspired by a completely different understanding of the political.    

As is well known and often cited, Hobbes invokes the figure of “anarchy” in the 

Leviathan at once as the condition prior to the establishment of sovereign power,416 as 

well as the justification for the social contract that forms the artificial body of the 

sovereign state.417  Although there has been some serious debate amongst theorists of the 

Leviathan regarding whether Hobbes intended his concept of the “state of nature” to be 

understood as a “kind of thought-experiment,” or a historically “practical possibility,”418 

it is my contention that the notion can be interpreted in terms of an agonistic conception 

of political conflict opposed to the theory of sovereignty.419  Against, then, the more 

orthodox readings of Hobbes, in which the “state of nature” is posed in terms of the 

condition that needs to be “averted only by the existence of an ordered society governed 

by a coercive sovereign,” the Leviathan can instead be interpreted as masking an 

alternative principle of intelligibility from which to reread the history of the political 

agonistically. 420  More specifically, although Hobbes maintains that the terms of the 
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political are marked by the way in which the state and sovereign power arise through the 

eradication of the condition of “anarchy”—a condition manifest in what Hobbes refers to 

as “civil war”—it is my contention that the Leviathan nevertheless reveals a preliminary 

manner from which the history of the political can be reread from the perspective of 

anarchy. 421  Indeed, rather than premising the birth of politics upon the eradication of the 

condition of anarchy, what Hobbes reveals in the Leviathan is history of the political in 

its agonistic specificity—that is, a permanent struggle between the state and non-state in 

which the concept of “anarchy” is not only primary with regard to the politics of state 

sovereignty, but that which is manifest and animated through a unique paradigm of 

political resistance, or “civil war.”  In this regard, it is necessary to briefly turn to some of 

the central components of the Leviathan in order to demonstrate how the theory of 

sovereignty, which Hobbes premises on the eradication of the condition of anarchy, 

effectively masks an alternative conception of the political that takes the condition of 

anarchy as its starting point, and further that this conception offers key insight on how to 

reread the question of politics against the historical paradigm of the archē.    

It has been noted that Hobbes’s concept of the “state of nature” has become an 

inescapable point of reference for political thought, and further that this concept has 

subsequently “had a profound impact on our understanding of human nature [and] 

anarchy.”422  In its most common understanding, commentators on the Leviathan have 

maintained that the “state of nature” in Hobbes’s usage means that the “condition in 

which man is placed by mere nature is one of conflict and insecurity—a war of every 

man against every man.”423  While there remains some critical contention in regarding the 

state of nature as “state of continual and overt violence,”424 it is clear that Hobbes is 

referring to a direct state of conflict.425  Yet it is in regard to this perpetual state of 
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conflict that Hobbes forms the contextual background from which political order can be 

derived—that is, the state of nature designates the condition in which human beings 

conduct themselves in a situation without the existence of sovereignty, thus forming the 

background upon which the need for sovereign government becomes justified according 

to Hobbes.426  In this regard we might take the notion of the “state of nature” as the 

concept from which the notion of state sovereignty can be contrasted.  Thus, as Evrigenis 

acknowledges, the “stark contrast between the misery that accompanies anarchy and the 

peace that comes through government, seems enough to explain the appeal of the image 

of the state of nature” in Hobbes.427  In other words, it is the state of conflict Hobbes 

represents through the concept of the state of nature that is ultimately contrasted with the 

theory of sovereign power in the Leviathan.  Yet, this might mean, as Evrigenis argues, 

that the Leviathan nevertheless represents a “powerful and succinct account of a 

condition sufficiently undesirable to cause one to reconsider one’s plan for rebellion.”428  

Because Hobbes understands the “state of nature” in terms of a condition of conflict that 

ought to be overcome with the politics of the state, it is my contention that the “state of 

nature” designates, not humankind in its natural condition, but rather a form of politics 

manifest in terms of an agonistic praxis of struggle—indeed a politics of rebellion and 

resistance—and further that Hobbes’s argument in favor of overcoming this condition 

can be interpreted as an attempt to mask this agonistic conception of the political as 

anarchy with a theory of sovereignty.      

Indeed, at the beginning of chapter thirty-one of Leviathan, Hobbes establishes a 

specific nexus between the “state of nature,” “anarchy,” and the “condition of war,” and 

further maintains that these conditions are to be eradicated from the field of the political 

with the advent of sovereignty.  In a passage that is in every way seminal to the history of 

political theory, Hobbes therefore writes that the “the condition of mere Nature, that is to 

say, of absolute Liberty, such as is theirs, that neither are Sovereigns, nor Subjects, is 

Anarchy, and the condition of War.”429  Here, Hobbes draws an explicit connection 

between the pre-sovereign condition of “nature” and “anarchy,” represented here as a 
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“condition of war”—that is “nature,” according to Hobbes, is analogous to both the 

condition of anarchy and the praxis of civil war.  To be sure, the eradication of this 

condition of anarchy through sovereign power and the advent of the commonwealth 

designates the premise against which the question of sovereign power is posed and, as 

such, is what Hobbes posits as the ultimate telos of the political. “The final Cause, End, 

or Design of men,” Hobbes therefore contends, is “of getting themselves out from that 

miserable condition of war.”430  What is required by Hobbes in order to overcome this 

“miserable condition of war” is not simply the advent of a central sovereign power, but 

more fundamentally a collective contract or “covenant” wherein all mutually agree to 

forfeit what might be understood through Hobbes as a pre-juridical right to autonomy: “I 

authorize and give up my right of governing myself, to this man, or to this assembly of 

men, on this condition,” Hobbes writes, “that thou give up thy right to him, and authorize 

all of his actions in a like manner.”431  What is ultimately at stake for Hobbes is therefore 

not simply to demonstrate that the condition of sovereignty is preferable to the non-

political conditions of “state of nature,” “absolute liberty,” and “anarchy,” but that the 

advent of sovereignty turns upon overcoming and eradicating a pre-juridical “right” 

toward self-governance manifest in the condition of civil war.432      

While this passage is itself in every way seminal to the history of political 

thought, Hobbes’s use of the term “anarchy” is traditionally reduced to two simplified 

ideas.  First anarchy is often taken by Hobbes as the concept that describes the absence of 

political society, or a state of nature famously defined as the “war of every man against 

every man.”433  Here in its most reductive sense, the concept of anarchy denotes for 

Hobbes the mere absence of sovereign power, and as such is rendered synonymous with a 

natural condition of “liberty” prior to the advent of sovereignty and the politics of the 

state.  Additionally, however, precisely because the condition of “anarchy” describes the 

absence of sovereignty and a permanent condition of war, the concept paradoxically 

“signifies want of government.”434  Two ideas are of key importance here.  First, the 
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concept of “anarchy” in Hobbes forms the historical condition ultimately leading to the 

contract that constitutes sovereign power.  In other words, this means that “anarchy” is 

what is presupposed by Hobbes in order to justify the collective need for sovereignty; 

sovereignty is therefore secondary to the condition of anarchy.  In this way, the concept 

of anarchy in Hobbes’s thought describes a condition prior to the politics of the state and 

as such, on the other, the justification for the need of a state—that is, in both cases the 

reality of the condition of anarchy is what forms the beginning point of Hobbes’s theory.  

Yet, because the concept and condition of anarchy is what is presupposed by Hobbes in 

order to justify the need of government, as well as the manifestation of state and 

sovereign power, it is my contention that the condition of anarchy can be understood as 

an alternative principle from which to read the history of the political in a radically new 

manner.  Given the ways in which Hobbes argues that the state and sovereign power is 

founded upon and arises out the attempt to overcome the state of anarchy, by his own 

logic Hobbes both demonstrates that anarchy, as a condition prior to the state, designates 

the implicit starting point for modern political philosophy as such.  What is at stake, then, 

is not that the condition of anarchy in Hobbes designates a radical outside to the state and 

sovereign power, but rather that its presence fundamentally denies the state’s claim 

toward primacy and dominance within the history of politics and political theory. 

While the intended goal of Hobbes’s text is to demonstrate the institution of 

sovereignty through the mutual transferral of the collective right to self-governance and 

autonomy, the very premise of this argument at once presupposes and demonstrates the 

possibility of an alternative theory of the political as expressed through the condition of 

anarchy—not as an essence transcendent to sovereign power—but that which is manifest 

and made possible in what Hobbes refers to as “civil war.”  Yet, insofar as Hobbes 

understands anarchy as a condition of war prior and parallel to the politics of the state, we 

might further understand the condition of anarchy as designating a form of politics—

indeed a form of political praxis—that is irreducible to, and arises in conflict with the 

history of the state.  To be sure, it is this distinct sphere of praxis that, according to 

Hobbes’s own logic, is at once prior to the manifestation of sovereignty, as well as the 

condition by which the advent of sovereignty is itself historically said to overcome and 

eradicate.  Indeed, Hobbes offers a brief glimpse of this dissenting form of politics when, 
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in Chapter 29 of the Leviathan, he discusses the varying causes that lead to the 

dissolution of sovereign power and commonwealth.  Herein Hobbes writes that “the 

Liberty of Disputing against absolute Power,” the historical movements of rebellion 

referred to as “pretenders [of] Politicall (sic) Prudence,” are “animated by False 

Doctrines.”435  Here Hobbes reveals the ultimate polemic of his argument; what Hobbes 

attempts to eradicate with the advent of sovereign power is not a human condition 

wherein all war against all, but instead another form of politics that resists the absolute 

power of the sovereign, a politics of civil war.  Following Agamben, we might therefore 

redefine Hobbes’s “state of nature” as a “mythological projection into the past of civil 

war.”436  In this way, whereas Hobbes draws an explicit connection between anarchy and 

the condition of civil war and traces the way in which the birth of sovereignty is said to 

eradicate anarchy from the field of the political, his theory of the advent of sovereignty 

also reveals, according to Agamben, how the political can therefore be read in reference 

to the political past of civil war.  While we have already seen how the concept of anarchy 

can be understood as designating an alternative principle from which the political might 

be fundamentally rethought, here we can additionally see how the concept of anarchy in 

the Leviathan is revealed as pertaining to an alternative conception of politics as civil 

war.  

In Tiqqun’s understanding of Hobbes the history of the political is attested to by 

the state’s struggle with the condition of anarchy, noticeable not as an essential 

exteriority, but politically in terms of civil war against the state.  The history of the 

domain of the political is not then simply the history of the state’s monopolization on 

politics, but more fundamentally, the history of, on the one hand, the politics of the state 

which seek to eradicate anarchy from the field of the political, and the politics of civil 

war which seek to undermine the state on the other.  Thus, “the point of view of civil 

war,” Tiqqun maintains, “is the point of view of the political.”437  For Tiqqun, then, the 

point of view of the political is not simply the historical elaboration of the paradigm of 

government and the primacy of the state.  Instead, rather, it is the concept of civil war that 
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forms the critical locus from which to read the domain of the political within the 

condition of anarchy.  

 In their unorthodox reading of Hobbes, Tiqqun at once reveals a radically new 

perspective from which to read the history of the political, as well as an alternative 

perspective of the political in which the critical question of resistance is rendered more 

acute.  In highlighting how the concept of “civil war” acts as the historical principle from 

which we can reread the history of the political, Tiqqun therefore radically denies the 

Schmittian paradigm of sovereignty, while retaining (albeit in a radically different 

manner) a fundamental theory of agonism as the key component of the political as such.  

Tiqqun therefore accepts Hobbes’s thesis regarding the “state of nature” while 

fundamentally reversing its principle position; the state of nature as a condition of 

anarchy is not simply a violent war of all against all, but an irreconcilable struggle 

between on the one hand, the paradigm of sovereignty and the state’s attempted 

monopolization of the field of the political, and on the other the condition of anarchy or 

civil war manifest in the struggle against the state form.  Despite their unorthodox 

reading of Hobbes, Tiqqun is not alone, and variations of this reading can be found 

amongst various anarchist theorists, as well as other critical theorists and philosophers 

such as Pierre Clastres,438 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari,439 and Michel Foucault.440  

Thus in their critical inquiry into the anarchist anthropologist Pierre Clastres’ 

ethnographic work into non-state societies and the coinciding historical problematic of 

war, Deleuze and Guattari argue, in a manner that invokes the basic premises of Hobbes 

that “the state was against war, so war is against the state, and makes it impossible.”441  

Like Tiqqun, Deleuze and Guattari understand the history of the state as the simultaneous 

history of its own impossibility—that is, the struggle between the politics of the state, 

which attempt to put an end to civil war, and the struggle against the state, which finds its 
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historical elaboration in the concept of civil war.  However, Deleuze and Guattari 

additionally argue that the concept of civil war describes a radical position of praxis in 

contrast to the politics of the state: Deleuze and Guattari write: “it should not be 

concluded that war is a state of nature, but rather that it is the mode of a social state that 

wards off and prevents the state.”442  In this sense, civil war is not simply a state of nature 

prior to the state’s existence, but also a specific mode of praxis in which the politics 

arising out of the condition of anarchy, develop as strategic tactics of resistance against 

the state.  For Tiqqun and Deleuze, and Guattari, the concept of anarchy, which is 

historically expressed in terms of civil war, is the very grid from which we can read the 

history of the political.  At the same time, however, this alternative framework for 

understanding the domain of the political, which in its essence asserts that anarchy is 

primary with the state, additionally locates a fundamental dimension of agonism with the 

concept of civil war that lies at the heart of the domain of the political.  To put it 

differently, anarchy—as opposed to the first principle of government—gives us an 

alternative way to conceive of the domain of the political situated at the horizon of the 

state, a conceptualization that locates a fundamental agonism between the state and 

anarchy as the substance of the political, and finds its expression in the concept of civil 

war.  Such a theory of the political is not, however, set to exclude or deny the existence 

of the state, but more fundamentally to describe the irreconcilable conflict between the 

political as archē and the political as anarchy.  

While anarchists have traditionally refused Hobbes’s description of the “state of 

nature,” they have nevertheless affirmed an alternative, critical understanding of the 

concept of anarchy, and have often sought to elaborate a theory of the political that 

begins with this alternate conception.  Pointing toward the way in which anarchists have 

traditionally attempted to distinguish a critical concept of anarchy from Hobbes’s usage, 

Newman maintains that whereas sovereign “law bases its claim to our obedience on its 

supposed ability to put a stop to the violent anarchy of the state of nature, anarchists 

refuse this artifice of social contract theory, affirming instead a different vision of 
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anarchy.”443  Yet, for Newman this affirmation of a theory of anarchy in Hobbes invokes 

a philosophical aporia in which the historical concept of anarchy is inherently intertwined 

with the historical logic of the state and the advent of sovereignty.  Newman therefore 

criticizes that “the anarchy that forms the ontological basis of social contract theory, and 

that the law and sovereignty are supposed to eliminate, provides for anarchists the 

ontological foundation for the possibility of life beyond the law.”444  At stake in 

Newman’s critique is the way in which the concept of anarchy as discussed by Hobbes in 

the Leviathan, has been misinterpreted by certain anarchists as indicating a transcendental 

position of pure exteriority outside of the state.  Understood in this sense, “anarchy” as 

Newman maintains simply designates the transcendental condition of possibility from 

which anarchists might be able to justify the potentiality for life without government.  

