


We’ve been hearing scare stories about the damage 
being done to the environment by co2 emissions for 
decades now. Terms like “climate change”, “green-
house effect”, “the ozone layer” (more importantly, 
the holes in the ozone layer” and “global warming”, 
are part of everyday language. We know that the 
polar ice caps are melting, causing sea levels to rise 
and we know that the weather is doing crazy things 
in parts of the world that are usually temperate. 
And, we know that all this is being caused by the 
stuff we produce and how we produce it. What has 
our response been?

By and large, we’ve done nothing. In fact we’ve 
done the opposite. We’ve continued to create stuff. 
More and more stuff. We produce enough food to 
feed the world at least twice over and a third of it is 
wasted. We produce gadgets we don’t really need, 
war machines to subjugate people, we plan obsoles-
cence so that we have to keep producing things to 
replace other things so that the wheels of the global 
HFRQRP\�NHHS�WXUQLQJ�DQG�SUR¿W�NHHSV�DFFXPXODW-
ing. Billions of humans, across the planet, spend a 
large chunk of every day, doing things they’d prefer 
not to to produce things they don’t need in a process 
WKDW�LV�PDNLQJ�WKH�SODQHW�XQ¿W�IRU�WKHLU�KDELWDWLRQ�

That sounds crazy, doesn’t it? Yet that is life on plan-
et Earth in the year 2014. It’s not some dystopian 
VFLHQFH�¿FWLRQ�\DUQ�� LW¶V�UHDO� OLIH��:K\� LV� LW�VR"�:H�
are so distracted by reproducing ourselves at an in-
dividual level and at the level of the family unit, that 
we put these things in the back of our minds. We 
KRSH� WKDW� VRPHRQH� HOVH�ZLOO� ¿[� WKLQJV�� RU� EHOLHYH�
that somewhere, something is being done that will 
turn things around in the future. 

We laughed when Homer Simpson, responding to Li-

sa’s warning about the planet destroying comet said 
³/LVD��WKH�ZKROH�UHDVRQ�ZH�KDYH�HOHFWHG�RI¿FLDOV�LV�
so we don’t have to think all the time. Just like that 
UDLQ�IRUHVW�VFDUH�D�IHZ�\HDUV�EDFN��2XU�RI¿FLDOV�VDZ�
WKHUH�ZDV�D�SUREOHP�DQG�WKH\�¿[HG�LW��GLGQ¶W�WKH\" �́�
but the reality is that we were laughing at ourselves 
and our feeling of overwhelming helplessness in the 
face of power and forces that are greater than our 
individual selves.

The response of the left has, on the whole, been 
no better. The desperate call for growth, some-
times preceded with the word “green”, is as good 
as throwing our hands up in the air and hoping a 
saviour will come. The worst thing about it, is that 
the left should know better. 

The radical left knows that the problem is capitalism, 
claims the solution is a socialist society based upon 
WKH�PD[LP�³IURP�HDFK�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKHLU�DELOLWLHV��WR�
each according to their needs”, yet continues to par-
rot the slogans of the last century. The philosophy of 
a time when we did need to increase production to 
meet the needs of all are no longer relevant, when 
the means to create a post-scarcity society are at 
RXU�¿QJHUWLSV��DQG�KDYH�EHHQ�IRU�GHFDGHV�

The environmental lobby on the other hand has 
largely attempted to shame capitalism into greening 
itself, into being less destructive. It is akin to trying 
to convince a shark not to be a predator. The logic of 
FDSLWDOLVP�LV�WKDW�SUR¿W�LV�WKH�PRWRU�IRUFH�RI�KLVWRU\��
WKDW�JURZWK�FUHDWHV�SUR¿W��WKHUHIRUH�SUR¿W�LV�JRRG��

We clearly need a new politics. We need a politics 
that can speak to billions of people whose lives are 
being turned upside down by changes in the global 
climate, in the way that the politics of the left was 

able to speak to billions one hundred years ago. We 
need to think about organising to not just to radi-
cally restructure society from the bottom up, but 
also to prepare to materially face these changes.

This issue of the Irish Anarchist Review attempts to 
deal with some of these issues. We don’t claim to 
have all the answers, but we hope that the articles 
we present can contribute to a discussion about the 
type of politics, the type of organising that we need 
to do. We hope you enjoy reading this issue, but we 
also hope you will be inspired to agitate, educate 
and organise for change. Without our resistance, 
the future will be very bleak.
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The Workers Solidarity Movement was founded in 
'XEOLQ��,UHODQG�LQ������IROORZLQJ�GLVFXVVLRQV�E\�D�
number of local anarchist groups on the need for a 
national anarchist organisation. At that time with 
unemployment and inequality on the rise, there 
seemed every reason to argue for anarchism and 
for a revolutionary change in Irish society. This has 
not changed.

Like most socialists we share a fundamental belief 
that capitalism is the problem. We believe that as a 
system it must be ended, that the wealth of society 
should be commonly owned and that its resources 
should be used to serve the needs of humanity as 
a whole and not those of a small greedy minor-
ity. But, just as importantly, we see this struggle 
against capitalism as also being a struggle for free-
dom. 

We believe that socialism and freedom must go to-
gether, that we cannot have  one without the other. 
Anarchism has always stood for individual free-
dom. But it also stands for democracy. We believe 
in democratising the workplace and in workers 
taking control of all industry. We believe that this 
is the only real alternative to capitalism with its 
ongoing reliance on hierarchy and oppression and 
its depletion of the world’s resources.

Editorial:



Disaster Communism
Words: Paul Bowman

Extermination or communism is the 

choice - but this communism must 

be more than just the sharing of 

wealth (who wants all this shit?) 

- it must inaugurate a whole new 

way of working together. — Felix 

Guattari & Toni Negrii

As I sat down to begin writing this piece, an ar-
ticle appeared in the Guardian titled 'Nasa-funded 
study: industrial civilisation headed for 'irreversible 
collapse'?'ii, whose central claim was that “global in-
dustrial civilisation could collapse in coming decades 
GXH� WR� XQVXVWDLQDEOH� UHVRXUFH� H[SORLWDWLRQ� DQG� LQ-
creasingly unequal wealth distribution”. 

What was striking, to me, about this article was that 
it contained absolutely nothing new. Prophecies of 
impending disaster – not just climatic, but ecologi-
cal, economic and social too – are common currency 
in contemporary society, and for most practical pur-
poses vary only in the rhetorical intensity with which 
they restate the same basic truth. 

Everyone knows, at least in impressionistic terms, 
what is happening, and what is at stake: things sim-
ply can't continue as they are if human civilisation is 
to survive, and what's more this is no longer a ques-
tion of securing a future for our grandchildren – it's 
us, my generation, human beings that currently live 
on this planet, who are imminently faced with the 
disappearance of the necessary conditions for our 
H[LVWHQFH�

Within 30 seconds, I had already clicked to another 
tab, and was scrolling through a Buzzfeed list of fun-
ny cat pictures. This is the absurdity of our condition; 

Never in history has a civilisation been aware, in such 
detail and with such certainty, of the imminence of 
its own demise, and yet the dominant cultural con-
cern of our society, around which our intellectual and 
technological capabilities are organised, seems to be 
WKH�SURGXFWLRQ��WUDQVPLVVLRQ�DQG�UH¿QHPHQW�RI�EDQDO�
clickbait, the perfection of the meme as the ideal unit 
of contentless communication in a political economy 
RI� FRPPRGL¿HG�PDVV� GLVWUDFWLRQ�� ,QFUHDVLQJO\�� WKH�
political and cultural forms that might allow us to 
grapple collectively with such crucial questions sim-
SO\�GRQ
W�H[LVW��

Never before have human beings had such a capacity 
to communicate collectively on the major questions 
that face us, and yet it seems we have nothing to say 
to one another on what is surely the central problem 
of our time: how to ensure not just the survival but 
WKH�ÀRXULVKLQJ�RI�WKH�KXPDQ�VSHFLHV��KRZ�WR�WUDQV-
form a form of social organisation that is bent on 
self-destruction to make the Earth livable and life on 
Earth worth living.

What would it mean, collectively and politically, to 
face up to these questions? How do we come to 
terms with the traumatic knowledge of our own con-
tingency, and transform this knowledge into a basis 
for empowerment? How do we confront the terror of 
ecological catastrophe, comprehending fully its im-
SOLFDWLRQV��DQG�\HW�PHHW�LW�ZLWK�GH¿DQFH�DQG�KRSH"�
What are the conditions of possibility for such a col-
lective encounter, and what can we do to bring them 
about? These are, clearly, enormous questions, to 
ZKLFK�,�FDQ�RQO\�RIIHU�WKH�ÀLPVLHVW�VNHWFK�RI�DQ�DQ-
swer. 

My more modest ambition for this piece is simply 
to pose the right set of questions, to argue for an 
understanding of what is at stake that refocuses the 

classic anarchist question “how do we create togeth-
er a world that we would want to live in?” with a new 
emphasis and urgency. I will begin by interrogating 
some of the dominant mainstream and leftist politi-
cal responses to the ecological crisis, against which I 
will then attempt to sketch a positive and radical (in 
the sense of grasping the root) political understand-
ing of the issue.

Theosophies of catastrophe

The failure of culture to adequately deal with the 
problem of ecological catastrophe is hardly surpris-
ing, for a number of reasons. Perhaps most obviously, 
all of the main social, economic and political powers 
are directly dependent on the destructive processes 
of capitalist production to sustain their position, and 
are therefore highly invested in the promotion of all 
VRUWV�RI�P\VWL¿FDWLRQV�DQG�QRQ�VROXWLRQV��ZKLFK�SUH-
serve the structure in the immediate term, even at 
WKH�H[SHQVH�RI�KXPDQ�VXUYLYDO��

The traumatic nature of the knowledge we are now 
confronted with also inevitably leads to displace-
ments and sublimations as a means of self-defence: 
the problem is warded off by reformulating it in a 
PRUH� FRPIRUWDEOH�PRGH�� WKHUHE\� UHGXFLQJ�DQ[LHW\��
Moreover, ecological catastrophe is what Timothy 
Morton refers to as a “hyperobject”, that is, some-
thing so “massively distributed in time and space rel-
ative to humans” that it confounds our regular ways 
of knowing and thinking about objects,iii forcing us 
to construct new and uncertain ways of thinking the 
world we now inhabit. It is due to the interplay of 
these factors, I suggest, that most individual and 
collective political responses to the ecological crisis 
have tended to revert to essentially religious modes 
of thought:iv

Words: Aidan Rowe
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Faith

Numerous faith-based responses to the prospect of 
ecological catastrophe proliferate in contemporary 
culture. New Atheist scientism, transhumanism, 
green capitalism, the neoliberal cult of entrepre-
neurialism, and the like, all essentially produce the 
VDPH�UHVSRQVH��VFLHQWL¿F�DQG�WHFKQRORJLFDO�LQQRYD-
tion, coupled with the appropriate tweaks to market 
incentive structures, will somehow manage to save 
us just in the nick of time. 

The problem is thus effectively displaced onto the big 
Other, and our role is simply to trust in the institu-
tions of capitalist society to deliver us from danger, 
or, perhaps, to mobilise to put pressure on these in-
stitutions to produce the correct set of reforms and 
innovations, without challenging the underlying so-
cial relations. In this understanding, technological 
development is intrinsically liberatory, the issue is 
simply that of reaching the appropriate level of tech-
nological development and of deriving the appropri-
ate policy programme to utilise it. 

2I� FRXUVH�� WKH� IDWDO� ÀDZ�RI� WKLV�ZD\�RI� WKLQNLQJ� LV�
that there is no intrinsic link between technological 
development and liberation. Technology is a social 
SURGXFW��QHZ�WHFKQRORJLHV�GR�QRW�H[LVW�LQ�DQ�DV�\HW�
unrealised form waiting to be discovered, they must 
be produced by a creative activity that is embed-
ded in a set of social relations that determine its 
form and purpose. Moreover, technologies do not by 
themselves determine their use: that too depends on 
the kind of society that utilises them (in our case, a 
capitalist society whose orienting principle is the ac-
cumulation of capital). 

