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From what position do you speak? From within the 
international  anarchist  movement,  as  a  critical 
companion. or as an outside observer? 

I  speak  as  a  critical  companion,  someone  who  has  always 
organized  closely  alongside  anarchists  in  multi-tendency 
organizations,  and  in  mass  struggles  against  white 
supremacy,  capitalism,  and the  state.  I  consider  myself  an 
anarchist  among  communists  and  a  communist  among 
anarchists—a  sort  of  parallax  relationship—with  a  critical 
decolonial orientation toward both.

In  the  text  "Notes  toward  a  Critique  of  Imperial 
Anarchism"  you  aspire  to  "decolonize  anarchism". 
This will come as a surprise to many of your readers, 

given  the  very  ant-colonial  tradition  anarchism,  (often  more  than  institutional 
communism). What do you mean by that?

Without dismissing the very real history of anti-colonial anarchism, my goal is  to diagnose the 
significant  colonial  blindspots  that  anarchism  often  carries  within  it.  Of  course,  institutional 
communism suffers from serious colonial blindspots as well, along different parameters: it is more 
beholden to deterministic and linear conceptions of historical progress, for example. But in some 
ways,  anarchism is  subject  to  different  temptations:  hyper-rationalism,  dogmatic  secularism of 
occasionally  religious  proportions,  and a  subtle  embrace of  those  values  we might  more  often 
associate with liberalism. 

Both, moreover, often fall prey to class-centrism, which is itself Eurocentric and reflects a colonial 
blindspot in and of itself: this is not to say that class is not important—quite the opposite—but that 
whereas most Marxism and anarchism universalize a particular model that Marx observed in the 
origins of capitalism in England, the class structure in the colonized and formerly colonized world 
has always been very different.  The colonial  world  generated not a  simple  opposition between 
proletariat  and  bourgeoisie,  but  instead  what  Aníbal  Quijano  calls  a  “historical-structural 
heterogeneity”  in  which  multiple  different  relations  of  production—wage  labor,  quasi-feudal 
relations,  and  even  slavery—coexist  with  one  another.  Of  course,  this  situation  entails  a  very 
different mode of resistance. 

You  are  very  critical  of  the  Enlightenment,  the  European  rationalism  and 
progressivism. What are your main objections?

Well, first things first, the so-called Enlightenment was simply one half of a world-historic process 
whose “underside” was colonial genocide. But a key element of this genocide was epistemological: 
the destruction of all forms of thought not rooted in the West. The so-called rationalism of the 
European Enlightenment is rooted in a primary falsehood raised to the level of the universal: that 



there is a philosophy that, while originating in Europe, is capable of speaking from “no-place,” from 
no particular location, thereby promising—again, falsely—a universal view. 

Since it was Europe that purportedly “discovered” this unmediated access to the universal (just as 
it claims to have “discovered” the “New” World), all other peoples and regions are positioned as 
prior stages in a historical progression: they are “backward,” “savages,” and “barbarians” to which 
we  need  to  export  enlightenment  through  imperial  intervention.  And  since  this  process  of 
colonization transposes this hierarchy to the very realm of Being itself, this “backwardness” is also 
simultaneously  racial,  genetic,  cultural,  and  civilizational.  These  are  not  errors  that  we should 
aspire  to  incorporate  into  our  liberatory  theories  and  movements,  and  yet  historically,  leftist 
movements—anarchist or communist—have often fallen into the assumption that it is our task to 
“civilize” or “educate” the backward masses. 

In a conference you gave in France, for the magazine  Période,  you explained that 
anarchism has two blind spots: the "race" and the "religion." For anarchists, you say, 
"race" doesn't exist. Why the criticism of "all forms of oppression" (a formula often 
found in libertarian circles) is unwelcome? What does it hide?

To be clear: race  doesn’t exist as a biological phenomenon, but does indeed  exist as a political 
phenomenon.  This  is  an  essential  starting  point  for  building  a  revolutionary  politics  around 
questions of race, which is in fact a central—if not the central aspect of global colonial-capitalism. 
Race emerged to disqualify certain peoples from humanity to legitimize the dispossession of their 
land and the extraction of their labor, and it is no coincidence that racial disqualification was build 
upon the blueprint of an earlier, religious disqualification that was aimed at Islam above all. The 
key is to concretely analyze historic structures of domination, their functional interrelation, and to 
craft a revolutionary strategy that begins from the way the enemy works.

In this sense, to simple declare oneself opposed to “all oppressions” is fundamentally lazy, avoiding 
the really  hard work of  strategy.  In theory,  there can be oppressive elements  of  contemporary 
capitalism that—while we certainly oppose them—are not important to upholding that system. We 
have seen capitalism shifting historically, overcoming certain elements in order to facilitate and 
transform accumulation, and we have seen race, class, gender, sexuality reconfigured as a result. If 
we neglect these questions, we run the risk of attaching ourselves to demands that capital is more 
than willing to concede.