Yet, Newman neglects to notice how the concept of anarchy, even as used by Hobbes in 

the Leviathan, does not simply refer to a “state of nature” prior to the advent of the state 

and the discourse of sovereignty, but more specifically toward an alternative conception 

of politics as resistance, a form of politics against which Hobbes’s theory of sovereignty 

is set to eradicate from the field of the political.  Thus, by critiquing the idea of anarchy 

as pure place of exteriority, Newman neglects the way in which this “place” of anarchy is 

not an essential condition, either transcendent or prior to state sovereignty, but that which 

becomes manifest in the exercise of resistance against the formation of the state and the 

exercise of government.  If we assume, as has been suggested by one commentator, that 

“at the center of Hobbes’s political theory lies the concept of the state of nature,”445 then 

we might further suggest that the condition of anarchy is not only that what is 

presupposed by Hobbes through the concept of the “state of nature,” but also that which 

reveals an agonistic theory of the political that is effectively masked by the theory of 

sovereignty.   

Furthermore, while we have seen how the condition of anarchy as manifest in the 

praxis of civil war points toward and alternative principle from which the political can be 

understood anarchically, anarchists have often invoked the notion of civil war as the basis 
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from which politics as such can be understood agonistically.  In this regard, certain 

anarchists have located a specific dimension of agonism at the heart of political relations, 

and have, despite their differences, often invoked the concept of civil war to designate a 

fundamental struggle with sovereign power and the exercise of government.  Anarchist 

journalist, Anselme Bellegarrigue, links the idea of civil war to the notion of government, 

and centralizes the idea of agonism as the inherent consequence of government. “Who 

says antagonism, says civil war,” writes Bellegarrigue, “from which it follows that who 

says government, says civil war.”446  Reversing the logic of Hobbes, anarchist historian 

and theorist, Rudolph Rocker argues that the paradigm of government inherently leads to 

“a constant war of each against all.”447  At the same time, Rocker centralizes the war 

against relations of power as the basis of anarchist politics: “anarchists represent the 

viewpoint that the war against capitalism must at the same time be a war against all 

institutions of political power.”448  Indeed, according to Rocker, the anarchist’s war 

against the state is what opens up the possibility for life without government: “[n]ew 

worlds are not born in the vacuum of abstract ideas, but in…ceaseless struggle…constant 

warfare against the already-existing.”449  Anarchist Emile Armand highlights how this 

dimension of agonism is what unifies anarchist theory.  Armand writes:  

As the word “anarchy” etymologically signifies the negation of governmental 

authority, the absence of government, it follows that one indissoluble bond unites 

the anarchists.  This is antagonism to all situations regulated by imposition, 

constraint, violence, governmental oppression, whether these are a product of all, 

a group, or of one person.450    

Furthermore, Voltairine de Cleyre maintains that while “[a]narchism seeks to arouse 

consciousness of oppression,” the agonism that lies at the heart of political relations 
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refers to the “sense of the necessity for unceasing warfare against capitalism and the 

state.”451    

In each of the above examples, it is clear that anarchism conceives of politics 

agonistically—that is as a permanent and irreconcilable struggle between the techniques 

of government exercised within the state and critical conception of politics as resistance, 

a “constant warfare against the already-existing.”  Additionally, while Kropotkin believes 

that the very basic tenets of political theory might be rethought according to the 

principles of anarchy, he additionally demonstrates that this philosophical principle turns 

upon an alternative conceptualization of political praxis that places resistance as the 

central component of anarchist politics.  According to Kropotkin, the principle of anarchy 

is distinct, politically and philosophically, because it “is a principle of the daily 

struggle…a principle distorted by statist science…vital and active, always forging new 

progress in spite of and in opposition to all oppressors.”452  As a principle of struggle 

which, as we for will see for anarchist theorists, finds its consistency in the concept of 

resistance, anarchist political theory situates politics outside and in opposition to the state, 

and in this way prefigures the core idea of meta-political theory.  Furthermore, by 

defining anarchism in relation to the principle of struggle, Kropotkin additionally 

centralizes resistance as the key component from which to rethink the domain of the 

political against the primacy of the state.  The antagonism inherent to the political theory 

of anarchism is, according to Kropotkin, not represented by a “struggle against rulers, as 

was once the case, nor is it simply a struggle against an employer, a judge, or a police 

officer.”453  Instead what lies at the heart of anarchist theory is according to Kropotkin: 

The struggle between two principles that, from time immemorial, have been at 

war with one another within society: the principle of liberty, and the principle of 

coercion.  These two principles are once more engaged in a monumental struggle 

which must, of necessity, result in the triumph of the libertarian principle.454 
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As the ongoing struggle between the “principle of coercion” which is historically 

elaborated through framework of government and “the principle of liberty,” resistance is 

not only the defining character of anarchist political theory, but also the critical grid from 

which we can understand the domain of the political.  Despite the postanarchist claim that 

“classical” anarchism presupposes a radical outside to the state in order to justify 

resistance against power, the concept of anarchy as opposed to archē does not presuppose 

a pure, uncontaminated place for resistance.  Instead, rather, as we find in Kropotkin’s 

analysis above, a critical conception of anarchy at once designates the means by which 

certain historical popular forces resist the state, as well as the historical principle of 

intelligibility from which to read the history of the political as such.       

What is crucial is that the resurgence of anarchist philosophy ought to be 

understood as an attempt to rethink the history of the political—that is, anarchism 

constructs a different set of relations of the political whereby politics can be situated 

outside of the state, and as such reinvigorates the philosophical focus on the counter-

history to the paradigm of government.  Thus, in a more recent work, Tiqqun amplifies 

Kropotkin’s logic and elevates the analysis of the counter-history of the paradigm of 

government as the central task for political theory.  According to Tiqqun: “[w]e have, 

then, the official history of the modern State, namely the grand juridico-formal narrative 

of sovereignty: centralization, unification, rationalization.  And also there is a counter-

history, which is the history of its impossibility.”455  “You have to look into this other 

history,” Tiqqun concludes, in order to begin to rethink the political at the horizon of the 

state.456  Thus, for Tiqqun: 

There is an official history of the state in which the State seems to be the one and 

only actor, in which the advances of the state monopolization on the political are 

so many battles chalked up against an enemy who is invisible, imaginary, and 

precisely without history.  And then there is a counter history written from the 

perspective of civil war…This counter history reveals a political monopoly that is 
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constantly threatened by the recomposition of autonomous worlds, of non-state 

collectivities (original emphasis).457 

Like Kropotkin, Tiqqun understands the history of the political in terms of a permanent 

struggle between the state and “non-state collectivities”—that is, a struggle between 

history of the state and the parallel, yet heterogeneous, counter-historical impossibility of 

the state manifest through the logic of civil war.  Following Tiqqun it is my contention 

that an analysis of this counter-history to the state reveals the specificity of the political in 

a radically new way that is irreducible to the logic of the archē.  Furthermore, insofar as 

this counter-history of the state is historically manifest as a politics of civil war, it also 

my contention in what follows that the politics of resistance might become the new basis 

from which the political can be conceived within the topology of anarchy.  

2.6 Anarchy as a Historical Paradigm of Resistance 
 

Let us always remember that the oppression of governments has no other limit than the 

resistance offered to it.458 

--Errico Malatesta 

 

Compared with the amount of texts and space afforded to the political theorists working 

within the paradigms of government and state sovereignty, the history of works focusing 

on the counter-history of government as manifest through resistance have been quite 

scarce.  Nevertheless, as outlined in the previous section, there have been a few notable 

readings of the history of the political in which the basic theses of Hobbes can be 

reversed in order to demonstrate a counter-history of the political as told through the 

perspective of anarchy and the paradigm of civil war.  While Deleuze and Guattari’s 

concept of the “war machine” is invoked to account for (via Clastres) the presence of 

“counter-State societies,” or the historical movements “directed against the State-form, 

actual or virtual,”459 Tiqqun reverses the basic premises of Hobbes in order to 

demonstrate how the history of the political is itself the history of “civil war” attested to 
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by a permanent agonistic struggle with the modern state.  It is my assertion, however, that 

what is ultimately at stake in these alternative readings, is that this counter-history of the 

political turns upon a certain continuity between an elaboration of the political from the 

perspective of anarchy and a corresponding politics that assumes the praxis of resistance 

in its most paradigmatic form, not only in terms of the principle from which to read the 

political, but as a historical paradigm of struggle, a form of politics as resistance.  We 

have already seen how anarchism ultimately turns upon a different historical conception 

of struggle opposed to the Marxist notion of “class struggle,” and further that this notion 

is supported as an alternative manner from which to read the history of the political as the 

history of resistance manifest in the paradigm of civil war.  It is now important to look at 

a more in depth exploration of the relationship anarchism poses between the history of 

the political and a critical conceptualization of a form of politics as resistance.  To do so, 

it is necessary to turn to a reading of several of Kropotkin’s works in which he traces the 

history of the political as expressed through an permanent agonistic struggle between the 

principle of government and the counter-historical movements of resistance.  Through 

Kropotkin, anarchism is defined as the paradigmatic expression of these forms of 

resistance.  Yet, as I will ultimately suggest, Kropotkin’s reading of history as the 

historical struggle between the exercise of government and the counter-historical 

movements of resistance coincides with a theory of civil war and is animated by it.      

Aside from being one of Russia’s leading revolutionaries during the late 19th 

century, as both philosopher and geographer Kropotkin is one of the more 

philosophically systematic and profound thinkers involved in the early development of 

anarchist political theory.  Indeed, as the historian Peter Marshall claims, Kropotkin gave 

anarchism “a philosophical respectability at a time when it was increasingly being 

associated in the popular press with mindless terrorism.”460  It is in this way that George 

Woodcock maintains that Kropotkin was one of the “great figures of the anarchist 

tradition, the equal of Godwin, Proudhon, and Bakunin.”461  It is often noted that 

Kropotkin is perhaps best known for his work Mutual Aid, in which he attempts to 

provide a scientific ground for anarchist philosophy by arguing that the political theory of 
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anarchism finds its ultimate expression and is further developed through an analysis of 

the existing tendencies in both nature and society. 462   Like Godwin and Proudhon before 

him, Kropotkin bases the development of anarchism in Mutual Aid upon a particular view 

of nature and an analysis of certain existing tendencies within human societies.  For 

Kropotkin, then: 

Anarchism represents more than a mere mode of action and a mere conception of 

a free society; that it is part of a philosophy, natural and social, which must be 

developed in a quite different way from the metaphysical or dialectical methods 

which have been employed in the sciences dealing with men.463 

Here we can see how Kropotkin sought to prove that anarchist theory finds its 

confirmation in an analysis of the existing tendencies within both nature and society.  

While Kropotkin’s view that anarchism is firmly based in a naïve view of human nature 

is often critiqued for grounding anarchism within an essentialist framework,464 Marshall 

points to how what Kropotkin refers to in terms of the natural basis that underpins 

anarchist thought, more correctly “demonstrate[s] that anarchism represents existing 

tendencies in society.”465  In other words, what gives anarchism its basis for Kropotkin is 

not a reliance on a benign understanding of human nature, but rather an analysis of 

certain tendencies within history that represent a struggle toward achieving a condition of 

anarchy.  It is therefore my argument that what is generally posited as a form of 

essentialism inherent to Kropotkin’s thought is not to be found in a benign humanism, but 

is historically expressed in movements of resistance.  More specifically by providing an 

alternative grid from which to understand the history of the political as the ongoing 

struggle between the state and the counter-historical movements of resistance, it is my 

contention that Kropotkin’s value as a philosopher arises through the way in which he 

attempts to rethink anarchism in a way that coincides with an interpretation of history as 

a movement animated by the politics of resistance. 

Like many anarchist theorists, Kropotkin formulates a general critique of the state 

and the exercise of government as the critical axiom from which to locate the basic tenets 
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of anarchist political theory.  In analyzing the origin and basis of the state Kropotkin 

stresses that the governmental principle has remained the dominant starting point for 

critical conceptualization of the political in the history of political theory.  In several 

works, particularly The State: Its Historic Role and Modern Science and Anarchism, 

Kropotkin provides a significant analysis of the origins of the state as a historically 

specific, albeit contingent, form of political organization which evolves to ensure the 

monopolization of the political within the framework of government.  Nonetheless, 

despite the ways in which the critique of the state is often taken for theorists and 

historians as the very basis from which anarchist political theory stems, and hence the 

basis from which an anarchist conception of society might arise, Kropotkin argues to the 

contrary that the critique of state composes only one part of the principal tenets of 

anarchist theory.  As Kropotkin writes in Modern Science and Anarchism: 

When we look into the origin of the anarchist conception of society, we see that it 

has a double origin: the criticism, on the one side, of the hierarchical 

organizations and the authoritarian conceptions of society; and on the other side, 

the analysis of the tendencies that are seen in the progressive movements of 

mankind, both in the past, and still more so at the present time.466  

Despite the way in which anarchism is often reduced to a radical critique of the state, 

what is significant about Kropotkin’s conceptualization regarding the “origins” of 

anarchism, is that the critique of the state is paired with the “analysis of the tendencies” 

in society—tendencies which, for Kropotkin, develop as movements of historical 

resistance to the principle of governance.  As he writes elsewhere, the anarchist 

“conception” of society is fundamentally different than the statist framework because it is 

not “constructed on the a priori method;” instead anarchism is derived “from an analysis 

of tendencies that are at work already…reinforcing the no-government tendency” 

(original emphasis).467  Indeed, while anarchist historians and theorists tend to emphasize 

Mutual Aid as Kropotkin’s contribution to anarchism insofar as it attempts to provide a 

scientific basis supporting his theory of anarchism, it is my contention that the 
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importance of Kropotkin resides more specifically in the way that he rethinks the political 

on condition of a theory of resistance, a permanent and ongoing struggle in which the 

tendency toward non-governance is historically manifest as a form of politics as 

resistance against the techniques of government and the logic of the state. 468    

In The State: Its Historic Role, the “double origin” Kropotkin locates at the 

beginnings of anarchist thought is further elaborated as an alternative theory of the 

political corresponding with a historical theory of resistance that animates an agonistic 

conception of the political.  According to Kropotkin, a radical critique of the state “not 

only includes the existence of a power situated above society, but also…a whole 

mechanism of legislation and policing [which] has to be developed in order to subject 

some classes to the domination of others.”469  Here, on the side of critique, Kropotkin 

directly locates the state within the paradigm of government: the concept of the state is 

invoked in order to describe the existence of a sovereign power and mechanisms of 

“legislation and policing,” which assumes the form of a government, and hence the 

“domination of others,” as its principal domain.  Regardless of the importance and 

attention he often attaches to the state, Kropotkin’s focus, as he often reiterates 

throughout several of his works, is not so much to develop a critique of the state—radical 

critiques of the state for Kropotkin have existed since its inception.  Rather than taking 

the state and the paradigm of government as the ultimate horizon for the domain of the 

political, this is why in The State: Its Historical Role Kropotkin first defines the state not 

only to trace the way in which the political assumes the form of a state, but in order to 

demonstrate that the history of the state—indeed its historic role—reveals a political 

monopoly that is constantly threatened by another historical tendency toward non-

governance.  As we will see, by tracing the origins of the state, Kropotkin uncovers 

something fundamental regarding the logic of the development and manifestation of 

sovereign power, which dislocates the state’s claim to a monopolization on the political.  
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In addition to tracing the way in which the domain of the political is shaped by the 

paradigm of government, which in the 16th century assumed the form of the modern state, 