)RU�H[DPSOH��WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�UHQHZDEOH�HQHUJ\�
technologies has not determined a shift away from 
the burning of fossil fuels: by all accounts, capital-
LVW� VRFLHW\� VHHPV� GHWHUPLQHG� WR� H[SORLW� IRVVLO� IXHO�
VRXUFHV�WR�WKH�SRLQW�RI�H[KDXVWLRQ��ZLWK�ZHOO�NQRZQ�
consequences) as the current global push for the use 
of fracking technology surely demonstrates – renew-
ables instead function alongside fossil fuels, allowing 
IRU�JUHDWHU�H[SDQVLRQ�RI�HFRQRPLF�DFWLYLW\��,Q�RWKHU�
words, technological development cannot offer hope 
so long as society is organised according to a logic 
that ensures the willful destruction of nature: the 
VXERUGLQDWLRQ�DOO�OLIH�RQ�(DUWK�WR�WKH�SUR¿W�PRWLYH�

Anti-capitalist versions of this technological utopia-
QLVP�H[LVW�WRR��KRZHYHU��DQG�DUH�HTXDOO\�IDLWK�EDVHG�
in their insistence on posing the problem of ecology 
DV�HVVHQWLDOO\�D�VFLHQWL¿F�WHFKQRORJLFDO�UDWKHU�WKDQ�D�
SROLWLFDO�SUREOHP��3HUKDSV�WKH�PRVW�OXFLG�DQG�H[FLW-
ing elaboration of this point of view in recent times 
is the #ACCELERATE Manifesto,v whose hypothesis, 
as summed up by Toni Negri, is that “liberation must 
occur within the evolution of capital; that labour 
power must move against the blockage caused by 
capitalism; that a complete reversal of the class rela-
tion must be accomplished by the pursuit of constant 
economic growth and technological evolution”vi in 

order to produce “an alternative modernity that neo-
liberalism is inherently unable to generate”.vii 

The most telling aspect of the manifesto is that the 
authors raise at the very beginning the problem of 
climactic breakdown, only to immediately push it 
aside in order to talk about technology, without even 
the most meagre attempt to hint at a solution. Clear-
ly we are meant to conclude that this problem can be 
safely subsumed into that of liberating the techno-
logical potential blocked by capitalism, that the reso-
OXWLRQ�RI�DOO�H[LVWHQWLDO�WKUHDWV�WR�FLYLOLVDWLRQ�LV�VLPSO\�
the inevitable side effect of doggedly pursuing the 
technological promise that capitalism is incapable of 
delivering on. But is this the case? 

It would seem that the manifesto's argument is un-
derpinned by the same old teleological fallacy that 

0DU[� LQKHULWHG� IURP�+HJHO�� WKDW�RI� WKH�SURJUHVVLYH�
movement of history towards ever greater liberation 
through the development of the productive forces – 
a relic of a time when the endless development of 
material production could be stated unproblemati-
cally as a goal because the Earth was still for all prac-
WLFDO�SXUSRVHV�LQ¿QLWH��

The society we live in today, on the other hand, is 
one threatened with annihilation by the determinate 
limits of humanity's domination of nature – a society 
WKDW�KDV�D�IXWXUH�RQO\� LI� LW�FDQ�¿QG�D�ZD\�WR�EUHDN�
ZLWK�WKH�WHQGHQF\�WRZDUGV�WKH�HQGOHVV�H[SDQVLRQ�RI�
the world of things, and to subordinate the produc-
tive forces to a qualitatively different conception of 
the good. In the end, accelerationism is simply the 
mirror image of capitalist ideology's veneration of 
technological innovation as good in itself.

6DFUL¿FH
One of the major projects of neoliberal capitalism 
has been the progressive weakening of social ties, 
to produce increasingly isolated and atomised indi-
viduals, and with it, the demise of collective politi-
cal agency. How does such an isolated individual re-
VSRQG�WR�DQ�H[LVWHQWLDO�WKUHDW�WKDW�LV�VR�PXFK�ODUJHU�
than her? One of the oldest forms of religious prac-
tice arises out of precisely this problem: how does 
one gain control over that against which one is ut-
terly powerless? 

7KH� DQVZHU� LV�� RQH� SHUIRUPV� JHVWXUHV� RI� VDFUL¿FH��
ostensibly aimed at controlling the uncontrollable 
forces, but which in fact operate only to relieve one's 
DQ[LHW\��5HF\FOLQJ�� RUJDQLF� IRRG��HWKLFDO� FRQVXPHU-
ism, dietary veganism, reducing one's carbon foot-
SULQW��DQG��DW�WKH�H[WUHPH��GURSSLQJ�RXW�RI�VRFLHW\�WR�
live in closer harmony with nature: surely these are 
RXU�PRGHUQ�GD\�VDFUL¿FLDO�WRNHQV��RXU�IXWLOH�DWWHPSWV�
to live wrong life rightly.

We know, deep down at least, that these are utterly 
LQVXI¿FLHQW�� WKDW� FDSLWDOLVP� VLPSO\�PDUFKHV� RQ� UH-
gardless – indeed incorporates our gestures into the 

“The #ACCELERATE 
manifesto's argu-
ment is underpinned 
by the same old 
teleological 
fallacy that Marx 
inherited from 
Hegel: that of the 
progressive 
movement of 
history”

“There is no 
external object 
called “the 
environment” to 
which another 
object called 
“society” must 
relate”
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ORJLF�RI�DFFXPXODWLRQ�E\�H[WUDFWLQJ�H[WUD�SUR¿W�IURP�
supposedly ethical consumption – that there is no 
plausible causal relationship between the acts we 
perform and the ends we imagine them to be pro-
ducing, and yet we convince ourselves that by the 
sheer force of our will and our ethical rightness that 
we are achieving something, or, at least, that when 
FLYLOLVDWLRQ�¿QDOO\�WLSV�RYHU�WKH�EULQN�WKDW�ZH�DUH�QRW�
the ones to blame (some comfort). The truth is that 
WKHUH� DUH� QR� LQGLYLGXDO� VROXWLRQV�� ZH� HLWKHU� ¿QG� D�
way to intervene collectively and decisively to break 
with the present social order, or we are reduced to 
mere tokenism.

Oneness with nature, the non-hippy version

“Man [sic] lives from nature, i.e. nature is his body, 
and he must maintain a continuing dialogue with it if 
he is not to die. To say that man's physical and men-
tal life is linked to nature simply means that nature 
is linked to itself, for man is a part of nature.” — Karl 
0DU[YLLL

“[W]e make no distinction between man [sic] and 
nature: the human essence of nature and the natu-
ral essence of man become one within nature in the 
form of production or industry, just as they do within 
the life of man as a species. Industry is then no lon-
JHU� FRQVLGHUHG� IURP� WKH� H[WULQVLF� SRLQW� RI� YLHZ� RI�
utility, but rather from the point of view of its funda-
mental identity with nature as production of man and 
by man. Not man as the king of creation , but rather 
as the being who is in intimate contact with the pro-
found life of all forms or all types of beings... the 
eternal custodian of the machines of the universe.” 
²�*LOOHV�'HOHX]H�	�)HOL[�*XDWWDULL[

Environmentalism: the question is posed incorrectly 
IURP�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ��7KHUH�LV�QR�H[WHUQDO�REMHFW�FDOOHG�
“the environment” to which another object called 
“society” must relate. The question of the environ-
mental crisis cannot be posed separately from that 
of society, as if it were some alien entity attacking us 
from the outside. At every point in history, human 
society is that which we have forged from the trans-
formation of nature, and nature is that on which we 
GHSHQG�IRU�RXU�FRQWLQXHG�H[LVWHQFH��QDWXUH�LV�SDUW�RI�
human society and human society is part of nature. 

:H�H[LVW�LQ�D�VWDWH�RI�SURIRXQG�LQWHUGHSHQGHQFH�ZLWK�
all forms of life – a condition we are unable to tran-
scend, but merely develop in one direction or an-
other. Our relations to one-another are predicated on 
particular relations to nature. The waged labour rela-
tion that is fundamental to capitalism required our 
estrangement from nature: the violent dispossession 
DQG� H[SXOVLRQ� RI� SHDVDQWV� IURP� WKH� ODQG�� DQG� WKH�
enclosure of nature, its constitution as an object to 
EH�GRPLQDWHG�DQG�H[SORLWHG�ZDV�WKH�IRXQGLQJ�HYHQW�
of capitalist society, a process intimately linked with 
WKH�VXSSUHVVLRQ�DQG�HQFORVXUH�RI�ZRPHQ�[

Traditionally, environmentalists have tended to pose 
the question of how to prevent catastrophe as sepa-
rate from questions of how humans are to relate to 
each other. This has tended to mean that environ-
mentalism has confronted us as a rather bleak, des-
perate and negative discourse:

“'We must act today to save tomorrow' is the cry of 
WKH�JOREDO�JUHHQV��*UHDW�VDFUL¿FHV�PXVW�EH�PDGH�LP-
mediately for a reward launched far into the distant 
future. But such a reward it is! Yes, it may be far 
away now, but one day, dear friend, you may not 
EH�ÀRRGHG��<RX�PD\�QRW�VWDUYH��<RX�PLJKW�QRW�HYHQ�
suffer more than you do already! Such is the dismal 
SURPLVH�RI�HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP�́ [L

,QGHHG�� WKLV� IUDPLQJ��GXH� WR� LWV�DUWL¿FLDO� UHVWULFWLRQ�
of the problem to be considered, has often tended to 
produce a push towards economism and away from 
WKH�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�LQWHUVHFWLQJ�IRUPV�RI�H[SORL-
tation and domination that produce our social real-
ity, towards compromise with authoritarian forms of 
organisation, and towards a joyless and debilitating 
seriousness in the name of urgency. Viewed this way, 
it seems obvious that all sorts of compromises must 
be made with systems of domination in order that 
decisive action be taken to “save the planet”.

The problem is, the question is posed entirely back-
wards. We cannot think of taking decisive action 
against the destruction of nature separately from 
the transformation of the social relations that both 
arise from and reproduce the domination of nature 
by humans. The question rather is: what form of so-
ciety is consistent with the desire to live not merely 
from nature, but in and with nature? What kinds of 
subjectivities and forms of social organisation allow 
XV�WR�OLYH�QRW�DV�H[SORLWHUV�RI�WKH�QDWXUDO�ZRUOG��QRU�
XQGHU�WKH�H[SORLWDWLRQ�RI�RWKHUV"�

:KDW�GHVLUHV�DQG�SRWHQWLDOV�H[LVW�LQ�RXU�FXUUHQW�ZRUOG�
that could form the beginnings of such a world? 
Clearly, we must have done with the negative en-
vironmentalisms that operate on guilt and fear, and 
that offer nothing but the postponement of death. 
We must have done also with all the false consola-
tions of magical thinking that keep us invested in a 
political system that can only fail us. 

Clearly, what we need is an anti-capitalism, but it 
cannot be one that simply takes over production and 
runs it more democratically. (In any case what sys-
tem could outmatch modern capitalism in the pro-
duction of endless junk?) 

What we need, instead, is an environmentalism that 
can begin to articulate the creation of a world that is 
actively desirable, a world where we are freed from 
pointless toil by the reorientation of the values and 

purpose driving production and by the judicious use 
of technology, a world vastly enriched in its cultural 
life and its possibilities for pleasure because we no 
longer spend all our time at work or recovering from 
work, a world in which difference is no longer trans-
formed into antagonism by apparatuses of violence 
and domination, a world in which nature is neither to 
EH�IHDUHG�QRU�GRPLQDWHG�EXW�H[SHULHQFHG��,Q�VKRUW��
D�ZRUOG� LQ�ZKLFK�KXPDQLW\�ZLOO�¿QDOO\�EHFRPH�SRV-
sible.
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“Never before have 
human beings had 
such a capacity to 
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collectively on the 
major questions 
that face us”



Horizontalism is an emerging term 

used to describe the key common 

characteristics of the waves of re-

bellion of the last decade. Occupy in 

2011 was the peak to date but the 

term Horizontalism itself appears 

to originate the rebellion in Argen-

tina after the 2001 banking crisis 

there. Marina Sitrin in her book on 

that rebellion says the term was 

used to describe the neighborhood, 

workplace & unemployed assem-

blies that emerged to form “social 

movements seeking self-manage-

ment, autonomy and direct democ-

racy.”