We do not always dictate the field of battle. As I like to say: the world we want to build is a world 
without any oppressions,  but the world we are fighting against functions on the basis of  some 
oppressions more than others.  In practice,  when we fail  to understand this distinction, we can 
dilute the struggle—dispersing our energies  and efforts  on every march,  every campaign,  every 
oppression—or what’s worse, and common in anarchist circles,  to subtly and tacitly center one 
oppression (usually class) without admitting it.

But what would you say to those who accuse you, incorporating the concept of "race" 



in  the heart  of  your  device,  to  divert  the political  fight  from perilous ethnic and 
peripheral issues, to cleave the anti-capitalist struggle even more?

I think that to truly understand capitalism, we need to understand that it has always been a global, 
colonial, racial system. In the United States, for example, the working class has never been united 
because the very function of race is to keep workers from building that solidarity. But this division 
is  not simply based on a bad idea—it’s grounded in an institutional structure of privileges that 
needs to be dismantled, and to be dismantled, it must first be understood. What is most perilous, I 
believe, is to dogmatically insist on a narrowly-understood class struggle that effectively divides our 
forces by imperiously rejecting the importance of struggles that the global majority confront every 
single day. Not coincidentally, you will rarely find mass revolutionary movements taking such a 
narrow view outside the Euro-American orbit.  The best way to truly build strong revolutionary 
movements is to confront these so-called “divisive” issues and overcome them, and in fact, there is 
no other way forward.

A French essayist, Pierre Tevanian, criticized the fact that atheism is "become the 
opium of the people left." He blames like you those, in the radical left, who truncate 
the famous Marx's quote about "the opium of the people" and despise the believers. 
He accused them of bourgeois anticlericalism and diversion. Is this also your point of 
view?

Yes, absolutely: secularism has become a powerful dogma, and some of the most religious people in 
the world today pray at the altar of rationality instead of—as Marx hoped we would do—actually 
abolishing such fetishes. Bear in mind that Marx’s point was not to profess a vulgar secularism, but 
instead to show how capitalism—one of the most radically secularizing forces in human history—is 
itself built on a fetish and an opiate in the commodity. More importantly, he continued by insisting 
that religion is the “heart in a heartless world,” in other words, it possesses an important subjective 
aspect that we need to grasp to set struggles into motion. Don’t forget that it was Engels himself 
who insisted that it was necessary to put forward the interests of the class “in a religious guise,” as a 
sort of revolutionary myth.

It is no coincidence that those thinkers—anarchist and Marxist alike—who have sought to build 
really revolutionary mass movements where religion is a powerful force, have done so not through 
rigid secularism but instead by reformulating the subjective positions of the people themselves. 
Thus the Peruvian communist José Carlos Mariátegui called for a spiritualized Marxism, and many 
revolutionaries across the world have done the hard work of translating the revolutionary theories 
invented in Europe into terms that will “grip the masses,” thereby becoming a “material force.”

Is  your  refusal  to  see  in  religion  only  a  system  of  oppression  (in  line  with  the 
anarchist tradition, excepting the few like: Hakim Bey, Ellul, Christian Anarchism, 
etc) a strategic concern (in order to rally the faithful regardless of their background 
to socialism) or are you intimately convinced of the emancipatory virtues inherent in 



faith?

I think religion—like rationalism—can be either a repressive dogma or a liberating window to a 
different world. I believe the universal world we hope to build can accommodate both, although I 
agree with Marx that the true measure of our success will be the  irrelevance of certain forms of 
faith that develop existentially under sick social institutions, and colonial-capitalism in particular. 
However, it is only the worst of Enlightenment prejudices that insists that we are pure rational 
actors: it is no coincidence that this is the foundation of neoclassical economics, homo economicus. 
We are moved to action by many things: love, subconscious desires, heroism, and a truly irrational 
faith in a better world. We are lying to ourselves if we believe we can set ourselves and the masses 
into motion on the basis of a cold and calculating rationality. All true revolutionaries are able to 
build a bridge from where people are to where we are going, and that bridge is one that necessarily 
involves a zealous and even fanatical faith in humanity.

The French Anarchist publisher "Les editions libertaires" considers that in France 
"criticizing islam (for example) is the duty of all free spirits and revolutionaries", and 
compares religious obscurantism (which primarily effects women and homosexuals) 
to "fascism": I this for you, in our global context, "Islamophobia" or do you find it to 
be a defendable position, even if it's one that you not share?

I find it very revealing that, in posing the question, you inserted “[for example],” because in the 
current moment, Islam cannot possibly be considered simply another example among others. Here 
we  see  a  concrete  manifestation  of  the  limits—even  dangers—of  the  equal  opposition  to  “all 
oppressions,” of course exacerbated by a vulgar secularism. To say that attacking Islam in 2015 
France has the same content and meaning as attacking, say, Christianity… in 2015… in France—this 
is an utterly stupid and puerile position. It is the equivalent to pulling the wool voluntarily over 
one’s eyes and refusing to see the world for what it is. Ironically, for people who would celebrate 
reason, here is the height of voluntary “obscurantism.”