Kropotkin maintains that the historic role of the state as such: 

developed in the history of human societies to prevent the direct association of 

men to shackle the development of local and individual initiative, to crush 

existing liberties, to prevent their new blossoming—all this in order to subject the 

masses to the will of minorities.470   

Like Hobbes, Kropotkin presupposes a radical outside to the state, not a state of nature, 

but as alternative political possibilities that are crushed by the appearance of the state.  As 

Kropotkin maintains, the state is therefore an entity which “in its very essence” appears 

as the “greatest hindrance to the birth of a society based upon equality and liberty, as well 

as the historic means designed to prevent this blossoming.”471  The historical 

development of the state is born, according to Kropotkin, in order to eradicate the 

existence of alternative forms of political associations and to further prevent new forms 

from arising; in short, the state, is according to Kropotkin, “an obstacle to the social 

revolution.”472  Precisely because the state develops in such a manner that crushes 

alternative forms of political and social association which, as Kropotkin claims, are 

always “existing,” as well as to prevent the possibility of future non-state forms of 

association, what is at stake is to demonstrate the logic of how the state obtained and 

retained its monopolization of the political in the Schmittian sense.  Yet, this 

monopolization of the political, which Kropotkin claims is the very role of the state, 

reveals the history of the political is the history of the of the state’s ongoing struggle with 

its own outside; the appearance of the state simultaneously reveals the appearance of non-

state political realities and possibilities.  In other words, Kropotkin traces not just the 

primacy of government through its historical incarnation in the modern state, but also that 

this history is paired and arises with its own counter-history—a counter-history which, as 

we will see, becomes manifest in history through resistance.  Rather than beginning with 

what Kropotkin refers to as “an almost childish argument,” or the implicit assumption 
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that the “state exists and represents a powerful ready-made organization,”473 the history 

of the political is better understood according to Kropotkin in terms of the expression that 

“throughout the history of our civilization, two traditions, two opposing tendencies have 

confronted each other…the authoritarian and the libertarian.”474  To be sure, by 

conceiving of the domain of the political as a permanent struggle between the principle of 

government and the principle of anarchy, Kropotkin radically inscribes the concept of 

resistance into the very basis of his understanding of the history of politics.    

Although the state and the paradigm of government have remained the dominant 

philosophical model for social and political organization this history, according to 

Kropotkin, is simultaneously the history of another tendency that arises in opposition to 

the “dominating, governing tendency that found its expression in the Church, the State, 

and Authoritarian Socialism.”475  In this regard, Kropotkin claims that within the “history 

of human society there has always been found in it two currents of thought and action—

two different tendencies.”476  It is by paying close attention to these two differing 

tendencies that we can begin to distinguish a new critical framework from which to 

rethink the political at the horizon of the state.  For Kropotkin, then, the history of 

political is at once the expression of an “authoritarian tendency, represented by [those] 

who maintained that society must be organized by a central authority, and that this 

authority must make laws and be obeyed,” and “in opposition to this authoritarian current 

[a] popular current, which worked at organizing society…on a basis of equality, without 

authority,” which as Kropotkin claims “is represented now by the Anarchists.”477  

Kropotkin thus locates a new way from which to read the history of the political through 

the vital, agonistic struggle between these two principles.  If the history of the political is, 

according to Kropotkin the struggle between these two currents, then Kropotkin radically 

denies the state’s claim to primacy, and gives us a new grid from which to reread the 

history of the political as a history of struggle and civil war.   
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Although Kropotkin’s pamphlet Modern Science and Anarchism can be credited, 

like his text Mutual Aid, with a critical attempt to give anarchist philosophy a scientific 

foundation, much of the pamphlet instead traces the history of the political through an 

analysis of the tendency toward governance and the tendency toward non-governance; as 

such the text is better read as a fundamental statement on the history of the political.  In 

this text, Kropotkin argues that the political cannot be reduced to the politics of the state 

because “side by side with this authoritarian current, another current asserted 

itself…[and] rose against the principle of governance, against the supporters of the 

state.”478  Rather than taking government as an implicit starting point for a critical theory 

of politics, the domain of the political is, according to Kropotkin, better expressed in 

terms of an ongoing and permanent dimension of agonism between the “principle of 

governance” and the “anarchist principle,” which arises historically against and outside of 

the state.  For Kropotkin, then, the history of the political is neither identical with the 

exercise of the power of the state, nor analogous to the terms of economic class struggle; 

instead, rather “it is the struggle between two great principles that, from time 

immemorial, have been at war with one another within society.”479  Albeit in a much 

different manner Kropotkin, like Hobbes before him, locates the concept of war as the 

very grid that makes the political appear as such.  By positing that the history of the 

political as an ongoing struggle between the history of governmentality and the anarchist 

tendency toward non-governance, Kropotkin’s goal is not to reduce the history of politics 

to a weak dialectic between the principle of governance and anarchy; instead, rather, 

what is at stake for Kropotkin is to demonstrate that the historical manifestation of 

government, which has traditionally been privileged as the dominant model for human 

social relations, is simultaneously parallel with its own heterogeneous counter-history of 

resistance.  To be sure, Kropotkin’s value as a political theorist arises from his endeavor 

to demonstrate that paired with history of the state, regardless of its dominance, is 

simultaneously the history of a dynamic expression of an alternative tendency in 

opposition to the paradigm of government.        
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Taking these two tendencies as the critical axiom on which to read the history of 

politics, Kropotkin expands upon the logic of Marx and Engel’s thesis that human history 

develops in terms of class struggle, and asserts the history of politics is better expressed 

in terms of a permanent struggle between the principle of government manifest in the 

state and the movements of resistance against this very principle.  Kropotkin’s counter-

thesis posed against the traditional understanding of class struggle reads as follows: 

“From the earliest times these two currents were found struggling against each other.  

They continue to do so, and the history of mankind is the history of their struggles.”480  

Here Kropotkin not only offers an alternative critical framework from which to read the 

history of politics, he locates a fundamental theory of agonism at the heart of the history 

of the political.  Unlike Schmitt, however, who locates the substance of the political in 

the antagonism between friend and enemy, or the Marxist antagonism between classes, in 

Kropotkin’s thought the substance of the political is located in fundamental and 

permanent antagonism between the principle of governance and the anarchist principle; it 

is this agonistic struggle between the principle of government and the expression of 

resistance that makes the political visible as such according to Kropotkin. 

The distinction Kropotkin proposes between anarchist and governmental 

conceptions of the political—between the state and non-state—is therefore vital not only 

to the anarchist critique of the archipolitical, but also to understanding the way in which a 

new philosophy of politics arise from the interpretation of the permanent conflict between 

these two conceptions of the political.   If the politics of the state are made manifest 

through the elaboration of government, “anarchism” Kropotkin writes “owes its origins” 

To the constructive, creative energy activity of the people, by which all 

institutions of communal life were developed in the past, and to a protest—a 

revolt against the external force which had thrust itself upon these institutions.481  

By understanding history as the continual struggle between anarchy and government, 

Kropotkin argues that anarchism can be seen as developing alongside (albeit in conflict 

with) the history of archipolitical.  Two ideas are of immediate importance here.  First, 

anarchism is according to Kropotkin always in existence in the very histories of 
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individual and popular movements of resistance.  Precisely because anarchism 

historically originates in movements of resistance, Kropotkin’s point is to demonstrate 

how an anarchist theory of politics does not arise by means of an essentialist universal 

worldview, nor that it is tied to a few major thinkers or texts, but that the complexities of 

anarchist theory are born in many different currents, thoughts, and strategies which 

assume the form of resistance to the principle of governance.  Similar to the way in which 

anarchist historian Rudolph Rocker observes how “anarchism…is a definite trend in the 

history of mankind…in contrast [to] governmental institutions,”  Kropotkin argues that 

anarchism a recognizable tendency in history, a tendency that historically develops in 

opposition to the principle of governance. 482  In this way, anarchism is born and 

continuously renewed throughout history in the “creative, constructive force of the 

masses…in opposition to those who put their hope in governing minorities.”483  

According to Kropotkin, then, the history of anarchism is therefore attested to by the 

history of the “revolts of both individuals and the nations against the representatives of 

force.”484  It is these movements of revolt that Kropotkin claims “were imbued with the 

anarchist spirit,”485 and several of Kropotkin’s works are set to trace the appearance of 

the anarchist tendency throughout history.   

Taking Kropotkin’s lead, we can point toward the ways in which the existence of 

the historical movements from which anarchism originates are marked by a fundamental 

revolt with the principle of governance, and not an a priori essence of human nature in 

the sense critiqued by the postanarchists; anarchism owes its historical origins to the 

manifestation of a form of politics as resistance.  What is particularly distinctive 

regarding the turn toward anarchism is therefore not only the formation of politics 

beyond the framework of the state, but a form of politics that is centered on, and arises 

out of, the manifestation of resistance to the archipolitical.  Like the way in which 

Rancière once described the necessity of a critical transition from archipolitics to 

metapolitics, we can now begin to point to the transition from a metapolitics to an 

anarchist politics of resistance.  Kropotkin’s conceptualization of the history of politics as 
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the ongoing struggle between two differing currents provides us with a preliminary 

framework for a new theory regarding the domain of the political, which transcends what 

I previously outlined in terms of the primacy of government.  It is precisely by 

understanding the conflict between the principle of governance and the figure of anarchy 

which resists and revolts against the archipolitical that anarchists claim calls for a 

redefinition of politics as that which exposes itself as an ongoing war between the state 

and the non-state.  At the same time, however, insofar as the political cannot be reduced 

to the paradigm of government, what is equally important for Kropotkin is how the 

historical substance which composes and makes possible the anarchist tendency that lies  

“in opposition to the governing hierarchic conception and tendency.”486  If the 

authoritarian current is manifest in terms of the historical appearance of the state and the 

paradigm of government, what then composes the anarchist tendency is animated and 

made possible, as Kropotkin importantly argues, “by the means of which the masses 

resisted the encroachments of the conquerors and the power-seeking minorities” (my 

emphasis).487   

Resistance for Kropotkin is the substance inherent to the historical tendency 

toward the principle of non-governance, and is therefore one of the central components of 

anarchist theory attempts to elaborate at its very basis.  Thus when Kropotkin claims that 

anarchism begins with an analysis of tendencies in opposition to that state, he writes that 

these tendencies are born in the tendencies that “enabled” the popular movements “to 

resist the encroachments upon their life [from those] who conquered them” (my 

emphasis).488  Furthermore in tracing the further history of revolt against the principle of 

governance, Kropotkin maintains that the historical tendencies toward non-governance 

“were all the outcome of the same resistance to the growing power of the few” (my 

emphasis).489  In other words, if the authoritarian tendency is made manifest by the 

historical appearance of the state and the paradigm of government, the opposing tendency 

finds its ultimate expression in movements of resistance against the primacy of 

government.  Kropotkin’s analysis not only centralizes the concept of resistance as a key 
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component of the political, but in doing so also maintains that the analysis of resistance 

gives us a new way to rethink the very basis of political philosophy.  It is with the 

distinction between the political as archē and the political as a paradigm of resistance that 

anarchist theory proposes an entirely different terrain from which to rethink the history of 

the political.    

The way in which Kropotkin centralizes the concept of resistance as the basis for 

an anarchist philosophy of the political is not isolated to his own works.  In a fascinating 

passage from The Individual, Society, and the State, Benjamin Tucker amplifies 

Kropotkin’s logic to suggest that the defining feature of the political lies in formulating a 

key distinction between the principle of governance and anarchy, whereby the possibility 

of developing a new philosophy of politics hinges upon the question of resistance.  What 

is of key importance, however, is that by articulating a clear distinction between two 

conflicting political spheres Tucker begins to redefine both anarchism and the question of 

politics in terms of a critical theory of resistance.  For Tucker, the political sphere of 

governance is characterised through a dual essence of aggression and invasion; 

“[a]ggression, invasion, government,” Tucker claims, are “inter-convertible terms.”490  

Thus for Tucker,  

the essence of government is control, or the attempt to control.  He who attempts 

to control another is a governor, and aggressor, and invader…On the other hand, 

he who resists another’s attempt to control is not an aggressor, an invader, a 

governor, but simply a defender, a protector, and the nature of such resistance is 

not changed whether…one declines to obey an oppressive law, or by one man by 

all men, as when a subject people rises against a despot…The distinction between 

invasion and resistance, between government and defense is vital.  Without it 

there can be no valid philosophy of politics.491 

Like Kropotkin, Tucker understands the history of the political in terms of an ongoing 

and irreducible struggle between the principle of government and the historical paradigm 

of resistance.  Yet, Tucker’s work makes another important contribution that is in every 
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way essential to rethinking an anarchist theory of the political.  As found in the passage 

above, Tucker posits a vital distinction between “government” and “resistance” as itself 

the condition of possibility for a critical philosophy of politics as such.  Given, as we 

have seen, that the political cannot be reduced to the history of the archipolitical, the 

“vital” distinction Tucker posits between the principle of “government” and the paradigm 

of “resistance” is itself what makes possible an anarchist hypothesis of the political.  

Anarchism, according to Tucker, can thus be distinguished philosophically from other 

political theories, not simply as the rejection of the orthodox claims made for the 

legitimacy of state power, but as a historical theory of resistance to the principle of 

government.  Crucially, however, by redefining politics from the point of view of 

resistance to the archipolitical, Tucker additionally defines anarchism in relation to the 

fundamental political paradigm of resistance. 

It is precisely because Kropotkin and Tucker take up the analysis of movements 

of resistance that reinforce the tendency toward non-governance as the critical turning 

point from which to develop the primary philosophical basis of anarchist political theory, 

that he can be seen as gesturing toward a fundamentally different theory of the political—

indeed, an anarchist hypothesis of the political from which the concept of resistance is its 

locus.  In outlining the historical origins of the state, what is at stake for anarchists is the 

analysis of the tendencies in history which become manifest in movements of resistance 

against the state and the exercise of government.  In this way, resistance, for anarchists, 

acts as the critical axiom from which to reread the history of the political; resistance is 

inscribed into the history of the political, and its permanence is attested to by the ongoing 

struggle between two dominant tendencies that compose the antagonistic substance of the 

political—the authoritarian principle which assumes the form of government as its 

domain and culminates in the modern sovereign state, and the anti-authoritarian 

anarchist principle toward non-governance.  In other words, resistance is the critical 

framework, or principle of intelligibility which reveals the domain of the political as a 

topology of agonistic struggle.  It is precisely because anarchist political theorists posit 

resistance to the principle of governance as both the basis from which anarchist 

philosophy begins, as well as the central component from which to reread the history of 
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politics, that the political theory of anarchism fundamentally gestures toward a new 

understanding of the political situated at the horizon of the state.    