Horizontalism is a practice rather than a theory, 
which is to say in the various writings that use the 
term, it has been described in practice rather than 
theorised as an ideal. It’s easiest to see the practice 
LQ� WKH� FRQWH[W� RI� WKH� DVVHPEO\�EDVHG� PRYHPHQWV�
that have come and gone since the rebellion in Ar-
gentina. Particularly of course the wave that built 
up from 2010 on, in North Africa, Southern Europe 
and then went global in late 2011 with Occupy. What 
these movements had in common was not a single 
theoretical underlay but a set of developed common 
SUDFWLFHV�DQG�WR�VRPH�H[WHQW�FRPPRQ�ZD\V�RI�ORRN-
ing at the world. 

I’m using the past tense there but of course they all 
VWLOO�KDYH�VRPH�H[LVWHQFH��ZLWK�*H]L�SDUN�ODVW�VXP-
mer being a fresh blossoming somewhat along that 
common theme - although it lacked a single assem-

bly. But because these are not formal organisations 
RU�HYHQ�WKHRUHWLFDO�WKHPHV�WKH\�ODUJHO\�H[LVW�LQ�WKH�
moment even if in between such moments relatively 
small groups continue to organise under their vari-
ous banners. This is both strength and a weakness.

Key point of Horizontalism

In writing about Occupy, Marina Stirin listed the fol-
lowing characteristics which also apply generally 
across horizontalist movements:

“To open spaces for people to voice their concerns 
and desires—and to do so in a directly democratic 
way.”

“People do not feel represented by the governments 
that claim to speak in their name”

³$WWHPSWLQJ�WR�SUH¿JXUH�WKDW�IXWXUH�VRFLHW\�LQ�WKHLU�
present social relationships.”

“They want the power of corporations contained and 
HYHQ�EURNHQ�� DFFHVV� WR� KRXVLQJ� DQG� HGXFDWLRQ� H[-
panded, and austerity programs and war ended”

“Food, legal support, and medical care”

In a more critical look at Horizontalism, partially re-
SO\LQJ�WR�6LWULQ��'DYLG�0DUFXV�GH¿QHG�LW�DV�³SDUW�RI�D�
much larger shift in the scale and plane of Western 
politics: a turn toward more local and horizontal pat-

terns of life, a growing skepticism toward the institu-
tions of the state, and an increasing desire to seek 
out greater realms of personal freedom”

7KH� TXDOL¿FDWLRQ� µZHVWHUQ¶� LV� SUREDEO\� XQQHHGHG�
DV� WKH�PRYHPHQWV� LQ� (J\SW� 	� 7XUNH\� VKDUH�PDQ\�
RI� WKHVH� VDPH� FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�� 0DU[LVWV� DQG� QHR�
reformists are increasingly inclined to see all these 
tendencies as a problem in challenging capitalism; 
anarchists on the other hand would broadly welcome 
them.

Horizontalism & Anarchism

Horizontalism includes aspects that are in parallel 
with anarchist methodology, in particular the em-
phasis on direct democracy and direct action. It also 
includes aspects of what are sometimes incorrectly 
described as anarchist methods, in particular con-
sensus decision making, which actually entered radi-
FDO�SROLWLFV�YLD�4XDNHU�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�WKH�SHDFH�PRYH-
PHQW�RI�WKH���¶V��

But most participants at least start off unaware of 
those historical links and WSM members involved in 
Occupy found that participants often imagined that 
these methods are entirely new concepts that were 
being invented by them on the spot. That is they 
ZHUH�XQDZDUH�RI�WKH�YHU\�ORQJ�KLVWRU\�RI�H[SHULPHQ-
tation through the anarchist and other movements 
WKDW�SUHFHGHG�WKHLU�H[SHULPHQWV�

“Because these are not formal or-
ganisations or even theoretical 
themes, they largely exist in the 
moment”

Words: Andrew Flood

An Anarchist Critique 
of Horizontalism



$W�OHDVW�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�2FFXSLHV�ZH�KDG�VRPH�
LQYROYHPHQW� LQ�� WKLV�ZDV� D� VLJQL¿FDQW�ZHDNQHVV�� $�
certain amount of skill and knowledge is required 
to make assembly processes effective. The invent-
ing it from scratch approach resulted in the ‘tyranny 
of structurelessness’ problems of the loudest voic-
es tending to dominate assemblies and dynamics 
of bullying, in group formation and various power 
JDPHV�¿OOLQJ�LQ�WKH�YDFXXP��,QHYLWDEO\�WKHVH�UHSUR-
duce the patterns of our patriarchal, racist society - if 
left unchecked conversations will tend to be almost 
completely dominated by white men who are com-
IRUWDEOH�LQ�SOD\LQJ�RXW�WKHLU�H[SHFWHG�JHQGHU�UROH��,Q�
places this produced such unhealthy dynamics that 
3RVW� 2FFXS\� WKLV� KDV� DOORZHG� DXWKRULWDULDQ� RXW¿WV�
like the SWP to claim that horizontal decision making 
in general always leads to such outcomes and so is 
‘not really democratic’.

Perhaps the greatest weakness of these horizontalist 
movements is that they either lack a class analysis, 
as was the case with Gezi Park, or replace it with a 
SUHWW\�FUXGH�ZHDOWK�FRUUXSWLRQ�FRUSRUDWLRQV�FRQFHSW�
that lends itself a little too easily too conspiratorial 
DQG�UHIRUPLVW�DSSURDFKHV�WR�¿JKWLQJ�IRU�FKDQJH��7KLV�
tends to reduce what is wrong to ‘evil people making 
HYLO�GHFLVLRQV¶�DQG�WKH�LGHD�WKDW�LI�WKLV�LV�H[SRVHG�WR�
the light of day, change will come about.

The whole 1% meme could be a useful starting point 
WR�H[SODLQ�FDSLWDOLVP�	�FODVV�IURP�DQG�WR�PRYH�SHR-
SOH� DZD\� IURP� VHHLQJ� WKH� SRVK�SRRU� QHLJKERUKRRG�
GRZQ�WKH�URDG�DV� WKH�SUREOHP��$�JULP�H[DPSOH�RI�
all politics being local. But it can also be a starting 
point for a conversation about how the Rothschild’s 
control the world via secret meetings at Bilderberg 
DQG�VSUD\LQJ�XV�DOO�ZLWK�ÀXRULGH�IURP�MHW�SODQHV��$V�
was found at Occupy challenging these and the asso-
ciated Freeman ideas becomes quite frustrating once 
you don’t have the shorthand of the historic tradition 
of the left as a common point of origin, under which 
they can quickly be dismissed as the latest manifes-
tation of old and frequently anti-Semitic conspiracy 
theories.

The question of winning

Horizontalism also differs from anarchism in that it 
doesn’t have either a vision of what a free society 
might look like or a process to move us from here 
to there. I don’t mean some sort of detailed blue-
print, I’m skeptical enough of the value of tiny num-
ber of people devoting time to planning a future for 
the entire world at that level of detail. I mean at the 
level of the picture anarchists share of a world where 
workplace assemblies take over the workplaces and 
neighbor assemblies take over and manage com-
munities. It need not be detailed for it to be clearly 

enormously different to the world we live in today.

Anarchist processes to get from here to there tend to 
involve a process of mass participation (e.g. syndi-
calist unions) followed by a moment of insurrection, 
sometimes pictured as a general strike, sometimes 
as an armed populace on the streets but actually 
most often a blend of the two. While there is much 
that can be discussed around this, like are armed 
insurrections even viable in the age of the helicopter 
gunship, it clearly is a transformative moment that 
can be imagined. What does that moment look like 
for Horizontalism? What would it look like to win?

Horizontalism also dispenses with and is often hos-
tile to the idea of formal revolutionary organisation. 
Having seen how revolutionary movements tend to 
interact with social movements over many years, we 
can sympathise with the reasons for this, and around 
Occupy we decided to respect the bans on political 
organisation banners and paper sales. Technology 
has made this approach feasible to hold alongside 
trying to build mass movements for change. Once 
individuals who wanted such movements to emerge 
had to co-operate with revolutionary organisations 
because they needed access to their organisation 
resources, their press and their communication net-
works.

Parties knew this and thus didn’t have to modify their 
EHKDYLRU�RQ� WKH�EDVLV�RI�DFFXPXODWHG�QHJDWLYH�H[-
perience; some organisations like the SWP instead 
turned isolating those who refused to tolerate nega-
tive behavior into an advanced art form. But that 
period appears to be over as the various tools of the 
Internet and mobile communications greatly weaken 
the link between mass organisations before mass 
communication. The old style party form has been 
spending its accumulated capital to resist that pro-
cess, and as a result is starting to disintegrate as 
UHFUXLWPHQW�GULHV�XS�DQG�IXQGV�DUH�H[KDXVWHG��,Q�H[-
treme cases it faces hostility from without and rebel-
lion from within, as its own membership use these 
new technologies to route communications around 
the formal leadership.

Anarchism has a different approach to both horizon-
talism and the party form. Anarchist organisation 
ZDV�RI�FRXUVH�DOVR�DERXW�¿QGLQJ�D�ZD\�WR�¿OO�D�QHHG�
for mass communication, but it also arose as recog-
nition of a need to transmit lessons across time and 
space in a way that they would arrive and be trusted. 
And the need for a common platform around which 
solidarity could be built across distances and differ-
HQW�H[SHULHQFH�DQG�FXOWXUHV��,Q�WKH�SHULRG�VLQFH�2F-
cupy I’ve probably had conversations with anarchists 
who were involved in the region of twenty Occupies 
and broadly share the WSM’s politics. All of these 
conversations quickly went to quite a deep level of 
critique because it was simple for us to quickly es-
tablish our own political and organisational common 
ground.

Reform by riot & electoralism

Paul Mason writes that “the power of the horizontal-
LVW�PRYHPHQWV� LV��¿UVW��WKHLU�UHSOLFDELOLW\�E\�SHRSOH�
who know nothing about theory, and secondly, their 
success in breaking down the hierarchies that seek 
WR� FRQWDLQ� WKHP�� 7KH\� DUH� H[SRVHG� WR� D� PRQWDJH�
RI� LGHDV�� LQ� D�ZD\� WKDW� WKH� VWUXFWXUHG�� GLI¿FXOW�WR�
FRQTXHU�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKH�����V�DQG�����V�GLG�QRW�
allow (...) The big question for horizontalist move-
ments is that as long as you don’t articulate against 
power, you’re basically doing what somebody has 
called “reform by riot” a guy in a hoodie goes to jail 
for a year so that a guy in a suit can get his law 

through parliament”

Mason wants to deploy that argument for the cre-
ation of a new syndicalist party somewhat crudely 
LQ�WKH�WUDGLWLRQ�RI�'H�/HRQ�RU�-DPHV�&RQQROO\��7KDW�
is for a broad electoral formation that would provide 
Horizontalism with the vision of a new society and 
the electoral method it needs to bring that about. 
That’s not something we’d agree with, but he still has 
a point about ‘reform by riot’. Horizontalism without 
a vision and method for revolution, simply provides 
the protest fodder behind which once one govern-
ment can be replaced with another. That indeed is 
RQH�RI� WKH� OHVVRQV�RI� WKH�H[SHULHQFHV�RI�$UJHQWLQD�
in 2001, the slogan ‘they all must go’ meant gov-
ernment after government went, but after a while 
stability was reimposed and new stable governments 
came into power and stayed there.