This was clear, of course, with  Charlie Hebdo—where the claim to equally attack all faiths was a 
cover for the vilest Islamophobia. And while Islamophobia would be indefensible at any moment 
(especially since Europe was effectively  built on Islamophobia from the 12th century onward), in 
the  present  moment  it  is  no  more  and  no  less  than  active  and  voluntary  participation  in 
imperialism and war. That some use the phrase “Islamofascism” to conceal this position is less 
interesting to me: it’s merely a pejorative attempt to attack Islam by translating it into European 
terms, thereby shifting the blame for a characteristically European crime (fascism) to “somewhere 
else…” It is an utterly meaningless term that makes the speaker dumber as soon as it is spoken.

You  also  deplore  the  anarchist  "formalism"  on  the  question  of  the  state.  Their 
obsession with destroying it. Are you agree with Noam Chomsky, for example, when 
he says that the state became, paradoxically and notwithstanding his own violence, a 
defense tool against globalization and the madness of transnational finance ?

There are many things in this world called “state,” and they function in very different ways and 
toward different  ends.  While  they all  arguably  pose  similar  dangers,  this  is  far  different  from 
reducing them to being a single thing, and moreover, there are many other sorts of institutions that 
pose  the  same dangers.  My concern  is  primarily  to  open  up the  question of  the  state  beyond 
formalist equation—state=state—to instead focus on the content of the institution in question: what 
does it do? For example, the global/colonial world-system entails very different functions for “core” 
(i.e.  wealthy and dominant) states as opposed to “peripheral” states.  Once we do open up this 
conceptual space, we still oppose most states, that should be said, but we also have a more flexible 
position for grasping the importance of some institutions in some locations for our struggles. More 
importantly, we are no longer blinded by obsessive opposition to the state as a talismanic force, 
and we can draw anti-statism into relation with anti-colonialism in a more radical way (rather than 
simply decrying the “nationalist” aspects of many decolonial struggles).

You have severely criticized the Venezuelan anarchists who challenged the Chavez 



regime. It can be argued that, one can enjoy some of Chavez's accomplishments, but 
can you ask of an anarchist to love a soldier, statists, who quotes Christ and is close 
to Fidel Castro and Ahmadinejad?

I would never expect an anarchist to blindly celebrate a government, much less a state, but any 
anarchism worth the name must seek to build revolutionary mass movements instead of taking 
refuge  in  tiny  sects  that  do  more  complaining  than  building.  In  this  sense,  some  Venezuelan 
anarchists—especially  those  around  El  Libertario—completely  misunderstand  the  history  and 
nature of the Bolivarian process in Venezuela, which has always been about much more than an 
individual leader or a state. Misled by their own class origins and milieu, as well as some of the 
formalistic errors I mention above, such anarchists simply cannot see beyond the face of Chávez, 
his  uniform,  and  the  government,  to  see  a  truly  powerful  upsurge  in  popular  autonomous 
revolutionary movements. In practice, they are not anarchists but the worst kind of middle-class 
liberals,  and in practice they have even betrayed those struggling against the bureaucratic  and 
reactionary elements of the government.  There are,  however,  other Venezuelan anarchists  who 
have a far better understanding of what a revolutionary process looks like, and who consequently—
without  blindly  celebrating the  Bolivarian government—understand that  they must  begin  from 
mass struggles.

In foreign policy terms, the question is very serious, and global geopolitics often brings with it the 
strangest  of  bedfellows,  especially  when  oil  is  concerned.  While  I  may  prefer  the  Venezuelan 
government do things differently—especially if it is possible to maintain global alliances and the 
price of oil without these alliances—I am lucky enough to not be in charge of the government’s 
foreign  policy.  But  here  is  what’s  interesting:  some of  those  who would  complain  about  these 
unsavory alliances have a position toward Islam that is indistinguishable from Sarkozy. Whereas 
Venezuela’s  alliances  with  awful  international  leaders  occurs  in  a  field  governed  by  strategic 
calculation and  realpolitik, the alliances of the Islamophobic “left” are alliances of principle that 
are entered into voluntarily.

You seem to be particularly inspired by the work of Fanon: what can it contribute to 
the emancipation movement?

For me, Fanon is arguably the most important revolutionary thinker of the past century, in part 
because he brings precisely an anti-formalistic,  radically dialectical,  and decolonial approach to 
revolutionary  change.  He is  one  of  the  best  theorists  of  both race  and colonialism,  as  well  as 
grappling in revolutionary practice with how to struggle against both, and he moves deftly through 
the  most  important  elements  of  20th-century  European  thought—Marxism,  psychoanalysis, 
phenomenology—to craft a revolutionary approach to global change that incorporates theoretical 
insights while ruthlessly discarding those elements that have become fetters. Since the radical task 
of decolonization is far from complete, and since migration is bringing the decolonial struggle right 
to the heart of Europe in a sort of giant boomerang effect, the relevance of decolonial movements—
and Fanon’s theories—will only increase in the coming years.