Taking Kropotkin’s interpretation of history of politics as the critical turning point 

from which we might begin to transcend not just the Aristotelian and Schmittian 

paradigms of government and state sovereignty, but also the Marxist paradigm of class 

struggle, I have outlined preliminary anarchist approach to the political, in which the 

concept of resistance is inextricably bound and gives meaning to the possibility 

rethinking the political at the horizon of the state and the exercise of power as 

government.  Furthermore, as a central component within the history of anarchist 

thought, resistance is not only that which makes possible a form of politics situated 

outside of the state, but also that which makes possible a vital transformation in one’s life 

and conditions.  It is in this regard that Emma Goldman, like Kropotkin and Tucker, 

seeks to further develop anarchism in relation to the elaboration of a form of politics as 

resistance.  Anarchism, according to Goldman, should not be understood as an ideal view 

of a future stateless and classless society to come, but as the development of movements 

of resistance manifest at the horizon of the state.  “Anarchism,” Goldman therefore 

writes, 

is not a theory of the future to be realized through divine inspiration.  It is a living 

force in the affairs of our life, constantly creating new conditions…Anarchism 

therefore stands for direct action, the open defiance of, and resistance to, all laws 

and restrictions, economic, social, and moral.  But defiance and resistance are 

illegal.  Therein lies the salvation of man.492  

Here, Goldman importantly defines anarchism in relation to the critical question of 

resistance.  For Goldman, then, rather than defining and outlining the principles for the 

possibility of an anarchist society to come, anarchism is instead first and foremost a 

theory of resistance wherein the praxis revolt is the condition of possibility for a 

transformation in life.  As a theory of living resistance, anarchism is what opens the space 

of politics beyond and against the history of governmentality.  Indeed, a core problem 

central to the terrain of the postanarchist and metapolitical turns is thinking through a 
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redefinition of the political from the point of view of resistance rather than from the 

perspective of political power.  Yet, in Goldman’s definition we also find that resistance 

opens a real political possibility; resistance is not only the central component from which 

to rethink politics outside of the paradigm of government, but also that which makes 

possible the creation of “new conditions”—that is resistance is the form of politics that 

renders transformation possible.  This is why in a separate work, Goldman elevates and 

centralizes the concept of resistance as the ultimate horizon of anarchist politics: 

“resistance to tyranny” according to Goldman “is man’s highest ideal.”493  Following 

Goldman in this way, we can conclude that resistance to the exercise of government not 

only forms the basis of an anarchist politics, but also an anarchist hypothesis of the 

political animated by the history of resistance as such. 

1.6 Conclusion: Towards an Anarchist Hypothesis of the 

Political 
 

Although the paradigm of government has retained a certain privileged sense of primacy 

within the history of political theory, the goal of this chapter has been to reintroduce 

anarchist political theory in terms of that which posits and turns upon a unique hypothesis 

of the political from the perspective of resistance.  If political theory is to escape the 

paradigm of archē, which has hitherto remained the dominant critical framework and 

condition of possibility for political theory as such, what was ultimately at stake was to 

outline the ways in which anarchist political theory requires, and even demands, an 

alternative hypothesis, or critical framework for a theory of the political that transcends 

the dominance of the Aristotelian and Schmittian paradigms of the political.  Unlike the 

political theories of Aristotle and Schmitt, where politics is both derived and determined 

by the first principle and logic of the archē, it is my contention that a critical 

conceptualization of anarchy designates an opposing theory of the political in which 

politics disorders the order, logic, and sovereign authority of the archē; anarchy 

designates a radical disordering or rupture with the logic of the archē.  In this regard, I 
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maintained that with a critical conception of anarchy—as the principle that makes 

possible the disturbance of the logic of the archē, as well as the historical principle of 

intelligibility of the political as such—anarchist political theory posits a more consistent 

way of rethinking the domain of the political and the question of politics as proposed in 

the postanarchist and meta-political traditions.  Furthermore, with reference to Tiqqun, 

Kropotkin, and others I demonstrated through an unorthodox reading of the concept of 

anarchy in Hobbes that history of the state is simultaneously parallel with the history of 

anarchy—the counter-historical tendency toward non-governance as manifest in the 

politics of civil war.  Here we have seen how the permanence of civil war amongst the 

domain to which the political refers and consists means that the history of the political 

can be interpreted as an agonistic dimension of struggle in which resistance comes to 

mark the constituent component of the political as such.  We can now add that both 

critical conceptions of anarchy ultimately turn upon a unique theory of resistance that 

motivates and animates an anarchist conception of the political as such.  Following 

Tucker, we have seen how an anarchist theory of the political turns upon a vital 

distinction between the exercise of government and the counter-historical movements of 

resistance, and in Kropotkin how this distinction means that the term politics designates 

an irreconcilable struggle, or permanent war between the techniques of government 

exercised within a state and the counter-historical movements of resistance.  In other 

words, if the goal of radical political thought is to affirm politics against the history of the 

archipolitical, the question of resistance as invoked and utilized within anarchism can be 

seen, I maintain, as an effective way of engaging with this problem—that is, a 

retheorization of a form of politics situated at a distance from the state, hinges upon the 

question of resistance as uniquely posed within the anarchist tradition.      

With the critical question of resistance designating the horizon from which to 

rethink the political in radically new ways, this chapter was set to characterize the turn 

toward anarchism in political theory in order to create the critical framework from which 

to orient and situate Foucault’s work within the history of anarchist thought in a way that 

still needs to be explored today.  While Foucault is often credited for developing an 

analytic of power, it is this very persistence of power that not only pushes Foucault 

toward rethinking the conditions, origins and principles of legitimacy of political power, 
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but also a theory of resistance that informs his analytics of power and the political as 

such.  As we will see, through the technical vocabulary of a critical conceptualization of 

resistance, Foucault’s project works toward reversing the general tenets of political 

theory in a distinct manner that is consistent with the history of anarchist political theory 

as outlined throughout this chapter.  Posing the problem of resistance against the history 

of governmentality not only seeks to expose, for Foucault, the ontological and political 

principles that continue to sustain Western political practices but, more importantly, 

attempts to open a space for political praxis in which the very notion of resistance 

becomes central as an operative force of politics.  Although the concept of resistance 

enters Foucault’s critical lexicon later than the concept of power, it nonetheless forms the 

framework from which he begins to think through the general problematics of power, the 

political, and the exercise of governmentality.  Rather than crediting Foucault with 

developing a philosophical concept of power, what is crucial about Foucault’s work is 

that he introduces the concept of resistance into the field of politics and political 

philosophy in radically new ways consistent with the turn toward anarchism.   

As I will demonstrate in the following chapter, it is with Foucault that we can 

begin to more thoroughly engage with the task of rethinking an anarchist hypothesis of 

the political on condition of resistance in a more consistent manner.  What is at stake in 

such a line of thought is not simply the affirmation of an anarchist politics beyond the 

state and the exercise of government, but the affirmation of a theory of resistance central 

to formulating an alternative hypothesis of the political situated at the horizon of the state 

and the exercise of government.  While Foucault explicitly situates his work in relation to 

the complexities of governmentality as the site for political and philosophical problems, 

what is crucial in Foucault’s work is how he simultaneously reveals and posits an 

alternative theory of politics in which the permanence of resistance is what designates the 

specificity of the political.  In reconceptualising the political as a space marked by the 

permanent presence of resistance, Foucault reveals that resistance exceeds the operability 

of power, thus opening it up to a horizon beyond itself.  As I hope to articulate, this 

conception of resistance provides a framework that allows me to further explore the 

terrain between Foucault, the politics of resistance, and anarchism in the chapters that 

follow.  Taking Foucault’s philosophy as exemplary of the attempt to affirm a theory of 
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the political which takes resistance as its constituent component, I argue in the following 

chapter that this alternative view of politics and the political as elaborated by Foucault 

through the unique concept of what he refers to as “critique,” corresponds with a different 

conceptualization of both the terms of the political and of transformative resistance, 

which, in turn, redefines the spacing of the political as the spacing where power coincides 

with the fundamental truth of its own resistance, a form of resistance outlined by 

Foucault as an “art of not being governed.”494    

  

                                                           
494 Michel Foucault, “What is Critique?”, 45. 
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Chapter 3 

3 An Anarchist Hypothesis of the Political: Foucault, Critique 

and the Art of Not Being Governed 
 

If it is true that the set of relations of force in a given society constitutes the domain of the 

political… To say that ‘everything is political’ is to affirm this ubiquity of relations of 

force and their immanence in a political field; but this is to give oneself a task, which as 

yet has scarcely even been outlined, of disentangling this indefinite knot…Political 

Analysis and criticism have in large measure still to be invented—so too have the 

strategies which will make it possible to modify the relations of force, to co-ordinate them 

in such a way that such a modification is possible and can be inscribed into reality.  That 

is to say, the problem is not so much that of defining a political ‘position’ (which is to 

choose from a pre-existing set of possibilities) but to imagine and bring into being new 

schemas of politicization.  If ‘politicization’ means falling back on ready-made choices 

and institutions, then the effort of analysis involved in uncovering the relations of force 

and mechanisms of power is not worthwhile.  To the vast new techniques of power 

correlated with multinational economies and bureaucratic States, one must oppose a 

politicization which will take new forms.495 

--Michel Foucault 

 

The previous chapter sought to reintroduce anarchism as a distinct political theory that 

turns upon an alternative theory of the political through the concept of resistance.  

Focusing on a critical theory of anarchism, the previous chapter gestured toward taking 

the concept of anarchy as the central component from which a new theory of the political 

might begin, but also how this retheorization of the political turns upon the unique 

question of resistance.  One of the central problems, then, essential to anarchism is not 

only a theory of the political situated at the horizon of the state and the paradigm of 

government, but also a reconceptualization of a corresponding theory of politics in which 

resistance to the archipolitical designates the central component of an anarchic 

conception of the political as such.  In other words, it is my contention that in anarchism 

it is a theory of resistance, and not that of an oikonomia, that forms the principle from 

which the history of politics can be reread as an agonistic field of struggle with power 

exercised as government.  What is thus at stake in this trajectory is not simply the 

                                                           
495 Michel Foucault, “The History of Sexuality, an Interview with Lucette Fins,” in Power/Knowledge: 
Selected Interviews and Other Writings: 1972-1977, ed. Colin Gordon (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980), 
189-190. 
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affirmation of an anarchist politics outside and against the state, but the affirmation of a 

critical theory of resistance essential to rethinking the political anarchically.  Together, 

these two ideas—that is, an anarchic conception of the political and the elaboration of a 

corresponding form of politics as resistance—form the locus of what I hold to be the 

essential task for political theory consequent upon the return of anarchism.  If political 

philosophy is to escape the paradigm of government, which has hitherto remained the 

dominant critical framework and condition of possibility for political theory as such, 

what is required, and even demanded, is first an anarchist hypothesis of the political in 

which the unique question of resistance designates the principle of intelligibility from 

which to reread the history of politics.  As I will argue throughout this chapter, this is 

precisely the position Foucault continuously elaborates throughout his work.  In this 

regard, it is my contention in this chapter that such contemporary developments in 

political theory not only open unexplored possibilities for a continued retheorization of 

anarchism, but also the critical framework from which to rethink and orient Foucault’s 

often contested theory of resistance within this tradition.    

Throughout his collected works, Foucault consistently argues that it is 

inefficacious and unproductive to reduce a study of the political and the coinciding 

question of politics to a theory of political power.  Consequent, or turning upon, a critical 

reevaluation of the problem of government, this is why in the first epigraph above 

Foucault claims that political theory is therefore faced with a “task” that has “scarcely 

even been outlined.”  Situated amongst what was elucidated in chapter one as the core 

crisis of political philosophy—that is, the synthesis between the domain of the political 

and the first principle of an originary archē—Foucault importantly suggests that what 

must be at stake is “disentangling this indefinite knot.”  Indeed, the critical task Foucault 

assigns to political theory in 1976, is precisely what is currently being elaborated in the 

metapolitical and anarchist turns in political theory.  Anticipating, then, several of the 

debates in political theory outlined in chapter one, Foucault importantly suggests two 

ways in which to “bring into being new schemas of politicization”—indeed two general 

problematics—which both align his thought with anarchism, while formulating a unique, 

yet unthought, critical theory of resistance that will be the focus of this chapter.     
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First, “political analysis and criticism,” Foucault argues, must be reinvented: “to 

the vast techniques of power…one must oppose a politicization that will take new 

forms.”496  This is to say that political theory, according to Foucault, must be redesigned 

in such a way that it cannot be reduced to the logic of the archē—a specific rationale of 

government traditionally considered primary with respect to the domain of the political.  

For Foucault, then, against the theories and practices which locate the political at the 

intersection between power exercised as government and state sovereignty, what must be 

at stake is the development of a new, opposing theoretical framework of the political.  

Indeed, as I will argue throughout this chapter, it is this fundamental retheorization of the 

political that underlies Foucault’s methodological approach to philosophy and the history 

of political thought, and as such creates the critical framework from which to situate the 

trajectory of his collected works within the tradition of anarchism.  Additionally, 

alongside this reinvention of political analysis, Foucault claims that what must be equally 

rethought is the question of resistance, or the “strategies which will make it possible to 

modify the relations of force,” and inscribe these transformations into reality.  It is 

exactly within this critical framework—this double move which at once invokes a 

rethinking of the political situated at the horizon of the state, as well as the question of a 

form of politics elaborated as resistance—that this chapter will demonstrate the ways in 

which Foucault intervenes in the history of political theory by radically rethinking the 

history of politics in such a way that resistance designates the constituent principle of the 

political.   

Traditionally, the history of archic political thought and practice has had the effect 

of neutralizing and minimizing the character of resistance within the history of the 

political.497  Foucault, however, begins from the opposite position; rather than taking 

                                                           
496 Ibid, 190. 
497 For an early example regarding the ways in which the notion of resistance has been traditionally 
overlooked or excluded from political theory see: book 5, chapters 1-12 of Aristotle’s Politics.  Here 
Aristotle outlines both the cause and prevention of revolutions under democracies, oligarchies, 
aristocracies and tyranny.  Indeed, in chapters 5-12 Aristotle goes to great lengths in order to 
demonstrate how each of the differing typologies of governments and states might overcome and 
prevent resistance.  Additionally, in chapter 21 of The Leviathan, Hobbes argues that resistance is what 
disrupts the unity of sovereign power and therefore must be avoided at all costs.  According to Hobbes 
“to resist the Sword of the Common-wealth…no man hath liberty…because such liberty takes away from 
the Sovereign, the means of protecting us…and is therefore destructive to the very essence of 
government” (152). 
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resistance as a minor term within the history of political theory, Foucault valorizes it as 

the key concept that reveals the specificity of power, politics, and the political as such.  

Turning to Foucault, then, I want to suggest that a rethinking of the question of anarchism 

can, in part, be accomplished through a study of how his theory of resistance reveals a 

radically new perspective from which the history of the political can be interpreted 

anarchically.  Yet, at the same time as Foucault reformulates the terms of the political on 

condition of the question of resistance, he does so not simply to argue that the political 

might be rethought in terms of a reductive dialectic that takes the form of 

government/resistance, but that a rethinking of the terms of the political requires a 

radically different framework that affords primacy to the question of resistance.  If as we 

have seen, that one of the central tasks of contemporary political theory is to reconsider 

the domain of the political in such a way that it cannot be reduced to the problematic of 

government, then what is needed vitally is an altogether different analytic framework and 

methodology for the terms of the political which not only include resistance as a key 

component but, in doing so, also reframes the political from the point of view of 

resistance.    