A key way of understanding this, is to understand that 
+RUL]RQWDOLVP�DV�FRQVWUXFWHG��ODFNV�SRZHU�H[FHSW�WKH�
power of the individual bodies putting themselves in 
harm’s way. Perhaps that is why nudity commonly 
VSRQWDQHRXVO\�DULVHV�DV�D�WDFWLF��$QDUFKLVP�KDV�H[-
pressions of power in the form of the general strike 
or the people armed. Horizontalisms power consists 
of mobilising numbers to occupy spaces and block 
routes. 

In Argentina the power of the unemployed assem-
blies rested only in the power derived from blocking 
PRWRUZD\V�DQG�EULQJLQJ�WKH�ÀRZ�RI�FRPPHUFH�WR�D�
halt. With Occupy Wall Street the intention to block 
WKH�%URRNO\Q�%ULGJH�ZDV�RQH�NH\�ÀDVK�SRLQW��DV�ZHUH�
the attempts to block Wall Street itself. As long as 
the numbers can be sustained these can be power-
ful tactics but they are tactics of protest and not of 
transformation.

What anarchism offers as an alternative to Horizon-
talism is a vision and method that doesn’t simply 
repeat the endless pattern of government following 
government. We have a sense of what it might feel 
like to win even if the route from where we are to 
that point has yet to be discovered.

This article originally featured on the Anarchist Writ-
HUV�%ORJ��KWWS���DQDUFKLVP�SDJHDERGH�FRP�
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“Horizontalism 
also dispenses 
with and is 
often hostile 
to the idea 
of formal 
revolutionary 
organisation.“



Capitalism is making you fat. Capi-

talism is also destroying the en-

vironment. These two things are 

more closely connected than you 

might think. Not all growth is good. 

Certainly the growth of people’s 

waistlines and indexes of body fat 

have lead scientists and health pro-

fessionals to warn of a global obe-

sity epidemic. 65% of the world’s 

population now live in countries 

where being overweight kills more 

people than being underweight. 

Worldwide obesity has nearly dou-

bled since 1980 and 1.4 billion 

adults over 20 are now overweight.

The notion of an obesity epidemic has been around 
for a few decades now and has traditionally been 
most associated with the world’s global superpower, 
WKH�86$��%XW�WKH�¿UVW�WKLQJ�ZH�QHHG�WR�QRWH�DERXW�
current statistics is that they very clearly indicate 
WKDW�WKLV�LV�GH¿QLWHO\�QRW�D�³¿UVW�ZRUOG�SUREOHP �́�7R-
day the country with the highest levels of obesity is 
QRW�WKH�86$��EXW�LW¶V�PXFK�SRRUHU�QH[W�GRRU�QHLJK-
ERXU�0H[LFR�

Opinion is divided on the causes of the epidemic, 
however there is some interesting recent science 
DURXQG�WKH�UROH�RI�UH¿QHG�VXJDUV��SDUWLFXODUO\�KLJK�
fructose corn syrup (HFCS), and the combination of 
added fats and sugars in processed food as regards 
the suppression of the body’s natural appetite con-
WURO�V\VWHP��7KH�VLPSOL¿HG�YHUVLRQ�LV�WKDW�RXU�DSSH-
tite is controlled by hormones, including leptin which 
signals we are “full” and ghrelin that we want more. 

,W� DSSHDUV� WKDW� UH¿QHG� VXJDUV� DQG� +)&6� LQWHUIHUH�
with the normal hormonal response to rising blood 
glucose and interfere with the action of the “fullness” 
hormone leptin, encouraging overeating. Similarly 
recent tests on mice that provided “as much as you 
can eat” feeders with fat or sugar alongside ordinary 
food, found that when either were available on their 
RZQ�WKH�PLFH�GLG�QRW�RYHUHDW��%XW�ZKHQ�D�PL[WXUH�
of fat and sugar together was available, the mice 
overate to become obese. The greatest overeating 
ZDV�SURGXFHG�ZLWK�D�URXJKO\�������PL[��ZKLFK�QRW�
so-coincidentally is similar to the kind of proportions 
of added fats and sugars found in many processed 
foods. Again the mechanism appears to be the inter-
ference with the normal interaction of the appetite 
balancing hormones.

So why does contemporary food science have such a 
strong emphasis on producing processed foods that 
“hack” our bodies’ natural satiety process in order 
to encourage us to overeat? Simply put, because in 
the capitalist system, individual food producing en-
terprises are driven to sell as much of their particu-

lar product as possible, regardless of whether this 
PHHWV�KXPDQ�QHHGV�RU�UHSUHVHQWV�DQ�HI¿FLHQW�XVH�RI�
resources available for all sectors of production. The 
PRUH� WKH�0F'RQDOG¶V�RI� WKH�ZRUOG�FDQ�FRQYLQFH�XV�
to “go large” (and thus become so), the more sales 
WKH\�PDNH�DQG�WKH�PRUH�SUR¿W�WKH\�PDNH�

So fat is not only a feminist issue, but also a capitalist 
issue. And who says capitalist issue, also says class 
issue, and this in fact is visible both in the statistics 
and the street. It is not the richest sections of society 
that are most at risk from the obesity trend, but the 
SRRUHVW��,Q�IDFW�LQ�FRXQWULHV�ZLWK�WKH�PRVW�H[WUHPH�
inequalities between rich and poor, such as in the 
86$��\RX�FDQ�YLUWXDOO\�UHDG�SHRSOH¶V�LQFRPH�EUDFNHW�
IURP�WKHLU�VL]H��:LWKLQ�(XURSH�WKH�ODWHVW�¿JXUHV�IURP�
WKH�:+2�DUH�WKDW�WKH�FRXQWULHV�ZLWK�WKH�KLJKHVW�¿J-
ures for overweight 11-year olds are Greece (33%),  
Portugal (32%), Ireland and Spain (both 30%).
 
To a reader of the German tabloid Bild, that fact that 
the PIGS are the Eurozone’s most overweight coun-
WULHV�LV�\HW�RQH�PRUH�FRQ¿UPDWLRQ�RI�WKH�ZLGHO\�KHOG�
view in the core countries that the economic prob-
lems of Ireland and our peripheral brethren is due to 
DQ�H[FHVV�RI�JUHHG�DQG�D�ODFN�RI�LQGXVWULRXVQHVV�DQG�
SURWHVWDQW� ZRUN� HWKLF�� %XW� WR� DQ\RQH� H[SHULHQFLQJ�
the troika-imposed yoke of austerity, the connection 
between poor nutrition and poverty is painfully clear. 
Keeping the children fed on a vanishing family bud-
get means going for the cheapest food, which is also 
the most processed and most fattening. Patronising 
millionaire celebrity chefs like Jamie Oliver notwith-

An End to Growth?

Words: Paul Bowman



standing, this is an economic issue, not an education 
one. This mismatch between a moralising discourse 
on individual sinfulness (greed, sloth) as the source 
of the problem and, on the contrary, a more mate-
rialist focus on the economic pressures on people to 
take the cheapest and worst options, is one we will 
be looking at again in the ecological debate.

3UR¿WLQJ�IURP�WKH�SODQHW
The logic of selling more and more food and drink, 
well beyond the limits of natural appetite and nutri-
tional needs, is the same logic that drives all capi-
WDOLVW� EXVLQHVV�� 2YHUDOO� WKH�ZD\� WR� LQFUHDVH� SUR¿WV�
is to sell more units. Overall this means an ever-
increasing consumption of natural resources, and the 
associated increased carbon and other pollutant re-
lease. Or at least that is what has happened so far. 
The life and death question is whether this trend of 
ever-increasing capitalist growth will and must nec-
essarily, lead to an ever-increasing use of scarce and 
non-renewable resources, or not.

Counter-tendencies are proposed - the shift from 
manufacturing to service industries and production 
of immaterial products like software, music, books 
and other cultural or informational products. Opti-
PLVWV�SRLQW�WR�WKH�¿JXUHV�IRU�DPRXQW�RI�&2��UHOHDVHG�
SHU���RI�*'3��)RU�PDQ\�GHYHORSHG�FRXQWULHV�WKH�UDWHV�
of increase of CO2 have been lower than the rate of 
LQFUHDVH�RI�*'3�IRU�WKH�ODVW�GHFDGHV��)RU�WKHP��WKLV�
is a sign that rising fuel and other commodity pric-
es will lead market forces to incentivise the shift to 
PRUH�HI¿FLHQW�WHFKQRORJLHV�WKDW�ZLOO�DOORZ�IRU�JOREDO�
*'3�JURZWK�ZLWKRXW�LQFUHDVHG�&2��HPLVVLRQ��

2Q�WKLV�ODVW�SRLQW��WKH�RYHUDOO�JOREDO�¿JXUHV�JLYH�OLWWOH�
JURXQGV�IRU�RSWLPLVP��6LQFH������JOREDO�*'3�JURZWK�
and global C02 emission growth have increased in 
lockstep. The apparent declining energy density (CO2 
SHU���*'3��RI�:HVWHUQ�FRXQWULHV�FDQ�EH�DFFRXQWHG�
for by the offshoring of production to the emergent 
countries as well as the failure to account for ship-
ping and air freight CO2 for international transport 
LQ�QDWLRQDO�&2��¿JXUHV��&XUUHQWO\� WKH�EDOG� IDFW�UH-
mains, the demand for more jobs and growth is a 
demand for more release of climate change gases.

Leaving aside the energy question, what about the 
impact of the shift to service and “immaterial” prod-
ucts on natural resource usage? Certainly Apple 
makes its money by selling physical objects - iPads, 
iPhones and iMacs - but Google still makes its money 
mostly through selling search services and advertis-
ing - immaterial products, surely? Well, quite apart 
from the physical demands of housing and equip-
ping its human workforce, anybody who thinks that 
Google is not a physical-based business should con-
sider paying the electric bill for their gigantic server 
farms for a month. The “non-physical” nature of soft-
ware and internet services companies like Google or 
)DFHERRN��KDV�EHHQ�JUHDWO\�H[DJJHUDWHG��

What’s more, the internet and digitisation revolution 
itself, is making earning a return on cultural products 
OLNH�ERRNV��PXVLFDO�UHFRUGLQJV��¿OPV��HWF��LQFUHDVLQJ-
ly problematic, pushing the industries back towards 
“bums on seats” real-world event entertainment to 
VWHP�WKH�VWHDG\�ORVV�RI�HDUQLQJV�WR�IUHH�¿OH�VKDULQJ��
:KLOH�WKH�ULVH�RI�GLJLWDOO\�FRSLDEOH�SURGXFWV�GH¿QLWH-
ly means battles over intellectual property will be a 
major battleground in the 21st century, the trend 
does not eliminate the material impact of increased 
consumption, in and of itself.

7KH�¿QDO�TXHVWLRQ�LV�ZKHWKHU�RU�QRW�LQFUHDVHG�SUR¿W�
can be made from “moving up the value chain” - 
L�H�� VKLIWLQJ� IHZHU�XQLWV�DW�D�KLJKHU�SUR¿W�SHU�XQLW��
Certainly there are successful companies out there 
PDNLQJ�JRRG�SUR¿WV�IURP�VHOOLQJ�SUHPLXP�SURGXFWV��
&RXOGQ¶W�WKDW�PRGHO�EH�H[WHQGHG�WR�WKH�HFRQRP\�DV�
whole? 

To understand why this can’t happen, we need to 
know that the price of a product is related to its cost 
of production and that costs of production are based 
on wages. In any individual enterprise the costs of 
production are split between wages and the materi-
als from suppliers the employees need to either work 
on, with or in. But if we look at the suppliers of these 
PDWHULDOV��ZH�¿QG��LQ�WXUQ��WKDW�WKHLU�FRVWV�DUH�ZDJHV�
and inputs. 

And if you follow the chain of inputs down through 
the suppliers, you eventually get to the primary in-
dustries where the costs are the wages of the people 
ZKR�H[WUDFW��RU�JURZ��WKH�SULPDU\�PDWHULDOV�GLUHFWO\�
from the earth’s natural resources. The earth does 
not get paid - this is important in terms of the en-
vironmental effects. There may be payment of rent 
to state or private land owners, but that’s another 
story. Price is downwards limited by cost and cost 
ultimately comes from wages.

For an enterprise in a given industry the price per unit 
of your product is set by your competitors based on 
FRVWV�RI�SURGXFWLRQ�DQG�WKH�DYHUDJH�UDWH�RI�SUR¿W�IRU�
that industry. Costs are based on inputs and wages. 
If the price of inputs goes down, then they go down 
for all the competitors in that industry and, thanks to 
competition, that cost-saving will be passed on as a 
price-drop in the product without giving any particu-
lar enterprise an advantage over its rivals. Instead 
an individual enterprise can gain a temporary indi-
vidual advantage by reducing the wage bill or labour 
time per unit, say by 10%. 

7KDW�¿UP�FDQ�WKHQ�GR�RQH�RI�WZR�WKLQJV�WR�UHDOLVH�LWV�
DGYDQWDJH�LQWR�H[WUD�SUR¿W��(LWKHU�LW�FDQ�JR�VPDOOHU�
by reducing its workforce by 10% and making more 
SUR¿W� RQ� VHOOLQJ� WKH� VDPH� DPRXQW� RI� XQLWV� DV� EH-
fore. Or it can go larger, either, in the rare case that 
there’s a supply shortage that allows the market to 
grow at the same price, by selling 10% more units 
DW� WKH� VDPH�SULFH� �DVVXPLQJ� WKH� FRVW� RI� WKH�H[WUD�
inputs doesn’t outweigh the labour savings), or by 
dropping the price of the product enough to under-
sell the competition and take market share off them, 
ZKLOH�VWLOO�PDNLQJ�D�SUR¿W��

In the long term, given uncertainties, risks and the 
balance of probabilities, competition means that 
¿UPV�WKDW�WDNH�WKH�JRLQJ�VPDOOHU�VWUDWHJ\�ORVH�RXW�WR�
¿UPV�WKDW�WDNH�WKH�JR�ODUJH�VWUDWHJ\��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��
the dynamics of the system are that overall more 
SUR¿WV�UHTXLUH�PRUH�XQLWV�

7KH�QH[W�SLHFH�RI�WKH�MLJVDZ�LV��LI�HI¿FLHQF\�DQG�WHFK-
nology can reduce the amount of materials used in 
each unit of product enough to counteract the re-
lentless drive to produce and consume more units of 
stuff? In other words, is environmentally sustainable 
growth (more units but less materials and energy) 
possible in a capitalist system? 

The answer is again no. But this time the reason 
comes not from a single cause but is the combined 
effect of a number of different factors taken together. 
First is the fact that natural resources are taken from 
the earth “for free”, rent aside. Second is the asym-
metry of the effects of competitive cost reduction 
between reducing input costs and labour costs which 
mean that unit productivity advances faster in labour 
than materials overall. Thirdly is the fact of physical 
limits to reduction in materials used per unit, for that 
particular thing to have the necessary strength and 
VXEVWDQFH� WR� IXO¿OO� LWV�XVHIXO�SXUSRVH��)LQDOO\� WKHUH�
is the necessity to rehire labour made redundant in 
one branch of industry in new employments, if total 
social investment capital is to keep growing. 

All of these elements together mean that for the 
system as a whole the tendency is for the continual 
increase in the number of units being produced to 
result in an increase in the total energy and materi-
als being used also. 

So capitalism requires the production of more and 
PRUH�VWXII� LQ�WKH�VHUYLFH�RI� LWV�GULYH�IRU�SUR¿W��%XW�
maybe this is a good thing? The ideology that “more 
production is necessarily good” is called produc-
tivism. The basic idea behind productivism is that 
whatever is bought and consumed must be satisfy-
ing some human need or desire, and if poverty still 
H[LVWV�WKHQ�FOHDUO\�WKH�QHHG�LV�WR�SURGXFH�\HW�PRUH��
The underlying assumption then is that capitalism is 
a perfectly transparent medium for conveying hu-
man desire. If people are becoming more and more 
obese, it must be because they want to get fat. As 
the American satirist H.L. Mencken once wryly ob-
served, “There is always an easy solution to every 
human problem--neat, plausible, and wrong.” Pro-
GXFWLYLVP�FOHDUO\�WLFNV�DOO�WKUHH�ER[HV��EXW�WKH�UHDVRQ�
ZK\� LW� LV�ZURQJ�GHVHUYHV�PRUH�H[SODQDWLRQ� WKDQ�D�
glib analogy. 

If obesity is one way of looking at the relationship 
between human needs and capital, then hunger is 
WKH� ÀLSVLGH�� $V� D� UHFHQW� UHSRUW� VDLG� ³(YHU\� \HDU��
we waste or lose 1.3 billion metric tons of food – 
one-third of the world’s annual food production.[...] 
DORQJVLGH�WKLV�PDVVLYH�ZDVWDJH�DQG�ORVV������PLOOLRQ�
SHRSOH�H[SHULHQFH�FKURQLF�KXQJHU�RQ�D�GDLO\�EDVLV �́�

The fact is that the global economy has produced 
more than enough food to eliminate world hunger 
DQG�PDOQXWULWLRQ�VLQFH�WKH�����V��*OREDO�SRYHUW\�LV�
not due to an absolute lack of production, but un-
fairness in the distribution of natural resources and 
the results of production. Not only that, but available 
resources are misallocated to producing outputs that 
PD[LPLVH�SUR¿W��QRW�KXPDQ�XWLOLW\��7KH�H[DPSOHV�RI�
this mis-allocation are legion and can be found on 
the website of any development or global justice or-
ganisation, so we will not start a laundry list here.

Techno-optimists and Techno-pessimists

Before we look in detail at the various responses to 
the environmental crisis by different left-wing and 
ecologist tendencies, it is useful to sketch out a 
broad binary on this question. Broadly speaking we 
can divide responses to the challenge of overcoming 
the crisis into technological optimists and technologi-
cal pessimists. As an introduction to doing so, we 
QHHG�WR�ORRN�DW�WKH�OHJDF\�RI�WKH���WK�FHQWXU\�ZULWHU�
on political economy, Thomas Robert Malthus. 
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“The logic of 
selling more and 
more food and 
drink, well beyond 
the limits of 
natural appetite 
and nutritional 
needs, is the same 
logic that drives 
all capitalist 
business.”



In the ongoing debates you will often hear the ac-
cusation of “Malthusian” or “Neo-Malthusian” being 
bandied about, often directed at techno-pessimists 
by their opponents. Which begs the question, what is 
Malthusianism and why does it have such a negative 
connotation for so many people?

7KH�5HYHUHQG�7KRPDV�5REHUW�0DOWKXV�������������
was an English protestant clergyman who became 
most famous for publishing a pamphlet entitled “An 
(VVD\�RQ�WKH�3ULQFLSOH�RI�3RSXODWLRQ´� LQ�������7KDW�

WKH�\HDU�RI�LWV�SXEOLFDWLRQ�FRLQFLGHG�ZLWK�WKH�8QLWHG�
Irishmen uprising no doubt contributed to the popu-
larity of its message. The message was simple, that 
improvements in agricultural productivity progressed 
in an arithmetic (linear) fashion, but the population 
of the poor, left to its own devices, progressed geo-
PHWULFDOO\� �H[SRQHQWLDOO\�� XQWLO� FULVHV� RI� IDPLQH��
plague and war, reduced the population to sustain-
able levels. This political message that famine was 
“the hand of providence”, god’s will, balancing the 

ERRNV��ZDV�ODWHU�WKH�LGHRORJLFDO�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ�IRU�WKH�
8.�SDUOLDPHQW�LQÀLFWLQJ�WKH�IDPLQH�XSRQ�,UHODQG��$V�
such, Malthus’s name deservedly ranks up alongside 
Cromwell’s in the annals of ignominy in Anglo-Irish 
relations. That historical sore point aside, Malthus 
ZDV�WKH�¿UVW�WR�UDLVH�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�D�SUREOHPDWLF�UH-
ODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�QDWXUDO�UHVRXUFHV�DQG�H[SDQGLQJ�
demand in political economy. Given that the general 
topic, broadly speaking, is one that needs addressing 
seriously in the 21st century, over-hasty castigations 
of opponents as “Malthusians” can sometimes be the 
logical fallacy of argumentum ad odium - the dis-
missal of an argument by associating it with a well-
NQRZ�KDWH�¿JXUH�

0DOWKXV¶�RULJLQDO�DUJXPHQW�UHODWHG�VSHFL¿FDOO\�WR�FUL-
ses of overpopulation, and certainly, up until recent-
ly, there were plenty of environmental catastrophist 
voices warning of the impending doom of the planet 
due to overpopulation. However the statistics in the 
last decades have shown that the rate of population 
LQFUHDVH� LV� VORZLQJ� WR� WKH�H[WHQW� WKDW�D�SRSXODWLRQ�
SHDN�RI�DURXQG���ELOOLRQ�LV�SUHGLFWHG�ODWHU�WKLV�FHQ-
tury. Now the accuracy of those predictions can be 
argued with, but the raw fact of the rate of popula-
tion increase declining in recent decades, gives the 
lie to the basic Malthusian population thesis. 

7HFKQRORJLFDO�RSWLPLVWV�H[WHQG�WKLV�SRVLWLYH�QHZV�WR�
all of the current environmental issues we are cur-
rently faced with. Our current problems with carbon 
release, freshwater use, topsoil loss, and so on, are 
simply technical problems and will be solved by hu-
PDQ�LQJHQXLW\�DQG�WHFKQRORJLFDO�¿[HV�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH��

The techno-optimist position has an important sub-
division into market fundamentalists and state inter-
ventionist versions. Market fundamentalists get a lot 

of coverage in the mainstream media, not so much 
because their arguments have intellectual merit - 
mostly they are vacuous - but because they conve-
niently justify government inaction, particularly re-
garding anything that might cost actual money. The 
state interventionist wing of the techno-optimist ten-
dency, however, accept that currently markets are 
failing to manage environmental issues, so see the 
need for some government action to steer or “nudge” 
LQGXVWU\�DQG�¿QDQFH�LQ�WKH�GLUHFWLRQ�RI�³VXVWDLQDEOH�
growth” or a newer, greener capitalism.

By contrast technological pessimists do not believe 
WKDW� WKHUH� DUH� WHFKQRORJLFDO� ¿[HV� WKDW�ZLOO�PDNH� D�
green capitalism possible without radical social 
transformation. Techno-pessimists are themselves 
subdivided into two camps. One of which believes ei-
WKHU�WKDW�WKHUH�DUH�QR�WHFKQRORJLFDO�¿[HV�WR�FDSLWDOLVW�
growth because technology itself is the problem or 
that the overuse of natural resources is, as Malthus 
proposed, somehow innate to the human species, 
left to its own devices. The other camp does not fully 
VKDUH�WKHVH�EHOLHIV��EXW�ZKDW�GH¿QHV�WKHP�DV�D�SROH�
DSDUW�LV�SRRUO\�GH¿QHG��

It is a core proposition of this article that this lack 
RI�GH¿QLWLRQ�UHSUHVHQWV�D�KLVWRULF�IDLOXUH�E\�WKH�OHIW�
to build a properly anti-capitalist and egalitarian al-
ternative to the “sustainable growth” illusions of the 
techno-optimists.

But if we reject both the “technology is the solution” 
position of the techno-optimists and the “technology 
is the problem” counter from the anti-civ wing of the 
techno-pessimists, it is because we insist that the 
environmental problems caused by capitalist growth 
are not a technical problem, but a political-economic 
one.