It is at the cusp—indeed the precise intersection—of these two problematics that I 

suggest a fundamental rereading of Foucault’s thought in order to demonstrate the ways 

in which his work increasingly gestures towards new “schemas of politicization” situated 

in the trajectory between the question of resistance and the history of anarchism.  

Utilizing the critical space afforded by the anarchist turn in contemporary political 

thought, this chapter will begin to discuss Foucault’s contributions to anarchism and the 

politics of resistance, while at the same time demonstrating the ways in which it is 

through the questions of anarchism and resistance that help facilitate a new reading of 

Foucault’s oeuvre traditionally overlooked by scholars.  More specifically, this chapter 

introduces the significance of the question of resistance to Foucault’s thought by 

outlining its intersection with the coinciding concept of what he refers to as “critique,” a 

methodological praxis underlying his studies of philosophy and politics.  In this regard, it 

is my contention in this chapter that the idea of “critique” reveals a new perspective from 

which the concept of resistance can be highlighted as the key term around which 

Foucault’s project revolves.  At the same time, however, it is this concept of “critique” 
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and its relation to the question of resistance that reveals for Foucault what I refer as an 

anarchist hypothesis of the political, in which the concept and practice of resistance 

comes to designate the agonistic dimension specific to politics.  Although the concept of 

“critique” is often invoked in several of Foucault’s texts, lectures and interviews, it is 

most clearly elaborated in three key texts.  The concept of “critique” is first developed in 

a posthumously published transcript of a lecture given at the Société de Philosophie 

Française in 1978 titled “What is Critique?”.  In this lecture, what Foucault takes as the 

basis of “critique” is shown to originate in the counter-historical practices of resistance to 

governmentality.  Second, Foucault addresses the importance of “critique” in the first 

lecture from The Government of Self and Others, and outlines how the idea accounts for 

his own methodological approach to both political theory and philosophy.498  Finally, in 

“What is Enlightenment,” first published in 1984, Foucault conceptualizes “critique” in 

terms of an ethos of resistance developed in response to the political problematics of 

authority and obedience.499  What is crucial is not simply the thematic overlap between 

these texts, but rather how each situates the notion of “critique” in relation to Foucault’s 

genealogical histories of governmentality, while further elaborating the ways in which the 

concept also designates the active component from which to rethink the history of the 

political from the perspective of resistance.  

 Several critics and scholars have offered extensive studies regarding the 

significance and use of the concept of “critique” as it is developed over the course of 

Foucault’s thought.  The significance of the concept of “critique” in Foucault’s thought 

has not gone unnoticed by his biographers, and both James Miller500 and Didier Eribon501 

have dedicated thorough discussions pertaining to the concept of “critique” as it develops 

throughout his collected works.  Highlighting the importance of this concept, Christopher 

Penfield more recently writes that “critique is the philosophical mode of reflection that 

                                                           
498 Michel Foucault, The Government of the Self and Others. Lectures at the Collège de France 1982-1983, 
trans. Graham Burchell (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 1-40. 
499 Michel Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?” in The Foucault Reader, trans. Catherine Porter and ed. 
Paul Rabinow. (New York: Vintage Books, 1984), 32-50. 
500 James Miller, The Passion of Michel Foucault (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1993), 302-305. 
501 Didier Eribon, Michel Foucault, trans. Betsy Wing (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1991), 221. 
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best characterizes Foucault’s thought.”502  Since “critique” exemplifies Foucault’s 

approach to philosophy, scholars and critical commentators have sought to engage with 

and draw connections between the notion of “critique” and several other key concepts or 

general thematics spread throughout his works.  Drawing a certain correspondence 

between “critique” and other critical concepts such as “subjectivity,”503 “practices of the 

self,”504 and “ethics,”505 scholars of Foucault have sought to demonstrate the importance 

of the concept of “critique” across the wide, diverse spectrum of his thought and work.  

Furthermore, theorists as diverse as Jon Simons,506 David Ingram,507 Todd May,508 David 

Couzens-Hoy,509 and Edward McGushin510 have invoked the concept of “critique” as way 

to reveal how Foucault’s work should be understood within the critical and philosophical 

tradition initially arising with Kant and the Enlightenment.  At stake for these writers is 

how the relation Foucault stages between “critique” and the critical tradition of Kant 

helps to locate a certain thematic link between the differing periods of his collected 

thought.  Others such as McGrusin,511 Diana Taylor,512 and Thomas Lemke513 further 

                                                           
502 Christopher Penfield, “Critique,” in The Cambridge Foucault Lexicon, eds. Leonard Lawlor and John 
Nale (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 87. 
503  Here Hays draws a crucial connection between critique, the study of subjectivity and the potentiality 
for agential transformation. 
504 Diana Taylor, “Practices of the Self,” in Michel Foucault: Key Concepts, ed. Diana Taylor (Durham: 
Acumen Publishing Limited, 2011), 173-186. In her analysis of the relation between “critique” and what 
Foucault referred to as “technologies” or “practices of the self,” Taylor maintains that Foucault’s use of 
“critique may loosen the relationship between truth and power that characterizes modern subjectivation” 
(174).  In Taylor’s conception, “critique,” therefore has an emancipatory function as it develops in 
Foucault’s thought. 
505 David Ingram, “Foucault and Habermas,” in The Cambridge Companion to Foucault, ed. Gary Cutting 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 257-262. 
506 Jon Simons, Foucault and the Political (New York: Routledge, 1995), 51.  Here Simons draws a direct 
connection between Foucault’s political theory and Kant’s critical project through an affinity with the 
concept of “critique” in which “critique” helps to determine the limits of political power.  Drawing an 
explicit connection between Foucault’s political thought and Kant’s, Simons’ writes: “Foucault conceives 
of political philosophy along Kantian lines, as a philosophical project to determine the proper limits of 
political power.” 
507 David Ingram, “Foucault and Habermas,” 266. 
508 Todd May, The Philosophy of Foucault (Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2006), 22-23.   
509 David Couzens-Hoy, Critical Resistance: From Poststructuralism to Post-Critique (Cambridge: MIT 
University Press, 2004), 90-92. 
510 Edward McGushin, Foucault’s Askēsis: An Introduction to the Philosophical Life (Illinois: Northwestern 
University Press, 2007), 275-280. 
511 Ibid 278-286. 
512 Diana Taylor, “Practices of the Self,” 178-180. 
513 Thomas Lemke, Foucault, Governmentality and Critique (Boulder: Paradigm Publishers, 2011).   
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argue that the concept of “critique” ought to be understood in relation and response to the 

rise of governmentalization and Foucault’s studies of “governmentality.”  Additionally, 

focusing on the problematic of government and the coinciding emancipatory aspects of 

Foucault’s genealogy of “critique,” theorists such as Johanna Oksala514 and Couzens-Hoy 

have sought to draw connections between the elaboration of “critique” and the 

development of a theory of emancipatory freedom in Foucault’s thought and work, 

whereby the concept of “critique” comes to mark “a crucial condition of freedom.”515  In 

this regard, while scholars have highlighted the importance of the concept of “critique” in 

Foucault, while further tracing the ways in which the notion of “critique” helps form 

connections between other critical concepts, it is my contention that the concept most 

directly helps to introduce and elaborate a specific correspondence with the theory of 

resistance underlying his respective studies of power, politics, and governmentality.   

 Taking the specific correspondence between governmentality and the concept of 

“critique” as one of the key turning points in Foucault’s thought, the fundamental relation 

established between “critique” and resistance has not gone unnoticed, and several 

theorists have additionally outlined certain connecting point between the two terms.  

Ingram, for example, writes that “critique” in Foucault “is nothing more than an 

embodied exemplification of virtuous resistance.”516  Similarly, Judith Butler argues that 

with the notion of “critique,” the question of resistance is retheorized by Foucault in 

terms of an ethical “practice of virtue.”517  In his text The Political Philosophy of Michel 

Foucault, Kelly contends that “Foucault depicts critique as a specific counter-part to the 

modern art of government,” and as such that “critique” functions as a theoretical 

continuation of the problem of resistance as developed in his thought.518  Furthermore, 

Andrew Cutrofello’s text Discipline and Critique and David Couzens-Hoy’s Critical 

Resistance are both indispensable references for working out the relation between the 

general problematic of governmentality, the rise of “critique” and the turn toward the 

study of resistance in Foucault’s thought and work.  With the concept of “critique” acting 

                                                           
514 Johanna Oksala, Foucault on Freedom, 8. 
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as the theoretical locus from which Foucault attempts to transcend the problematic of 

governmentality, Couzens-Hoy maintains that his thought turns upon the development of 

a “social ontology of resistance” that is “made manifest through a genealogical 

critique.”519  In this regard, Couzens-Hoy further argues that with the concept of critique 

“Foucault recognizes that he has to explain the conditions for the possibility of resistance, 

and he does so by building resistance into power relations from the start.”520  In outlining 

a unique relationship between Kant, Foucault, and the problem of resistance, Cutrofello 

further suggests that it is with the notion of critique that Foucault begins to think through 

the relation between resistance and ethics, and thus maintains that Foucault’s 

retheorization of Kant’s “categorical imperative could provide Foucauldian critique with 

an ethical basis for a politics of resistance.”521  As we will see in a later chapter, 

Foucault’s engagement with the critical tradition of Kant and the coinciding problematic 

of “critique” helps to determine a specific connection between the problematic of 

resistance initially sketched in The History of Sexuality and his turn toward ethics in his 

final works.  What is particularly insightful about these accounts is that each locates the 

concept of “critique” within the context of an extended discussion of Foucault’s often 

contested theory of resistance, while also suggesting how “critique” might designate a 

unique basis that allows for the elusive character of Foucauldian resistance to be 

attenuated.   While these theorists have made significant contributions to the study of 

resistance in Foucault through its relation to the concept of “critique,” the fundamental 

relation Foucault establishes not only between critique and resistance, but also the 

question of politics has nevertheless only been scarcely outlined.  In other words, what 

requires further exploration is the precise manner by which Foucault locates the question 

of politics at the intersection between his concept of “critique” and his theory of 

resistance.  

In situating the question of politics between the notions of “critique” and 

resistance, my own approach is set to demonstrate the ways in which the elaboration of 

the concept of “critique” and its relation to the general problematic of resistance develops 

                                                           
519 David Couzens-Hoy, Critical Resistance: From Poststructuralism to Post-Critique, 82. 
520 Ibid, 81 
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a fundamental affinity with anarchism, and as such ought to be situated more firmly 

within an anarchist framework in order to fully appreciate its political and philosophical 

importance.  While the above theorists have highlighted a fundamental relation between 

“critique” and resistance, several of these theorists nevertheless tend to deny a possible 

relation between Foucault’s concept of critique and the history of anarchism.  In this 

regard, while I affirm an essential nexus between the concepts of “critique” and 

resistance, I argue that with the concept of “critique” Foucault locates a theory of 

resistance at the basis of his distinct understanding of politics, while simultaneously 

developing a unique affinity with anarchism.  More specifically, it is my contention in 

this chapter that the relation Foucault stages between “critique” and resistance ultimately 

reveals the basis for an anarchist hypothesis of the political in which resistance designates 

the constituent component of a form of politics irreducible to the logic of the archē.  In 

other words, what is crucial in the relation between “critique” and resistance is an 

alternative basis from which to rethink the question of politics anarchically. 

In what follows, what is at stake in staging an intersection between Foucault and 

anarchist political theory is first to demonstrate how with the concept of “critique” his 

work increasingly builds upon and develops an alternative theory of the political that 

turns upon the question of resistance.  Rather than beginning with the question of power 

or governmentality (neither of which can be neglected in Foucault’s thought), by turning 

toward the concept of “critique” I want to suggest an alternative way of thinking through 

what it might mean to “cut off the king’s head” in political theory, as Foucault was often 

apt to suggest.522  As we will see, what Foucault elaborates in terms of “critique” has 

serious implications for both philosophy and political theory; philosophically the concept 

of “critique” begins to develop in regard to a permanent struggle against the problem of 

authority, while politically the term designates a form of politics animated by movements 

of resistance to governmentality.  Although the 1978 lecture is often overlooked by 

scholars in comparison to the 1984 lecture, between the two Foucault begins to 

incorporate the concept of “critique” into his general lexicon in such a way that both 

provides a rare overview of the development of his thought in relation to the question of 

resistance, as well as a critical commentary regarding the development of a new critical 
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framework from which the terms of the political are rethought anarchically.  Indeed, with 

the notion of “critique” both philosophy and politics, as Foucault importantly suggests in 

the 1978 lecture, develop in relation to, and are linked by, what he refers to as the “art of 

not being governed,” or a fundamental “decision not to be governed.”523  Inasmuch as 

Foucault takes this “art of not being governed” as the very basis for what he refers to as 

“critique,” I argue that his genealogical study of the critical attitude forms a direct 

alliance with anarchist political theory that ought not to be overlooked in Foucauldian 

scholarship.  If the notion of “critique” in Foucault’s thought can be understood, as one 

commentator suggests, in terms of a general “lens for viewing the coherence, stakes, and 

trajectory of his work as whole,”524 it is my contention that between the concept of 

“critique” and the coinciding form of politics expressed as an “art of not being governed” 

Foucault formulates a hidden critical locus from which to redefine the terms of the 

political not from the point of view of political power, but from the complexities of the 

movements of resistance parallel, yet heterogeneous, to the historical manifestation of 

governmentality.  At the same time, as I will demonstrate throughout this chapter, the 

notion of “critique” functions in Foucault’s thought as an internal methodological 

framework that binds together the larger trajectory of his collected works in relation to 

the question of resistance.  With these two ideas in mind, this chapter argues that within 

the critical and methodological approaches to the fundamental reanalysis of power and 

genealogical approach to the history of politics and governmentality, Foucault begins to 

develop and posit an anarchist theory of the political through the concept of “critique” 

that turns upon the question of resistance instead of the paradigm of government, and as 

such allows for a critical transcendence of the Aristotelian and Schmittian paradigms.   

3.1 Anarchaeology: Foucault’s Critical Anarchist Methodology 
 

Let us, therefore, start with an outline of an anarchistic methodology… 

--Paul Feyerabend525 
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Before attending to an analysis of the concept of “critique,” it is first necessary to briefly 

outline a preliminary connection between anarchism and Foucault’s methodology that 

will act as the turning point from which to stage a fundamental intersection between the 

concept of “critique” and the politics of resistance.  In terms of his methodological 

approach to the study of the political, what Foucault shares with anarchism is the refusal 

to presuppose the primacy of government or sovereign power as the principle from which 

to either understand the question of power or to read the history of politics.  This is why 

Foucault famously criticizes the history of political theory insofar as it “has never had 

another system of representation, of formulation, and of analysis of power than that of the 

law, the system of law.”526  At stake here for Foucault is the idea that the state and 

sovereign power can no longer act as the theoretical framework for a critical analysis of 

power and the activity of politics.  Thus, as Foucault maintains in the January fourteenth 

lecture from Society Must Be Defended, “[w]e have to study power outside of the model 

of Leviathan, outside the field delineated by juridical sovereignty and the institution of 

the state.”527  Since the mid 1970s, many of Foucault’s major texts, interviews and 

lectures are critical responses to this conceptual impasse.  In studying the question of 

politics and the analysis of power against its basis in the juridical form of state sovereign 

power, Foucault highlights an important way to detach ourselves from the traditional 

discourses that locate the question of politics within the domain of the state—that is, like 

many anarchists Foucault attempts to rethink the political at the horizon of the state and 

the paradigm of government, and as such reveals a form of politics that is genuinely 

without an archē.  