“The environmental 
problems caused by 
capitalist growth 
are not a techni-
cal problem, but a 
political-economic 
one.”
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Degrowth and other alternatives

,Q������D�VPDOO�WKLQN�WDQN��WKH�&OXE�RI�5RPH��SXE-
lished a report “The Limits to Growth” on the prob-
OHPV�RI�HQGOHVV�HFRQRPLF�JURZWK� LQ� WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�
limited natural resources. Coming just a year before 
WKH������RLO�FULVLV��WKH�WLPHOLQHVV�RI�WKH�UHSRUW�DQG�
the grim conclusions it reached, created a sensation, 
eventually selling over 12 million copies in numerous 
WUDQVODWLRQV�� 8QVXUSULVLQJO\� HVWDEOLVKPHQW� ¿JXUHV�
lined up to criticise the report, it’s model, it’s com-
puter, it’s personnel, and just about everything else 
you could think of. A juvenile prophecy of doom was 
WKH�H[SHUW�RSLQLRQ�RI�PRVW�RI�WKH�JUHDW�DQG�WKH�JRRG��
The nascent ecological movement, however, took the 
warnings of the report more seriously. Rightfully so 
in view of the fact that a recent review of the reports 
predictions, over 30 years on, reveals that what-
ever the limits of its model, its predictions remain 
remarkably close to what has really happened in the 
decades since its publication.

For the sake of simplicity we will divide those ecolog-
ical tendencies who took the message of “The Limits 
to Growth” seriously into four main families, the par-
tisans of sustainable growth, post-growth, degrowth 
DQG� GHHS� HFRORJ\�GHHS� JUHHQ� UHVLVWDQFH�� 2I� WKHVH�
four tendencies we really only want to look closely 
at the post-growth and degrowth ones here. The no-
tion of sustainable growth, or green capitalism, we 
dismiss out of hand for the reasons already given 
above. Similarly the primitivist fantasies of de-indus-
trialisation, renunciation of agriculture and return to 
KXQWHU�JDWKHUHU� OLYLQJ�� DQG� WKH�PDVV� H[WLQFWLRQ� RI�
��RXW�RI���ELOOLRQ�RI�KXPDQLW\�LW�HQWDLOV��KDV�DOUHDG\�
been adequately dealt with elsewhere.

Post-growth is a collection of tendencies that see the 
QHHG�WR�PRYH�EH\RQG�WKH�H[LVWLQJ�FDSLWDOLVW�PRGHO�RI�
JURZWK��HVSHFLDOO\�DV�PHDVXUHG�E\�*'3��RQ�D�EURDGO\�
liberal and utilitarian basis. A fairly heterogeneous 
tendency it takes inspiration from a variety of sourc-
es, whether the ‘zero growth’ advocacy responding 
WR�WKH������³/LPLWV´�UHSRUW��WKH�7UDQVLWLRQ�7RZQ�DQG�
other ‘peak oil’ inspired movements, environmental 
economics, books like “The Spirit Level” pushing to 
turn the pendulum back against increasing inequal-
ity, and so on. 

,Q�WKHRU\�WKH�'HJURZWK�WHQGHQF\�ZRXOG�FRQVLGHU�LW-
VHOI� WKH�PRUH�³UDGLFDO �́�H[SOLFLWO\�DQWL�FDSLWDOLVW�DQG�
anti-consumerist wing, but in practice there is much 
organisational cross-over between the two tenden-
cies. Many of the groups in the post-growth network 
would use the degrowth moniker and lists of organ-
isations in the two tendencies indicate quite a lot of 
crossover. 

1RQHWKHOHVV�GHJURZWK�KDV�D�VSHFL¿F�SRLQW�RI�RULJLQ��LQ�
France, a particular ideological genealogy and iden-
WL¿DEOH�OHDGLQJ�WKLQNHUV��VXFK�DV�6HUJH�/DWRXFKH�RU�
Jacques Grinevald. The latter translated into French 
WKH� PRVW� LQÀXHQWLDO� ERRN� RI� 5RPDQLDQ�$PHULFDQ�
KHWHURGR[�HFRQRPLVW��1LFKRODV�*HRUJHVFX�5RHJHQ��D�
one-time protegé of Joseph Schumpeter. Originally 
entitled “The Entropy Law and the Economic Pro-
cess”, Grinevald gave his translation the French title 
³/D�'pFURLVVDQFH��HQWURSLH�pFRORJLH�pFRQRPLH´�IURP�
ZKLFK� WKH�'pFURLVVDQFH��GHJURZWK�� WHQGHQF\� WDNHV�
its name. Georgescu-Roegen’s idea was to apply the 
physics of thermodynamics to economics, in contrast 
to the supposedly Newtonian paradigm he alleged 
conventional neoclassical economics was based on.

The basic problems with the degrowth approach are 
summed up most succinctly in the recent position 
paper on environmentalism by the French anarchist 
organisation, the Coordination des Groupes Anar-
chistes (CGA).

If we share the foundational analysis of Georgescu-

Roegen that says that the global economy has a level 
of utilisation of natural resources beyond their speed 
of regeneration, we think that degrowth is an im-
SHUIHFW� FRQFHSW� DV� LW� GRHV� QRW� DOORZ� WKH� H[FOXVLRQ�
RI� DXWKRULWDULDQ� VRFLDO� PRGHOV� QRU� RI� H[SOLFLWO\� WKH�
institution and development of social structures and 
socially useful economic activities. The concept of 
degrowth says nothing about the political organisa-
tion that it presupposes. Hence certain ecologists 
can from their wishes call for a sort of ecologist "dic-
tatorship" supposed to enforce a respect for the en-
vironment. More generally, the concept of degrowth 
could also be called for by people carrying a racist, 
theocratic or fascist vision of society. 

Currently the internal contradictions of capitalism 
and the apparent absence of a credible revolutionary 
perspective cause most of the ecologist discourses 
and movements to oscillate between two poles, each 
as utopian as the other: "sustainable development" 
(more correctly, sustainable growth) and degrowth 
ZLWKRXW� DQ� H[LW� IURP� FDSLWDOLVP�� 8OWLPDWHO\� LI� WKH�
capitalist system aims for growth for growth's sake, 
it is no more pertinent to counter it with an "alterna-
tive" consisting of degrowth for degrowth's sake.

The challenge is rather to bring back the level of 
global production under the limit of the renewal rate 
of natural resources, all while guaranteeing equal 
access to the goods and services produced. Thus, 
the fundamental question to ask ourselves to have a 
hope of overcoming the ecological crisis is to know 
who decides what is produced, and the way it is pro-
duced. 

The necessary lowering of the level of production 
thus imposes on humanity the need to take up the 
challenge of direct democracy, as only populations 
and not private actors in competition with each oth-

er, will really have the interest of overcoming the 
ecological crisis. But this equally involves taking up 
the challenge of equality as the only way to reduce 
the level of production without injuring anyone is to 
cover people's needs in an egalitarian way.

Thus, rather than degrowth, we demand the social-
ization of production and decision-making power in 
society to at last rationalize the economy and meet 
our needs in accordance with available resources.

'HVSLWH�WKH�SURSHQVLW\�WR�TXRWH�0DU[�RI�OHDGLQJ�GH-
growth intellectuals like Serge Latouche, it remains 
founded on Georgescu-Roegen’s dubious thermo-
dynamical economics which is a theory supposed-
ly valid for all societies, past, present and future. 
,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV�� WKH�KLVWRULFDO� VSHFL¿FLW\� RI� FDSLWDO-
ism’s relations of production are made to fade into 
the background and thus become eternalised. Like a 
mirror-image of the productivist ideology, degrowth 
sees capitalism as a transparent medium through 
which human desires pass untransformed, to pro-
duce “overconsumption” directly, without any role 
for capital’s drive for self-valorisation. 

In this vein, degrowth becomes just the latest so-
phisticated spin on the same old Malthusian techno-
pessimism. However, we should of course not mis-
take the positions of its leading intellectuals or its 
philosophical genealogy, for the motivations of all 
of its partisans and activists, or the whole content 
of the movement itself. As we have already seen, 
in practice the relations with post-growth and other 
growth-critical tendencies tend to be more coopera-
tive than competitive. As the CGA go on to say, if 
there are indeed within the degrowth movement 
many authoritarian and statist proto-parties and 
SXEOLFDWLRQV�� WKHUH� H[LVW� DOVR�PRUH� OLEHUWDULDQ� WHQ-
dencies too.

///// An end to growth? /////



But as the CGA point out, by divorcing the technical 
challenge of reconciling human production with sus-
tainable resource usage, from the political-economic 
question of decision-making power over production, 
distribution, consumption, leads once more down the 
well-worn dead-end path of merely “political” solu-
tions that aspire to use state power to force a dif-
ferent logic on capitalism than the one proper to it. 
Such solutions are not only authoritarian, but they 
are also utopian in the sense that there is no his-
torical force with the power to deprive the capitalist 
class, and behind it capital, of control over society, 
other than the mass power of the proletariat. And 
there is no way to mobilise that, other than through 
the struggle for a more egalitarian society. 

If those at the bottom of the income hierarchy are 
already struggling to survive materially, then any 
VWUXJJOH�WKDW�DLPV�WR�UHGXFH�SURGXFWLRQ�ZLWKRXW�¿UVW�
reducing inequality has no more chance of our sup-
port than of turkeys voting for Christmas.

The Keynesian Left and the Growth Pact

We noted above that the historical and contempo-
UDU\� OHIW�KDYH��ZLWK�VRPH�H[FHSWLRQV��EHHQ�QRWDEOH�
by their failure to seriously engage with either en-
YLURQPHQWDO� LVVXHV� RU� WKH� HQYLURQPHQWDOLVW�HFROR-
JLVW�PRYHPHQW��$W�¿UVW�VLJKW�WKLV�IDLOXUH�LV�SX]]OLQJ��
One of the core reference points for the left is the 
ZRUN�RI�0DU[��DQG�ZLWK�LW�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�FDSLWDOLVP�DV�
an inherently self-contradictory system whose very 
growth will lead it to crisis. 

From this starting point it would be natural to as-
VXPH� WKDW� PRVW� RI� WKH� 0DU[LDQ� OHIW� ZRXOG� ¿QG� LW-
self in the opposing camp to the techno-optimists, 
ZLWK�WKHLU�³UHYLVLRQLVW´��WR�XVH�WKH�RUWKRGR[�0DU[LVW�
jargon) ideas of technological and political reforms 
that can perpetuate capital’s endless “sustainable” 
growth. And yet, historically, the opposite has been 
WKH�FDVH��6RFLDOLVWV� LQ�JHQHUDO�DQG�0DU[LVWV� LQ�SDU-
ticular have tended to be the most enthusiastic tech-
nological optimists of all. What are the reasons for 
this perverse result?

7KH�¿UVW�DQG�PRVW�REYLRXV�H[SODQDWLRQ�LV�WKH�DSSHDO�
of the Keynesian era, preceding the current neolib-
eral one, which to today’s battered, demoralised and 
increasingly diminishing left, now looks like a recent 
“golden age” when unions had power, the welfare 
VWDWH� ZDV� EHLQJ� H[SDQGHG� LQVWHDG� RI� GLVPDQWOHG��
real wages were rising and left political parties had 
thousands of members and some clout. 

To the retro-left then, whatever their internal self-
mythologising as bolshevik or other revolutionary 

socialists, the raising of social-democratic demands 
of the Keynesian type, as an alternative to neoliberal 
austerity, seems the easiest path back to relevance. 
,QGHHG�ZH�FRXOG�VD\�WKDW�WKH�³6SLULW�RI�µ��´�QRVWDOJLF�
project of reconstructing the 20th century socialist 
PRYHPHQW� LQ� WRGD\¶V�HUD��PRUH�RU� OHVV�GH¿QHV� WKH�
21st century retro-left. A project, it should be said in 
passing, all the more doomed for lacking any analy-
sis of how and why the 20th century socialist move-
ment failed.

Ironically, one of the main reasons for the failure of 
WKH�PRYHPHQW��ZKHWKHU�RI��QG���UG�RU��WK�HWF� ,Q-
ternational tendency, was its “historic compromise” 
with the Keynesian growth pact. The end of the Sec-
ond World War left the original imperialist powers of 
Europe devastated and divided between an American 
and a Soviet sector. Minds concentrated by the loss 
RI�&KLQD� WR� WKH�0DRLVWV�� WKH�86�GHYLDWHG� IURP� WKH�
normal relationship of empires to their new colonial 
possessions and embarked on a project of recon-
structing industrial production and markets in West-
HUQ�(XURSH��UDWKHU�WKDQ�VHH�WKH�,URQ�&XUWDLQ�H[WHQG�
to the Atlantic. 

Both the social-democratic parties of the 2nd Inter-
QDWLRQDO�� DQG� WKH� SUR�0RVFRZ� RI¿FLDO� &RPPXQLVWV�
of the 3rd adopted the strategy of supporting this 
capitalist and industrial reconstruction. Keynesian 
policies of full employment and welfarism laid the 
supports for this cross-class collaboration for a capi-
talist growth that promised to yield increased living 
standards for workers in the old imperialist countries 
of Western Europe (even if the more limited trickle-
GRZQ�EHQH¿WV�IRU�SRVW�FRORQLDO�FRXQWULHV��PDGH�WKH�
Keynesian “golden age” still one of underdevelop-
ment and emigration for Ireland, lest we forget...). 
And on the whole the rest of the ultra-left, lacking 
the mass implantation in the working class that the 
social-democrats and Stalinists then still had, had 
little choice but to tag along with the populist link-
ing of capitalist economic growth with real income 
growth for workers.

Since the political and economic crises and social 
XSKHDYDOV� RI� WKH� ODWH� µ��V�DQG� µ��V�� WKH�QHROLEHUDO�
restructuring of the world economy has effectively 
ended the link between capitalist growth and ris-
ing real wages for Western workers. Although not 
a uniform story across all countries - Germany has 
QRW� VXIIHUHG� WKH� GH�LQGXVWULDOLVDWLRQ� RI� WKH�8.�� IRU�
H[DPSOH��7KH�HIIHFWV�RI�JOREDO�UHORFDWLRQ�RI�SURGXF-
WLRQ�DQG�WUDGH�ÀRZV��ZHUH�PDVNHG�E\�WKH�LQFUHDVH�RI�
¿QDQFLDOLVDWLRQ�DQG�FUHGLW��$�PDVNLQJ�HIIHFW�WKDW�KDV�
VLQFH�EHHQ�VHYHUHO\�LPSDFWHG�VLQFH�WKH������FULVLV�

The crisis has not been good for the left. After the last 
decades of reassuring itself that they were keeping 
WKH� UHYROXWLRQDU\�ÀDPH�DOLYH� IRU� WKH�GD\�ZKHQ� WKH�
neoliberal deferral of economic crisis could no lon-
ger be maintained, when the working classes would 
ÀRFN�RQFH�PRUH�WR�WKHLU�UHG�EDQQHU��WKH�PRUH�RU�OHVV�
FRPSOHWH� DEVHQFH� RI� DQ\� VLJQL¿FDQW� UH�DSSHDUDQFH�
of the class struggle, has left them directionless, de-
moralised, and rapidly shrinking in numbers. 

Apart from the usual hunting of scapegoats to blame 
(feminists, apparently - who knew?), the left’s knee-
jerk reaction is to try and form left unity projects to 
reconstruct the workers movements of the “good old 
days” of the Keynesian era. As such the public propa-
ganda of the electoral left consists mainly of monoto-
nously banging the drum for “Jobs and Growth!” like 
WKH�'XUDFHOO�EXQQ\��LQ�WKH�KRSHV�WKDW�WKLV�ZLOO�EULQJ�
the masses back to the fold.

So much for nostalgia for the Keynesian productivity 
pact and electoral opportunism. But it should be said 
that the technological utopianism of the left actually 
predates the Keynesian era by a long chalk. From 
Lenin’s famous dictum that “socialism is soviet pow-
HU�SOXV�HOHFWUL¿FDWLRQ �́�WR�ZHOO�EHIRUH�WKDW��RUWKRGR[�
0DU[LVP�VDZ�FDSLWDOLVP¶V�LQGXVWULDO�JURZWK�DV�HVVHQ-
tially positive. According to their teleological theory 
of history, historical materialism, the historic mis-
sion of capitalism is to develop the productive forces 

“Any struggle that 
aims to reduce 
production 
without first 
reducing inequality 
has no more chance 
of our support than 
of turkeys voting 
for Christmas.”
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(technology, infrastructure) to provide the material 
basis for socialism and communism. 

According to this theory the inner contradictions of 
capital would eventually manifest itself in a contra-
diction between the forces of production and the re-
lations of production (capitalist private property and 
SUR¿W�� WKH�PDUNHWV�� HWF���%XW� WKHUH�ZDV�QHYHU�DQ\�
sense that the inner contradiction of capitalism could 
come from within the development of the forces of 
production itself. That capitalism could develop the 
forces of production to the point where they would 
WKUHDWHQ�WR�H[WLQJXLVK�WKH�HQYLURQPHQWDO�SUHFRQGL-
tions for human life and civilisation itself, was never 
SDUW�RI�WKH�RUWKRGR[\��

Consequently, even before the Keynesian era, pre-
%ROVKHYLN� 0DU[LVW� VRFLDO�GHPRFUDF\� RI� WKH� 6HFRQG�
International was unabashedly techno-optimistic. 
6R�PXFK�VR��WKDW�WKH�¿UVW�PDMRU�KHUHV\�IURP�ZLWK-
in its ranks, that of Eduard Bernstein, was the idea 
that capitalist growth would gradually transform the 
economy into a workers paradise of its own accord. 

1DWXUDOO\�WKH�PRUH�GHYRWHG�0DU[LVWV�ZLWKLQ�*HUPDQ�
VRFLDO�GHPRFUDF\�DW�WKH�WLPH��OLNH�.DXWVN\��/X[HP-
burg recognised the liquidationist implications of this 
idea. With such a optimistic prognosis for capitalism 
LWVHOI��WKH�QHHG�IRU�DQ\�H[SOLFLWO\�DQWL�FDSLWDOLVW�LGHRO-
RJ\�VXFK�DV�0DU[LVP��RU�HYHQ�VRFLDOLVP�PRUH�JHQHU-
ally, would become null and void for the “pragmatic” 
and reformist tendencies within the party and labour 
movement more generally. Such indeed has been 
the historical tendency within Social-democratic and 
Labour parties across the West. Consequently the 
UHDFWLRQ� WR� WKH� %HUQVWHLQLDQ� KHUHV\�� ZKLFK� GH¿QHG�
D�0DU[LVW�³RUWKRGR[\ �́�HPSKDVLVHG�WKH�DEVROXWH�QH-
FHVVLW\�RI�0DU[LVP�DV�D�WKHRU\�RI�WKH�LPPDQHQW�FULVLV�
of capitalism. 

:KLOH� WKHUH�ZHUH�YDULDWLRQV�RQ� WKH�H[DFW�QDWXUH�RI�
the crisis theory, the main centre of gravity was, and 
remains, the so-called Law of the Tendency of the 
5DWH�RI�3UR¿W�WR�)DOO�RU�/753)��7KH�SUREOHPV�ZLWK�WKLV�
crisis theory are much too involved and far too bor-
LQJ�IRU�QRQ�0DU[�QHUGV�WR�JR�LQWR�KHUH��EXW�WKH�SRLQW�
regarding the techno-optimism bias is that this still 
frames the immanent contradiction of capital as be-
ing between its relations of production (dominated 
E\�WKH�VHDUFK�IRU�SUR¿W��DQG�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�WKH�
forces of production. 

That is, there is no innate problem with the devel-
opment of the forces of production itself, which is 
still seen, as an unmitigated positive. A symptom of 
WKLV�LV�WKH�FRQWLQXHG�PDUJLQDOLVDWLRQ�IURP�WKH�0DU[-
ist mainstream of those techno-sceptic and anti-pro-
ductivist tendencies emerging from the radicalism 
RI� WKH� µ��V�DQG� µ��V��ZKLFK� FULWLFLVHG� WKH� FDSLWDOLVW�
development of technology as internal to the class 
struggle and the contradictions of capitalism. Ten-
dencies such as the Situationists, the Italian opera-
ists and autonomists, the post-Bordigists inspired by 
the work of Jacques Cammatte, and so on. 

Another cause of the contemporary left’s bias to-
wards techno-optimism we need to consider is the 
SV\FKRORJLFDO�¿OWHULQJ�HIIHFWV�RI�LWV�FXUUHQW�VHFWDULDQ�
FRQGLWLRQ�RI�EHLQJ�VHSDUDWHG�IURP�WKH�FODVV��([FHSW�
in certain countries, this condition is common to all 
left, ultra-left, anarchist and ecological groups. Con-
sequently each tends to attract recruits whose cul-
tural and personal preferences predispose them to 
one or another type of politics. 

People predisposed to be technological optimists 
gravitate more towards the left, particularly the 
retro-left, and those with techno-pessimist tenden-
cies more towards the environmental or ecologist 
movements. The result is that dialogue between left 
and ecologist activists tends to be obstructed by not 

just differences in political and philosophical starting 
points, but also personality differences and cultural 
preferences. 

As much as some people may dismiss such differenc-
es as “unpolitical”, in fact they need to be recognised 
and allowances made for them. That is, if any pro-
ductive engagement is to be had. Otherwise the re-
sult will be a sterile process of talking at, rather than 
to, the other side, with assimilationist calls (“unity 
means you unite with us, on our terms”) alternating 
with outright hostility. 

An end to growth?

When we raise the question of an end to growth 
there is a deliberate ambiguity in the sense of “end”. 
On the one hand there is end in the sense of putting 
D�VWRS�WR�FDSLWDOLVW�JURZWK��RU�PRUH�VSHFL¿FDOO\��WKH�
accumulation of capital. On the other there is end 
in the sense of ‘ends and means’, of the goals of a 
process. The second core proposition of this article 
WKDW�LW�LV�LPSRVVLEOH�WR�WDON�RI�WKH�¿UVW�VHQVH�ZLWKRXW�
simultaneously addressing the second.

,I�ZH�ZDQW�DQ�HQG�WR�FDSLWDOLVP¶V�HQGOHVV�H[SDQVLRQ�
of production consuming non-renewable resources, 
then we have to radically transform our economic 
and social structure to serve different goals. The 
question then is, is such a transformation compatible 
with retaining inequality? We have already discussed 
above the utopian character of any project for radical 
change which cannot be shown to be in the interests 
of the great majority. Capitalism keeps the great ma-
jority in material precarity, to force us to sell the bulk 
of our time to its valorisation process. 

Otherwise who wouldn’t choose to work 2 days 
a week and spend the rest of the time with fam-
ily, friends and kids? Keynes’ vision that by the 21st 
century we would alll be working 4-hour days or less, 
just shows his lack of understanding of capitalism 
as a system where capital’s needs override those of 
people. Given the perpetual reproduction of relative 
material and  time poverty, backed up by the threat 
of the absolute poverty of unemployment, working 
class people are well aware that a general reduction 
of social production, without an even greater reduc-
tion, or elimination, of economic inequality, would 
push those at the bottom of the income ladder un-
derneath the threshold of survival. The struggle to 
reduce overproduction has to begin with the struggle 
for economic equality and control over production to 
make it serve human needs directly, without the me-
GLDWLRQ�RI�SUR¿W�DQG�FDSLWDO�

For libertarian communists then, we need to strive to 
undo the damage of the productivist bias of the his-
torical left that has left the anti-capitalist movement 
divided into leftists and ecologists. We need to work 
towards the recomposition of an antagonist move-
ment that is both anti-capitalist and anti-productivist 
without being anti-humanist. To do so we need to be 
in dialogue with both camps; On the one hand chal-
lenging the fetishism of the forces of production and 
productivist biases amongst the socialists, on the 
other pushing back against misanthropic tendencies 
DQG�WKH�P\VWL¿FDWLRQ�RI�FDSLWDO¶V�UROH�LQ�WKH�FULVLV�RI�
unsustainable production. 

Above all that dialogue needs to start from a po-
sition of openness rather than arrogance, one that 
accepts that given the scale of the problem, no-one 
can claim to have all the answers from the outset. 
7R�¿QG�DQVZHUV�WKDW�ZRUN�IRU�XV��ZH�QHHG�D�GLDORJXH�
that accepts difference with mutual respect and a 
presumption of good faith on the part of all partici-
pants. Capitalism’s destruction of our environment is 
not a problem we will need to deal with at some time 
in the future, it is already here and we need to start 
dealing with it now.