  As we will see, while Foucault begins to rethink an alternative basis for political 

theory irreducible to both government and sovereignty, what is particularly significant is 

the specific correspondence he develops between the attempt to affirm an anarchic 

politics that does not culminate in the practice of government and the historico-political 

                                                           
526 Qtd. in Arnold Davidson, introduction to Society Must Be Defended. Lectures at the College De France, 
1975-1976, trans. David Macey (New York: Picador, 2003), xvii.   This passage is taken from a lecture 
Foucault gave in Brazil in 1976, originally published as Michel Foucault, “Les Mailles du Pouvoir,” in Dits et 
écrits, vol. 4, p. 186. 
527 Michel Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, 34. 
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question of resistance.  In other words, the essential thrust of Foucault’s project is that the 

search for a politics irreducible to governmentality cannot be divorced from the critical 

question of resistance, and yet, precisely because of this, what is required by Foucault is a 

new political methodology that takes resistance as its constituent component.  Indeed, 

insofar as the “set of force relations” as Foucault suggests “constitutes the domain of the 

political” what must be fundamentally rethought is the way in which these force relations 

necessarily include resistance as a central, although historically neglected, feature of 

politics.528  This is why in his study of Foucault, Deleuze specifically traces how power 

relations are to be necessarily paired with the concept of resistance.  In Foucault, Deleuze 

therefore writes:  

There is no diagram (of power) that does not also include, besides the points 

which it connects up, certain relatively free or unbound points, points of 

creativity, change and resistance, and it is perhaps with these that we ought to 

begin in order to understand the whole picture.529 

At stake for Deleuze is how the notion of resistance at once acts as the precondition of 

relations of power in Foucault, as well as how this analytic of power begins with a theory 

of resistance as its divisive focal point.  Indeed, one of the points Foucault consistently 

emphasizes throughout his work is that his methodological approach to the study of 

politics and the political is not simply to be understood in terms of an alternative analytic 

of power, but rather as a critical theory that begins with the question of resistance as the 

primary focal point from which the questions of power and politics can be rethought.530  

In this regard, it is my contention that this reconceptualization of the political from the 

perspective of resistance reveals a unique alliance between Foucault’s thought and 

anarchist political theory.  Thus, although Foucault often took pride in remaining 

politically unclassifiable,531 and while he does often characterize his thought in relation to 

                                                           
528 Michel Foucault, “The History of Sexuality, an Interview with Lucette Fins,” 189. 
529 Gilles Deleuze, Foucault trans. Sean Hand (London: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), 44. 
530 Throughout his work, Foucault often reiterates the importance of the question of methodology in his 
thought. Crucially, in several of these instances, Foucault emphasizes the way in which his approach to the 
study of power, politics and governmentality all turn upon the question of resistance as the key focal 
point from which such analytics of power might arise.  For example, see: The History of Sexuality, 92-102; 
“Omnes es Singulatim: Toward a Critique of Political Reason,” 324-325; “Questions of Method,”223-238; 
On the Government of the Living, 72-80; Society Must Be Defended, 5-39.   
531 See: David Macey, The Lives of Foucault (London: Hutchington Press, 1993), 432. 
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certain problematics located within specific philosophical and political traditions as much 

as he often seeks to disqualify and overturn others, I want to suggest that Foucault’s work 

not only develops an internal solidarity with anarchism through his theory of resistance, 

but also that anarchism marks the critical threshold from which to locate the political 

possibilities offered in his study of the politics of resistance as such. 

Although Foucault often draws upon examples from anarchist movements as 

historical support for his unique approach to the studies of power, politics and 

governmentality, it is my contention that a preliminary outline between Foucault and the 

history of anarchist thought can first be made in terms of a critical methodology that 

takes a theory of resistance as the primary focal point required for a critical inquiry into 

the questions of power and politics.  Perhaps the most unique and direct way Foucault 

formulates an affinity with anarchism in this manner arises in On the Government of the 

Living when he coins the neologism “anarchaeology” rather than “archaeology” to 

describe his general methodology and approach to the analytics of governmentality and 

politics.532  As outlined in extensive detail in The Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault 

uses the term “archaeology” to describe the ways in which his general research method is 

characterized by the suspension of established discourses for thinking about history and 

the presupposition that the typical conventions for thinking about history of ideas as such 

                                                           
532 Michel Foucault, On the Government of the Living, 79.  To my knowledge, Foucault only invokes uses 
the term “anarchaeology” in the January 30, 1980 lecture from On the Government of the Living.  Foucault 
draws inspiration for the term “anarchaeology” from Paul Feyerabend’s text Against Method: Outline of 
an Anarchist theory of Knowledge (London: Verso, 1988), which posits a sort of epistemological anarchism 
as the basic methodological framework for science and knowledge.  Commenting on Feyerabend’s text, 
Foucault claims there is “something interesting on the problem of anarchy and knowledge” within 
Feyerabend’s work (On the Government of the Living, 79).  While taking seriously the clarification of 
Foucault’s methodological approach, Michel Sellenart claims in the “Course Context” following the 
lectures that the term “anarchaeology” should be understood “with humor” (On the Government of the 
Living, 330).  Yet, given the serious manner in which Foucault attempts not only to defend the position of 
‘anarchy’ from its detractors, but also the lengths at which he goes to describe the alliance between his 
own methodology and anarchism, the term ought not to be taken lightly, and further helps to outline a 
unique relation between Foucault and the history of anarchist political thought in new ways that has yet 
to be full understood.  As I will argue, the position posited by the term “anarchaeology,” is redeveloped 
under the concept of “critique” in Foucault’s thought.  Additionally, Feyerabend’s text has more recently 
come to influence the anarchist turn in contemporary theory.  On the recent use of Feyerabend’s text and 
anarchist theory see: Jeff Ferrell, “Against Method, Against Authority…For Anarchy,” in Contemporary 
Anarchist Studies: An Introduction to Anarchy in the Academy, eds. Randall Amster, et al. (New York: 
Routledge, 2009), 73-81. 
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should also be subject to archaeological analysis.533  For Foucault, “archaeology” shifts 

the critical objective of historical analysis away from what has been done in the histories 

of systems of thought to the set of conditions, or “discursive formations” enabling certain 

practices to emerge in history as such.534  While maintaining this critical gesture 

“anarchaeology,” in contrast, differs from the former term insofar as it is a philosophical 

attitude or way of being, distinguished from skepticism, that begins with “the non-

necessity of all power of whatever kind.”535  Similar to his archaeological method, then, 

by beginning with the “non-necessity of power,” what Foucault refers to as 

“anarchaeology” can be understood as designating a critical methodology that suspends 

the established conventions for thinking about politics and the political.  An 

anarchaeological understanding of the history of politics as such cannot therefore begin 

by presupposing a theory of power as the principle that gives the political its form.     

In coining the term “anarchaeology,” Foucault draws inspiration from Paul 

Feyerabend’s 1975 text Against Method: Outline of an Anarchist Theory of Knowledge in 

which the author argues for an epistemological or “theoretical anarchism” that acts as the 

basic methodological approach to both “epistemology and the philosophy of science.”536  

While Foucault’s focus is not on the problem of knowledge and epistemology, but rather 

on the questions of power and politics we might, following the subtitle of Feyerabend’s 

text, suggest that what Foucault develops under the term “anarchaeology” can better be 

understood as forming the basic outline for an anarchist theory of politics and the 

political.  Yet, given that Foucault’s work in Discipline and Punish and The History of 

Sexuality is generally understood by scholars as turning upon the very question and 

historical analysis of “power,” his statement in 1980 regarding the “non-necessity of 

power” appears at odds with the general thematic focus of several of his works.  Yet, by 

taking “the non-necessity of power as a principle of intelligibility” of politics, Foucault 

                                                           
533 On Foucault’s use of the term archaeology and its relation to Foucault’s methodology, see: The 
Archaeology of Knowledge, 135-149. 
534 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language, trans. Alan Sheridan 
(New York: Vintage, 2010).  As used by Foucault, the term “discursive formations” suggests a historically 
specific rationality underpinning a system of rules of a particular society in a specific historical moment 
(21-78). 
535 Michel Foucault, Michel Foucault, On the Government of the Living, 78. 
536 Paul Feyerabend, Against Method: Outline of an Anarchist Theory of Knowledge, 9. 
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not only radically reframes the study of politics from a perspective that invokes 

anarchism as a hidden conceptual framework, but also offers a new way to read the 

problematic of resistance as the conceptual key to fully understanding what is at stake in 

a critical analytic of power and politics.537  Anticipating that his audience will claim that 

any political methodology beginning with a “non-necessity of power” necessarily invokes 

the concept of “anarchy,” or “anarchism,” Foucault quickly responds by affirming a 

possible relation between anarchism and his own methodological approach to the study of 

political theory.538  Against his potential interlocutors, Foucault maintains that: “I don’t 

see why the words ‘anarchy’ and ‘anarchism’ are so pejorative that the mere fact of 

employing them counts as triumphant discourse.”539  In other words, rather than 

immediately discounting anarchism, Foucault instead refuses to exclude a possible 

connection between the political implications of his work and anarchist theory.  With the 

term “anarchaeology,” then, Foucault importantly refuses to reduce the questions of 

“anarchy” or “anarchism” to the pejorative sense given to the terms by most theorists, 

and in doing so begins to provide a rare insight into the affinity he draws between 

anarchism and his own thought.   

After affirming a critical conception of “anarchy” (albeit hesitantly) as the basis 

of his own methodology, Foucault further elaborates what he means to suggest by 

invoking the term “anarchaeology.” 540  With the method of “anarchaeology” Foucault’s 

first point is to demonstrate that it is not of matter of putting “non-power” or the “non-

acceptability of power” at “the end of the enterprise, but rather at the beginning of the 

work, in the form of questioning all of the ways that power is in fact accepted.”541  Rather 

than presupposing the primacy of the state, sovereignty, and political power as the grid 

                                                           
537 Michel Foucault, On the Government of the Living, 78. 
538 Ibid, 78. 
539 Ibid, 78. 
540 Ibid, 78-79.  Anticipating that members of his audience might interpret and reduce his thought to a 
common misunderstanding of anarchism, Foucault is hesitant to outright affirm this connection between 
his own thought and anarchism, and writes that although there is an explicit relation, that there is also a 
“certain difference” (78).  Furthermore, while Foucault writes that the position he proposes “does not 
exclude anarchy,” but that “it does not cover the same field, and is not identified with it” (78).  While 
Foucault is hesitant to fully affirm the connection between his work and anarchist thought, the position 
he adopts through the concept of “critique” is strikingly similar to what he briefly refers to here as 
“anarchaeology.” 
541 Ibid, 78. 
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from which to read the history of politics and political theory, Foucault argues instead for 

a critical framework which begins with the “non-acceptability of power” as the “principle 

of intelligibility” of a historical knowledge of politics.542  In other words, 

“anarchaeology” designates a critical methodology from which the political can be 

rethought anarchically.  Furthermore, instead of beginning with an a priori conception of 

power, Foucault instead argues that “[p]ower has no intrinsic legitimacy” and, as such, 

that it cannot therefore function as the historical condition of possibility for the 

emergence of the political.543  Foucault’s point here is that one cannot fully understand 

the history of politics simply by assuming the primacy of power over other determining 

factors.  In other words, “anarchaeology” in this sense designates a strategic refusal to 

presuppose a theory of power in any form other than its own fundamental contingency.   

Second, Foucault maintains that “anarchaeology” does not begin with the thesis 

that “all power is bad, but instead from the point that no power whatsoever is acceptable 

by right and absolutely and definitely inevitable.”544  Here, Foucault’s claim is that a 

historical knowledge of politics cannot begin with the a priori assumption that there must 

always be something akin to an inevitable, essential and acceptable form of power from 

which a historical knowledge of politics is made possible.  In other words, it is not a 

theory of power, according to Foucault, that designates the principle of intelligibility for 

politics, but instead a position that begins from the opposite hypothesis, an opposing 

theory whereby an ongoing struggle with power signifies the principle from which to 

reread the history of political theory from the perspective of resistance.  Finally, whereas 

Foucault is often criticized for the way in which his theory of power overrides the 

possibility of resistance and denies the possibility of agency,545 “anarchaeology” begins 

with the idea that “[i]t is the movement of freeing oneself from power,” and not that of 

subjection to power, “that should serve as the revealer in the transformations of the 

                                                           
542 Ibid, 78. 
543 Ibid, 77. 
544 Ibid, 78. 
545 One of the major issues at stake in the Foucault/Habermas debate from the 1980’s is over the question 
of agency.  According to Habermas, since Foucault’s primary focus throughout several of his texts is the 
question of power, what he ultimately ends up producing is a history of the processes of subjection, 
rather than a critical conception of an agential subject.  For a collection of essays organized around the 
Foucault/Habermas debate see: Critique and Power: Recasting the Foucault/Habermas Debate, ed. 
Michael Kelly (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994). 



190 
 

subject.”546  In this final instance, “anarchaeology” reveals a real political possibility for 

Foucault; rather than a theory of politics that traces subjection to the varying practices of 

power, Foucault suggests to the contrary that it is through a study of resistance, or a 

critical inquiry into the “movement of freeing oneself from power,” that we should direct 

our gaze in order to understand what is ultimately at stake in the questions of power and 

politics.  With these positions acting as the basic methodological approach to Foucault’s 

study of politics and the problem of governmentality, it is clear that Foucault directly 

draws a rare parallel between his own thought, methodology, and the political theory of 

anarchism.  Indeed, given that Foucault often refuses to affiliate his work with any 

specific political positions, the way in which he aligns his thought with anarchism he 

should not be overlooked by his readers.  As Foucault comments in On the Government 

of the Living: 

You can see therefore that there is certainly some kind of relation between what is 

roughly called anarchy or anarchism and the methods I employ…in other words 

the position I adopt does not absolutely exclude anarchy—after all, once again, 

why would anarchy be so condemnable?   Maybe it is automatically condemned 

only by those who assume that there must always, inevitably, essentially be 

something like acceptable power.  So the position I am proposing does not 

exclude anarchy.547 

Although we have seen how Foucault’s critics often invoke the concept of “anarchism” in 

the pejorative sense to point toward what they find as certain fundamental weaknesses in 

his thought, Foucault self-affirms this alliance.548  In addition to affirming anarchy as the 

basic methodological framework employed in his analytics of power and politics, he also 

points toward the way in which the concept of “anarchy” has been historically denounced 

by political theorists.  Indeed “anarchy,” as Foucault suggests above, is most commonly 

condemned by those philosophers who presuppose the inevitability and acceptability of 

power as the proper characteristic inherent to the field of the political.  Foucault, 

however, denies this presupposition and maintains that his own position cannot therefore 

                                                           
546 Ibid, 77. 
547 Ibid, 78. 
548 For example, see: Michael Walzer, “The Politics of Michel Foucault,” in Foucault: A Critical Reader, ed. 
D. Couzens Hoy (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986), 61. 
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exclude the possibility of anarchy inasmuch as it begins with the “non-necessity of 

power.”  By affirming the place of “anarchy” within his own work, Foucault significantly 

begins with a critical position that offers a preliminary to transcend the Aristotelian and 

Schmittian paradigms of the political, thus providing a preliminary basis of an anarchist 

theory of politics.  As Foucault importantly suggests, then: 

The approach [of anarchaeology] consists in wondering…what of the subject and 

relations of knowledge do we dispense with when we consider no power to be 

founded either by right or necessity, that all power only rests on the contingency 

and fragility of a history, that the social contract is a bluff…and that there is no 

universal, immediate, and obvious right that can everywhere and always support 

any kind of relation of power.549 

Here Foucault provides a preliminary outline of an alternative way to study the history of 

political theory and the coinciding problem of politics from the perspective of anarchy.  

Rather than beginning with an analysis of power as the key term from which to 

understand the political, Foucault argues that he wants to begin on the “opposite track” 

which, in taking the non-necessity of power as the starting point of his political theory, 

transcends the orthodox paradigms of political theory.550  It is this “non-necessity” of 

power that acts as the beginning point from which Foucault begins to posit what I will 

refer to throughout this chapter as an anarchist hypothesis of the political—a hypothesis 

that at once rethinks the domain of the political at the limit of the governmentalization of 

the state, and in doing so, requires a specific engagement with the question of resistance.   

Although in On the Government of the Living Foucault draws clear connections 

between his work and anarchist thought, given the way in which the term 

“anarchaeology” makes a limited appearance in his collected thought it would 

nevertheless be difficult to trace Foucault’s philosophical lineage immediately to 

anarchism simply through this term alone, without directly ignoring or bracketing the 

larger critical and philosophical tradition from within which he works.  Thus, in order to 

pinpoint and highlight what I have just outlined as a preliminary alliance between 

                                                           
549 Michel Foucault, On the Government of the Living, 77-78. 
550 Ibid, 78. 
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Foucault and anarchist thought based upon his own methodological approach to the 

questions of power and politics, I argue that this critical framework invoked in 1980 as 

the method of “anarchaeology” is further developed and finds its articulation between the 

lectures “What is Critique?” and “What is Enlightenment?” wherein Foucault attributes 

the possibility of a new theory of the political beginning with the non-necessity of power 

to a reactivation of the concept of “critique.”  Indeed, as we will see the concept of 

“critique” bears strikingly similar qualities to the notion of “anarchaeology” and, as such, 

marks an important way from which to locate Foucault’s thought within the anarchist 

tradition.  In outlining what I find to be a key component of Foucault’s thought, what is 

crucial in regard to these two lectures is the way in which Foucault provides a rare self-

reflexive analysis of the critical arc of his collected works in relation to the problematic 

of resistance, while at the same time situating his thought amongst a central political and 

philosophical tradition that invokes a rethinking of anarchism as the basis from which a 

new theory of the political might arise.   As we will see, what Foucault elaborates under 

the notion of “critique” is best exemplified in a position that begins at the intersection 

between the “non-acceptability of power” and the counter-historical movements of 

resistance parallel to the history of governmentality.      

What is at stake, therefore, in formulating a critical link between an anarchist 

hypothesis of the political and Foucault’s lectures “What is Critique?” and “What is 

Enlightenment?” is neither to ascribe a political identity to Foucault, nor to classify what 

is often intentionally unclassifiable.  Instead, rather, what is at stake arises in the way in 

which what Foucault outlines in these lectures as “critique,” invokes, contributes to, and 

even forms an alliance with the history of anarchist theory, while at the same time 

helping to introduce and centralize the concept of resistance to the whole of his thought.  

Against, then, certain critics such as Senellart551 who deny any real connection between 

Foucault’s methodology and anarchism, it is my contention that such a connection is 

indeed elaborated between the two lectures “What is Critique?” and “What is 

Enlightenment?”  Taking note of the importance of both these texts, I argue that the 

framework Foucault adapts from the critical tradition of Kant and the Enlightenment 

                                                           
551 See: Michel Senellart, “Course Context,” in Michel Foucault, On the Government of the Living: Lectures 
at the Collège De France, 1979-1980, 330. 
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begins to posit an anarchist hypothesis of the political that can account for the question of 

resistance amongst its dynamic.  Focusing, then, on the ways in which the notion of 

“critique”—like the concept of “anarchaeology”—is vital to the ways in which Foucault 

hopes to rethink the history of the political from a radically new perspective, the overall 

goal in what follows is twofold: to first reveal the ways in which Foucault’s thought 

formulates a radically new methodological approach to the study of the political that 

elevates the notion of resistance as the vital component of the being-political of politics, 

while at the same time demonstrating how resistance functions, for Foucault, as the 

critical axis upon which his collected works turn.  In this regard, rather than 

superimposing a pre-existing school of thought or grafting a philosophy of anarchism 

upon Foucault’s work, it is instead better to attend to the way in which he directly locates 

his general trajectory within a specific critical tradition, and then to show how this critical 

tradition of resistance forms the basis from which an anarchist hypothesis of the political 

can be elaborated.       

3.2 Essays in Refusal: Critique and the Struggle Against 

Authority 
 

Critique doesn’t have to be the premise of a deduction that concludes, “this, then, is what 

needs to be done.”  It should be an instrument for those who fight, those who resist and 

refuse what is.  Its use should be in the processes of conflict and confrontation, essays in 

refusal.  It doesn’t have to lay down the law for the law.  It isn’t a stage in programming.  

It is a challenge to what is.552 

 

After all, we are all members of the community of the governed, and thereby obliged to 

show mutual solidarity…The suffering of men must never be a silent residue of 

policy…The will of individuals must make a place for itself in a reality of which 

governments have attempted to reserve a monopoly for themselves, that monopoly which 

we need to wrest from them little by little and day by day.553   

--Michel Foucault 

 

                                                           
552 Michel Foucault, “Question of Method,” in Power. Essential Works of Foucault 1954-1984, ed. James D. 
Faubion (New York: The New Press, 1997), 236. 
553 Michel Foucault, “Confronting Governments: Human Rights,” in Power. Essential Works of Foucault 
1954-1984, ed. James D. Faubion (New York: The New Press, 1997), 474-475. 
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In the opening epigraph above, Foucault offers a preliminary definition of the concept of 

“critique” and highlights its divisive characteristics.  Being critical, according to 

Foucault, is not a prescriptive form of philosophical thinking, but instead an instrument 

of resistance, a strategic confrontation with and “challenge to what is;” being critical as 

such is none other than the elaboration of “essays in refusal.”  Indeed, it is my contention 

that Foucault’s work as a whole should be understood as a collection of texts written 

within the context of these “essays in refusal.”  Yet, in order to understand the 

significance of the concept of “critique” as it is developed in Foucault’s thought it is 

necessary to turn toward the philosophical tradition from which his use of the term is 

most extensively developed.  In each of the texts where Foucault most directly engages 

with the concept of “critique,” he invokes the figure of philosopher, Immanuel Kant, as 

the genesis of a larger critical tradition from which Foucault self-reflexively views his 

own work as participating.  Indeed, although writing pseudonymously for entry on his 

own work in the Dictionnaire des Philosophes, Foucault identifies and situates his work 

in relation to a larger philosophical framework of “critique” as it develops out of Kant 

and the critical tradition of the Enlightenment. 554  Thus, in Foucault’s entry to the second 

edition of the Dictionnaire des Philosophes, he maintains the following: “[t]o the extent 

that Foucault fits into the philosophical tradition, it is the critical tradition of Kant.”555  

While posing Foucault’s philosophical thought in relation to Kant might appear 

“ambivalent” to some, it has also been noted that “[a]side perhaps from Nietzsche, Kant 

figures more prominently that any other philosopher” in Foucault’s thought.556  Although 

his reading of Kant is often contested by orthodox philosophers, Kant’s importance to 

Foucault cannot be underestimated, and the use of Kant as a key referent stretches the 

entirety of Foucault’s career.557  As Foucault writes in a lecture delivered at Stanford 

                                                           
554 In the early eighties, Foucault’s assistant at the Collège de France, François Ewald, was asked to reedit 
the entry on Foucault for the then new edition of the Dictionnaire des Philosophes.  James Faubion points 
out that the reedited text was almost entirely written by Foucault himself under the pseudonym Maurice 
Florence.  For publication information regarding this entry see: editor’s note to “Foucault,” in Foucault: 
Aesthetics, Method, Epistemology, ed. James D. Faubion, trans. Robert Hurley, et al (New York: The New 
Press, 1998), 459. 
555 Ibid, 459. 
556 Marc Djaballah, “Immanuel Kant,” in The Cambridge Foucault Lexicon, eds. Leonard Lawlor and John 
Nale (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 641. 
557 Supervised by Jean Hyypolite, in 1961 Foucault submitted his secondary PhD (thèse complémentaire) 
on Kant.  Accompanied by a substantial introduction, Foucault’s thesis was a Translation of Kant’s 1798 
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University in 1979, the importance of Kant in relation to his thought and methodology 

can be understood in two primary manners.  “Since Kant,” Foucault writes: 

the role of philosophy has been to prevent reason from going beyond the limits of 

what is given in experience; but from the same moment—that is, from the 

development of modern states and political management of society—the role of 

philosophy has also been to keep watch over the excessive powers of political 

rationality.558 

While Dreyfus and Rabinow observe how “Foucault reinterprets Kant’s linking of the 

historical moment, critical reason, and society as a challenge to develop a radically new 

version of what it means to lead a philosophical life,” in the passage above Foucault also 

makes it clear that his interest in Kant also appears in regard to a political register.559   

Given that both Kant’s original publication and Foucault’s 1984 lecture share 

similar titles, it is clear that Foucault hopes to frame and situate his own thought in 

relation to the same critical tradition in which this problematic arises. 560  Indeed, as Marc 

Djaballah notes, the critical tradition beginning with Kant’s essay on the enlightenment 

designates Foucault’s “most direct point of reference” for the development of his own 

theory of “critique.”561  Regardless of the influence Kant had on Foucault’s work as a 

                                                           
text Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, and marks Foucault’s first sustained study of Kant. 
Foucault’s secondary thesis was first published in French as Kant’s Anthropologie du Point de Vue 
Pragmatique and Inroduction á L’Anthropologie (Paris: Vrin, 2009).  The introduction was published in an 
English translation by Arianna Bove on generation-online.org in 2003, and was again in English as 
Introduction to Kant’s Anthropology (tr. Roberto Nigro and Kate Briggs). Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2008.  
Although Foucault’s use of Kant is somewhat sporadic until the publication of “What Is Critique?”) in 
1976, Kant is a strong influence on Foucault’s early work on the analysis and reappears with particular 
force toward the end of his life with the publication of “What is Enlightenment?” as well as several of last 
series of lectures delivered at the Collège De France.  Indeed, the first two lectures (both delivered on 
January 5th, 1983) published in the collection titled The Government of Self and Others: Lectures at the 
Collège De France 1983-1984, mark an explicit return to Kant in Foucault’s thought.  In this way, it is clear 
that when Foucault situates his thought within the critical tradition of Kant, we can point toward the way 
in which this takes place.      
558 Michel Foucault, “Omnes et Singulatim: Toward a Critique of Political Reason,” 298. 
559 Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, “What is Maturity? Habermas and Foucault on ‘What is 
Enlightenment?’” in Foucault: A Critical Reader, ed. David Couzens-Hoy (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), 
111. 
560 Kant’s essay “An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?” initially appeared in the December 

1784 issue of the Berlinische Monatsschrift. This essay was later republished in English in a collection of 
Kant’s works titled Immanuel Kant: Practical Philosophy, trans. and ed. Mary J Gregor (Cambridge: 
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philosopher, he nevertheless does not identify as a Kantian—that is, Foucault does not 

view his work as a continuation of Kant’s project.  Instead, rather, Foucault claims that 

his work, insofar as it pertains to the tradition of philosophy, participates in the critical 

tradition arising out of Kant’s essay on the Enlightenment.  It is this critical tradition, and 

not an orthodox reading of Kant’s texts, from which Foucault begins rethink the question 

of politics through the concept of “critique.”  Thus, while Dreyfus and Rabinow 

demonstrate that Foucault’s relation to Kant helped to reshape the basis of his 

philosophical thought, the relation of Kant to Foucault additionally helps to develop a 

radically new way to engage with the history of political thought and the problematic of 

governmentality.  For John Ransom, then, “[w]hat Foucault gives us” through the 

concept of critique “is a different way of looking at and responding to the myriad ways of 

being governed that surround us—in short, a new depiction of the political world.”562  At 

stake in Ransom’s reading of Foucault’s relation to Kant, however, is more specifically 

how Foucault begins to rethink the notion of “critique” within the context of his own 

studies of power and governmentality.  For Djaballah, then, the continuity between Kant 

and Foucault more correctly arises in the way that the latter politicizes the former: “[t]he 

attitude defined by Kant as that of enlightenment is a theoretical formulation of the 

attitude of being critical that Foucault identifies in the context of the political arts of 

governing.”563  Yet, in tracing the political development of Foucault’s use of the term 

“critique,” Djaballah reveals how the notion of “critique” comes to exemplify what 

Foucault theorizes in terms of the politics of resistance.564  While Djaballah is correct to 

locate the concept of “critique” as a potential historical source of Foucault’s theory of 

resistance, it is my contention that this relation between “critique” and resistance is first 

elaborated in terms of a philosophical problematization of the question of authority and, 

more fundamentally, that this struggle against authority reveals an alternative foundation 

in philosophy and political theory from which the structure of the political and the 

question of politics is rethought by Foucault anarchically.     
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In the 1984 lecture, Foucault situates his study of “critique” within the context of 

the philosopher’s struggle against the condition of authority.  In this regard, Foucault first 

emphasizes how Kant defines the Enlightenment as the critical process by which 

humanity might come to leave its state of minority.565  In other words, the essay is framed 

in terms of a critical theory of emancipation; it is this potential condition of emancipation 

that Foucault’s locates at the basis of the concept of “critique.”  According to Foucault, 

then, Kant’s understanding of the Enlightenment does not refer to a specific historical 

era, but is instead conceived “in an almost entirely negative way…an exit, a way out.”566  

Taking the general problematic regarding the possibility of attaining a “way out” from 

one’s “state of minority,” in the 1984 lecture, Foucault outlines three distinctive 

characteristics of Kant’s project which form the basis of his analysis of “critique” and its 

relation to the question of authority.  First, the minoritorian condition in which humanity 

is maintained refers to a “certain state of our will that makes us accept someone else’s 

authority;”567 second, in relation to the problem of authority, this minoritorian condition 

is further characterized by the incapacity to use one’s own reasoning without the 

guidance of others;568 finally, this incapacity to use one’s own reason designates the 

simultaneity between an excess of authority and a lack of “courage” to use one’s own 

reason without the guidance of others.569  Following these three general problematics—

which all focus around the problem of authority for Foucault—the 1984 lecture begins by 

emphasizing the relation between Kant’s brief essay and the three Critiques.  For 

Foucault, what is crucial in outlining the connection between Kant’s minor essay and his 

major works is the way in which Kant describes the Enlightenment as the moment when 

humanity puts its own reason to use, without subjecting itself to any form of authority.  

As Foucault begins to argue here, the notion of “critique” develops as a way to rethink 

the politico-philosophical problem of authority and obedience.  In other words, the 

concept of “critique” is initially posed by Foucault within the context of a position of 

philosophical anti-authoritarianism.  It is through the development of the notion of 
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“critique” and the coinciding problematic of authority that Kant’s text, Foucault argues, 

can be read as marking out a “discreet entrance into the history of thought of a question 

that modern philosophy has not been capable of answering.”570  In other words, what is at 

stake for Foucault is that the basic goal of critical philosophy is to think through the 

question of authority in its specificity.  If, therefore, as Foucault claims that “modern 

philosophy is the philosophy that is attempting to answer the question of the 

Enlightenment,” and furthermore that the “Enlightenment is the age of the critique,” then 

philosophy’s relation to the concept of “critique” emerges as a fundamental confrontation 

with the question of authority.571   

In Foucault’s reading of Kant, the Enlightenment is therefore not understood in 

terms of a historical era lasting from the mid seventeenth century until the end of the 

eighteenth framed by a rationalist-humanist discourse, but an ongoing and continuous 

process in which “philosophical thought” begins to critically “reflect on its own 

present.”572  Indeed, this is what Foucault holds to be the crucial philosophical change 

insinuated in Kant’s work.  As Foucault writes in The Government of Self and Others, 

with Kant’s “text a new type of question appears in the field of philosophical 

reflection…the question of the present, of present reality.”573  Yet this philosophical 

reflection regarding one’s own historical situation is additionally coupled with the 

problem of authority for Foucault.  Foucault writes: “[i]t seems to me that the question of 

modernity arose with the question of what authority was to be accepted.” 574  Similar to 

the method of “anarchaeology,” the concept of “critique” takes the non-acceptability of 

authority as its starting point.  It is precisely within the context this critical tradition—

which at once changes the focus of philosophy to a critical engagement with the 

intersection between one’s own present conditions and the problematic of authority—in 
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which Foucault attempts to redevelop the concept of “critique” as the basis of his own 

approach to the study of philosophy.  As Foucault further maintains in the 1984 lecture: 

“the thread that may connect us to the Enlightenment is not faithfulness to doctrinal 

elements, but rather the permanent reactivation of an attitude—that is, of a philosophical 

ethos that could be described as a permanent critique of our historical era.”575  

Consequently, this critical relation to one’s own present condition arises, for Foucault, 

with a struggle against authority, or a new critical attitude that resists the problem of 

excessive authority.  By invoking drawing an explicit connection between critique and 

the reactivation of a permanent critical attitude, or ethos, Foucault seeks to describe the 

problematic of the Enlightenment in terms of the development of a new critical ethics 

which takes as its turning point the problem of authority and obedience.  Thus, in the 

second section of “What is Enlightenment?” Foucault outlines three features distinctive 

to the historical development of “critique,” all of which ultimately turn upon elaboration 

of an anti-authoritarian ethos.  

 First by “critical attitude” Foucault means to suggest a specific “mode of relating 

to contemporary reality,” whereby the attitude of critique constitutes a specific relation to 

one’s own present conditions.576  Here “critique” is a state of philosophical reflection that 

renders one’s own historical conditions visible as such.  Second, this critical attitude is, 

according to Foucault, “a voluntary choice made by certain people”—that is, “critique” 

contrasts a position of voluntary agency against Étienne De La Boétie’s notion of 

“voluntary servitude.”577  Third, the critical attitude is “a way of thinking and feeling” 

about one’s own historical situation, and thus a “way of acting and behaving that at one 

and the same time marks a relation of belonging and presents itself as a task.”578  

Inasmuch as Foucault self-identifies his thought within this critical tradition, the larger 

trajectory of his works must be understood in relation to the ongoing and “permanent 

critique of our historical era” made possible in the reactivation of an anti-authoritarian 

attitude and ethos of existence Foucault calls “critique.”  Yet while Foucault seeks to 

locate the trajectory of his work within the critical tradition of the Enlightenment, what is 
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absolutely essential is that the reactivation of the critical attitude itself develops in 

relation to an ongoing struggle with the problem of authority, in which the turn toward 

ethical transformation must be understood on the cusp of the problematic of authority and 

the governing of others.  Indeed, it is against the problematic of authority that Foucault 

both begins to develop his use of the notion of “critique” while at the same time utilizing 

the tradition of this critical attitude as the anchoring point from which to locate the 

general problematic of resistance as it develops in his thought.  

With the concept of “critique,” we have seen how Foucault introduces the 

problematic of the Enlightenment through Kant in order to outline what he holds to be the 

key challenge and coinciding critical task for philosophy.  Yet Foucault radicalizes Kant’s 

thought in order to demonstrate that the key problem philosophy has been incapable of 

solving are the problematics of authority and political obedience.  In its critical reflection 

on one’s present conditions, philosophy, for Foucault, begins in the struggle against the 

general problem of authority.  In other words, at the moment when philosophical thought 

begins to critically reflect on its own present, the problem of authority is made visible, and 

it is this fundamental struggle with the question of authority is what Foucault labels as the 

basic task of philosophy.  In his unorthodox reading of Kant, Foucault argues that the key 

philosophical problematic developed out of the Enlightenment ought to therefore be 

understood as a “modification of the pre-existing relation linking will, authority, and the 

use of reason.”579  In response to Kant’s essay, then, Foucault asserts the claim that what a 

philosophical engagement with the problematic of the Enlightenment offers, is a radical 

reflection on our current situation—or what he refers to as a “permanent critique of our 

historical era” in which the task of philosophy appears as an ongoing modification of the 

present through the struggle with relations of authority.   

It is within this philosophical and critical tradition involved in a permanent critique 

of the present that Foucault (albeit late in his career) outlines as the basic analytic and 

methodological framework for his thought that begins to align his thought with anarchism.  

To be sure, although Foucault’s major works and their respective thematics might appear 

as fundamentally disparate to some of his harsher critics, they can all be seen as 

participating in and elaborating a perpetual critique of our historical era.  Yet, at the same 
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time, the thread that connects Foucault’s thought and work to the critical tradition of the 

Enlightenment is not simply a retheorization of philosophy’s relationship to the present, 

but the “reactivation of an attitude,” or, “philosophical ethos” that develops as a 

“permanent critique” of authority.580  In other words, a critical reflection on one’s own 

present, necessitates for Foucault an ongoing critique of authority and a coinciding social 

ontology of critique as the condition of possibility for critical philosophy as such.  By 

analyzing the problem of the Enlightenment in terms of an ongoing relation to one’s 

present, Foucault’s central claim is that Kant reactivates the concept of “critique”—

characterized here as both attitude and ethos—under which the very task of philosophy 

changes and begins to turn upon a radical critique of authority.  In its most preliminary 

form, it is through the introduction of the concept of “critique” into his thought that 

Foucault begins to radically rework the philosophical framework from which to understand 

the structure of the political and the history of politics.  If the history of philosophy, as 

Foucault suggests in this lecture, has traditionally been incapable of overcoming the 

problem of authority, then what he takes as the very basis of his critical thought additionally 

helps to point toward an alternative philosophical position from which to understand the 

domain of the political.  The force relations that constitute the domain of the political 

cannot simply be reduced to the questions which presuppose the necessity of authority—

of the archē—as the principle from which politics emerges.  Instead, rather, Foucault 

argues that there is a corresponding critical attitude that resists the manifestation of 

authority, and it is the very possibility of this critical attitude of resistance that indicates a 

new analytic framework for the study of the political.   

For Foucault, then, the problem of the Enlightenment—which, is defined as the 

key problem for philosophy—is therefore posed “in relation to a certain minority 

condition in which humanity was maintained and maintained in an authoritative way.”581  

The basic philosophical problem—indeed its most fundamental question—according to 

Foucault, is to critique not simply the basis of authority, but its multifarious and continual 

manifestation, and to challenge the subordinate position in which a “minority” is 

maintained.  In the first lecture from The Government of Self and Others, Foucault 
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extensively focuses on the problem of “tutelage” or minoritorian condition.582  Through a 

critical reflection on what Kant means by a state of tutelage, Foucault argues that the 

minoritorian state is not defined as a condition in which individuals are forcibly deprived 

of their “means and possibilities of autonomy.”583  Instead, rather, the minoritorian 

condition is brought about through a voluntary dependence on authority.  Foucault thus 

writes:  

If men are in this condition of tutelage, if they are subject to the direction of 

others, it is not because these others have seized power, or that it has been handed 

over to them in an essential, founding and instituting act…it is because men are 

unable or do not wish to conduct themselves, and others have obligingly come 

forward to conduct them.584 

This condition of tutelage is itself a condition of governmentality—that is, the problem of 

tutelage for Foucault is characterized by a “vitiated relationship between government of 

self and government of others.”585  Yet what is at stake, is that the critical attitude that 

develops from the Enlightenment is set to modify this problem of government; the task of 

the Enlightenment is according to Foucault “precisely to redistribute the relationships 

between government of self and government of others.”586  As Foucault suggests in the 

1983 lecture the very position and critical function of the notion of “critique” is faced 

with the task of leaving the condition of tutelage through the reactivation of a “critical 

attitude” that arises historically in terms of an ongoing struggle with the problem of 

authority and government.  Thus, for Foucault the task inherent in the philosophy of the 

Enlightenment is to exit from one’s minoritorian position through the exercise of critical 

activity.  As we will see in the analysis of the 1978 lecture, Foucault contributes to this 

problem by inscribing the practice of resistance into the very basis of “critique”—that is, 

resistance is what makes possible the critical exiting from one’s condition of tutelage.   

In this regard, Judith Butler has drawn an important connection between the 

discovery of the critical attitude and the question of resistance in Foucault’s thought.  As 
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Butler importantly remarks “resistance to authority…constitutes the hallmark of the 

Enlightenment for Foucault.”587  Here Butler importantly points toward a direct 

connection between what Foucault analyses through “critique” and the question of 

resistance.  Inasmuch as the concept of “critique” marks the critical axis from which to 

understand the breadth of his work, then this concept cannot itself be separated from the 

concept of resistance; “critique” is fundamentally an extended discussion of the problem 

of resistance in Foucault’s thought.  Since, as we have seen, that Foucault directly 

situates his work within the critical tradition of the Enlightenment, what Butler points to 

here is of vital importance for uncovering two preliminary ways in which we can begin to 

point toward the ways in which Foucault’s thought begins to develop and turn upon an 

anarchist hypothesis of the political.  First, the critical tradition of the Enlightenment is 

fundamentally characterized and marked, according to Foucault, by resistance to 

authority; this is, according to Foucault, the founding act of critical philosophy as it 

develops out of the Enlightenment itself arises as a condition of resistance.  In this way, 

insofar as Foucault’s work can be seen as reactivating the tradition of the Enlightenment 

as the very basic framework for his thought, he additionally establishes the concept of 

resistance as the central basis from which the critical tradition of the Enlightenment 

might continue.  Through the development of the notion of “critique,” Foucault thus 

inscribes resistance into the very basic framework for his philosophical thought.  

Additionally, at the same time as resistance constitutes the hallmark of Foucault’s work, 

resistance to authority also establishes the way in which Foucault begins to rethink the 

question of politics in a radically new way.  Insofar as the Enlightenment is what is 

counter-posed to, and continuously resists, the problem of authority, what Foucault 

therefore outlines and centralizes to the trajectory of his work in terms of a radical and 

permanent critique of ourselves begins with an anti-authoritarian ethic that radically 

begins to reframe the position of philosophy and the domain of the political from the 

perspective of resistance.  Taken together, the above two points invoke a preliminary, yet 

conceptually vital, relation between Foucault’s philosophical project and the history of 

anarchism through the reactivation of the critical attitude of the Enlightenment.  
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 Although there is no single locus for the historical origin of anarchism, several 

anarchist historians have pointed toward the way in which, as both movement and 

philosophy, anarchism derives “directly from the ideas of the eighteenth century 

Enlightenment.”588  While anarchism might be seen as developing, at least in part, 

through a relation with the ideas of the Enlightenment, the way in which Foucault poses 

the Enlightenment not as a doctrine, but as a continual anti-authoritarian critique of the 

present, reinvigorates the relation between anarchism and the Enlightenment, and 

likewise the relation between anarchism and Foucault in a way that anticipates current 

debates in political theory, while at the same time centralizing the concept of resistance to 

his project.  In other words, both Foucault and anarchists take the critique of authority as 

the basis from which critical philosophy begins.  In this way, as anarchist philosopher 

Paul McLaughlin argues in a position similar to Foucault, that anarchism ought to be 

defined “in relation to the fundamental ethico-political problem of authority.”589  

Crucially, for McLaughlin, “anarchists” both “take as their starting point the open 

question of authority,” while alongside the “philosophes, they assert their right to raise 

this question” (original emphasis).590  In asserting that anarchism takes, at its very basis, a 

fundamental critique of authority, and that this very critique is what helps to form an 

alliance between anarchism and the history of critical philosophy, what McLaughlin 

points to here as a key component of philosophical anarchism, also uncovers a key link 

between anarchism and Foucault’s general project through the notion of critique. 
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With the notion of “critique” acting as the basic philosophical framework that 

underpins his thought, Foucault invokes the history of anarchism not as a fundamental 

foundation, but as an alternative methodology for the rethinking the perspective of 

philosophy and the domain of the political from the point of view of resistance and an 

open questioning of authority.  Thus, as we will see in the following section, while 

several theorists deny the connection between Foucault’s thought and anarchism, the way 

he shapes an anti-authoritarian critique into the basis of his philosophical approach to the 

question of politics invokes and continues the tradition of anarchist thought by building 

its most basic tenet into the core of his work.  This, then, is the first way in which we can 

begin to understand the ways in which Foucault’s methodology begins to develop and 

posit I refer as the anarchist hypothesis of the political.  Rather than beginning, as 

traditional philosophers often do, with the archē as the historical a priori or transcendental 

condition of possibility for thinking through the terms of the political and the social 

context of politics, Foucault suggests instead an alternative possibility beginning with 

what he begins to develop under the heading of “critique.”  As an instrument for those 

who “fight,” “resist,” and “refuse what is,” the very task of the critical attitude takes as 

its starting point an irreducible critique of authority—that is, critical philosophy, for 

Foucault, is none other than the elaboration of “essays in refusal” beginning from the 

position of autonomy rather than the first principle of the archē; critique, as such, is the 

philosophical position that begins with a fundamental “challenge to what is.”591     

With the notion of “critique” acting as the general structure for the philosophical 

tradition in which Foucault participates, what I point toward here as the key connection 

between Foucault and the anarchist tradition in terms of an ongoing struggle with the 

problem of authority, also informs the analytic framework from which Foucault’s oeuvre 

might be reread.  It is in this way that postanarchist Todd May demonstrates how the 

alleged elusiveness of Foucault’s thought might be attenuated if it can be tied to a “single 

question” which appears and finds its elaboration around the intersection between  

“critique” and the Enlightenment.592  For May, the most basic philosophical question—

the question regarding “who we are?” is the guiding thread of Foucault’s work, and is 
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