References:

WHO on childhood obesity in the PIGS - as reported 
in the Independent
KWWS���ZZZ�LQGHSHQGHQW�LH�ZRUOG�QHZV�GHDGO\�
GLHW�DQG�QR�H[HUFLVH�PDNHV�REHVLW\�WKH�QHZ�
norm-across-europe-warns-world-health-organisa-
WLRQ����������KWPO

List of countries by energy intensity - tonnes of oil 
equivalent (toe) per 1 million $ equivalent
KWWSV���HQ�ZLNLSHGLD�RUJ�ZLNL�/LVWBRIBFRXQWULHVBE\B
HQHUJ\BLQWHQVLW\

7UDGLQJ�(FRQRPLFV��&2��(PLVVLRQV��.J�SHU�333�'RO-
ODU�RI�*'3��LQ�,UHODQG
KWWS���ZZZ�WUDGLQJHFRQRPLFV�FRP�LUHODQG�FR��
emissions-kg-per-ppp-dollar-of-gdp-wb-data.html

Our Finite World: Is it really possible to decouple 
*'3�*URZWK�IURP�(QHUJ\�*URZWK"
KWWS���RXU¿QLWHZRUOG�FRP������������LV�LW�UHDOO\�
possible-to-decouple-gdp-growth-from-energy-
JURZWK�

-RVp�*UD]LDQR�'D�6LOYD��$FKLP�6WHLQHU���:DVWH�1RW��
Want Not", Project Syndicate
KWWS���ZZZ�SURMHFW�V\QGLFDWH�RUJ�FRPPHQWDU\�RQ�
the-massive-costs-of-food-wastage-and-loss-by-jo-
se-graziano-da-silva-and-achim-steiner

+DQV�5RVOLQJ��*OREDO�3RSXODWLRQ�*URZWK��%R[�E\�ER[
KWWS���ZZZ�WHG�FRP�WDONV�KDQVBURVOLQJBRQBJOREDOB
SRSXODWLRQBJURZWK

///// An end to growth? /////



On the 26th of March 2010, the 

Fianna Fail / Green governing co-

alition announced that they were 

inviting applications for ‘Onshore 

Licensing Options over the North-

west Carboniferous Basin and the 

Clare Basin.’ The senior minister 

in the department at the time was 

Green Party TD, Eamon Ryan. Conor 

Lenihan (Fianna Fail) was the de-

partment’s junior minister. 

On the day this invitation to the oil and gas industry 
was announced Conor Lenihan stated that “over re-
cent months there has been renewed interest in tar-
geting the natural gas resource potential of the two 
EDVLQV��ZKLFK�KDG�EHHQ�LGHQWL¿HG�LQ�HDUOLHU�H[SORUD-
tion. Finding and producing our indigenous natural 
gas resources is critical to enhancing Ireland’s se-
curity of energy supply and reducing our reliance on 
imported fuels”.

A similar licensing process had been underway in the 
8.�IURP������RQZDUGV��7KH�SURFHVV�WKHUH�KDV�EHHQ�
sped up by the Cameron government over the last 
two years and at this point in time, pending the out-
come of an Environmental Assessment report com-
PLVVLRQHG� E\� WKH� 8.� *RYHUQPHQW� IURP� D� IUDFNLQJ�
UHODWHG� HQJLQHHULQJ� ¿UP� �� $0(&�� ����RI� WKH� ODQG�

PDVV�RI�WKH�8.�PD\�VRRQ�EH�OLFHQVHG�IRU�H[SORUDWLRQ�

Campaigners, established environmental groups 
such as Greenpeace, and the Guardian Newspaper 
have made clear over the past 12 months that the 
SUHVHQW� 8.� JRYHUQPHQW� LV� WKRURXJKO\� SHQHWUDWHG�
by a network of advisors, led by Lord Browne, with 
VXEVWDQWLDO�¿QDQFLDO�LQWHUHVWV�LQ�WKH�QDVFHQW�)UDFNLQJ�
industry. It is thus highly likely that massive areas 
RI�WKH�8.�ZLOO�EH�DGGHG�WR�WKRVH�DOUHDG\�OLFHQVHG�LQ�
WKH�YHU\�QHDU�IXWXUH��OHDGLQJ�WR�DQ�LQWHQVL¿FDWLRQ�RI�
WKH�RQJRLQJ�DQG�LQFUHDVLQJO\�SXEOLF�FRQÀLFW�EHWZHHQ�
FRPPXQLWLHV�DQG�WKH�IUDFNLQJ�LQGXVWU\��7KLV�FRQÀLFW�
has become highly visible over the past year at test 
well locations at Balcombe outside London and Bar-
ton-Moss outside Manchester.

A trail of destruction

2Q�WKH�VDPH�GD\�LQ������WKDW�WKH�)LDQQD�)DLO���*UHHQ�
Party government made their initial announcement, 
Reuters published a story concerning the problems 
surrounding this industry with particular emphasis 
on problems in terms of water pollution. This article 
was, at that time, the latest in a trickle of stories that 
were beginning to emerge from communities and or-
JDQLVDWLRQV�DOO�DFURVV�WKH�8�6��RXWOLQLQJ�WKH�WUDLO�RI�
destruction this industry was causing as it moved 
closer to areas where people were living.

The release of ‘Gasland’ in 2010, an American docu-
PHQWDU\�¿OP�E\�DUWLVW�-RVK�)R[�ZKLFK�SLFNHG�XS�RQ�
some of these stories, was the key catalyst in the ap-
SHDUDQFH�RI�ZKDW�FDQ�QRZ��FRQVLGHULQJ�WKH�H[SORVLYH�

JURZWK�RI�FDPSDLJQV�DJDLQVW�)UDFNLQJ�LQ�WKH�86��8.��
Poland, Romania, South Africa and Ireland etc., con-
¿GHQWO\�EH�GHVFULEHG�DV�D�JOREDO�PRYHPHQW� LQ�RS-
SRVLWLRQ�WR�WKH�H[WUDFWLRQ�RI�VKDOH�JDV�XVLQJ�K\GUDX-
OLF� IUDFWXULQJ��7KH�¿OP�SURYLGHG�D�VKDUHG�UHIHUHQFH�
point for the numerous groups which were rapidly 
appearing worldwide as a host of companies began 
WR�PRYH�WR�EULQJ�IUDFNLQJ�RXWVLGH�RI�WKH�8�6��WR�WKH�
rest of the planet. 

*OREDO�ULVN�FRQVXOWDQF\�¿UP�
&RQWURO�5LVNV
�LQ�D������
report on the growth of the Anti-Fracking Movement 
noted that the formation of collectives and protest 
groups in opposition to fracking internationally rou-
tinely followed community screenings of the docu-
mentary. In their words ‘Gasland brought anti-frack-
ing sentiment to the masses’.

Almost a year after inviting applications for onshore 
licenses, on February 14th 2011, Conor Lenihan an-
nounced “the completion of a detailed evaluation 
E\� KLV�'HSDUWPHQW� RI� WKH� DSSOLFDWLRQV� UHFHLYHG� IRU�
Licensing Options in the Northwest Carboniferous 
Basin and the Clare Basin”. In offering the Licens-
ing Options Minister Lenihan said that he was very 
pleased by the level of interest shown in the compe-
tition and by the quality of the applications submit-
ted by the companies.

One license was awarded to Tamboran Resources 
IRU�DQ�DUHD�FRYHULQJ���������DFUHV�LQ�WKH�1RUWKZHVW�
Carboniferous Basin. Another license was awarded to 
/RXJK�$OOHQ�1DWXUDO�*DV�&RPSDQ\�IRU�RYHU���������

Fracking Hell
Hydraulic fracturing and community resistance
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acres, also in the Northwest Carboniferous Basin. 
The last license was awarded to Enegi Oil covering 
DQ�DUHD�RI���������DFUHV�LQ�WKH�&ODUH�%DVLQ��%HWZHHQ�
the three licenses awarded, vast areas of eleven 
FRXQWLHV�LQ�WKH�UHSXEOLF�ZHUH�]RQHG�IRU�H[SORUDWLRQ��
Tamboran Resources also by that point held a license 
IRU� H[SORUDWLRQ� LQ� &R�� )HUPDQDJK�� $W� WKLV� SRLQW� LQ�
WLPH�LQ������LQ�WKH�8.�)UDFNLQJ�ZDV�EHLQJ�XVHG�E\�
&XDGULOOD�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�LQ�/DQFDVKLUH��7KH�SURFHVV�
caused two small earthquakes leading Cuadrilla to 
suspend operations voluntarily.

Much of the area in Ireland which was zoned is in 
the Shannon Basin Region and stretches from Fer-
managh all the way down to Cork and Kerry. This 
area covers the natural drainage basin of the Shan-
QRQ�LWVHOI��8QGHU�WKH�(8�:DWHU�)UDPHZRUN��WKLV�DUHD��
its waters and ecosystems are supposed to be “pro-
tected”, “enhanced” and “promoted” as a sustainable 
environment and as “quality” water resources. This 
ecosystem includes the rivers, lakes, canals, ground-
water and surface waters of the region.

A strange shade of green

The licensing options were signed off on by Conor 
Lenihan in the very short period between the Green 
Party pulling out of government in late January 2011 
DQG�WKH�HOHFWLRQ�ZKLFK�WRRN�SODFH�RQ���WK�)HEXUDU\��
Some activists are convinced that, despite these op-
tions being a live concern for Eamonn Ryan in early 
2011, he failed to bring this process to any kind of 
public visibility. 

+H� FRQ¿UPHG� LQ� D� WHOHSKRQH� FRQYHUVDWLRQ� ZLWK� DQ�
activist, after having left government, that while 
Minister he had met with at least one of the compa-
nies who were subsequently granted licenses. This 
ZDV�FRQ¿UPHG�DW�WKDW�WLPH�E\�0DUWLQ�.HHOH\�WKHQ�RI�
LANGCO who said that Eamonn Ryan was 'very much 
behind the project'. In the same phone conversation 
5\DQ�FRQ¿UPHG�WKDW�KH�ZDV�DZDUH��ZKLOH�LQ�RI¿FH��RI�
WKH�VXEVWDQWLDO�FRQWURYHUV\�LQ�WKH�86�DURXQG�LVVXHV�
linking Fracking to water contamination.

In the eyes of activists - the way in which these op-
tions were given out - without any public scrutiny 
whatsoever - by a government who by that stage 
had no democratic legitimacy - has contaminated 

the process from the beginning. It is also worth not-
ing the failure of the remnants of the southern Irish 
Green Party to provide leadership on this issue in the 
period since, despite this clearly being the type of 
issue that is within the remit of such a party. Conor 
Lenihan has since his period in government taken up 
employment with San Leon, a company involved in 
Fracking in Poland.

Over just the few short years since the release of 
*DVODQG�� LQ� WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��&DQDGD�DQG�$XVWUD-
lia, as onshore fracking for unconventional gas has 
drawn closer to inhabited areas, where there are 
water systems, aquifers and rivers, local communi-
ties have continued to suffer the consequences of 
WKLV� UDSLGO\� H[SDQGLQJ� LQGXVWU\�� $QHFGRWDO� UHSRUWV�
of contaminated water in rivers, lakes and domestic 
ZDWHU�VXSSOLHV�KDYH�LQFUHDVHG�LQWR�D�ÀRRG��$V�WLPH�
moved on further reports of disappearance, sickness 
and death in wildlife and livestock were also being 
reported, as well as a rise and commonality of vari-
ous illnesses, including various cancers and respira-
tory problems in people living in areas where un-
FRQYHQWLRQDO�JDV�H[WUDFWLRQ�ZDV�WDNLQJ�SODFH��2YHU�
WKH� ODVW� QXPEHU� RI� \HDUV� LQ� WKH�8�6�� WKRXVDQGV� RI�
complaints have been lodged with the government, 
the EPA, public representatives, health authorities 
and the industry.

Simultaneously – more and more peer reviewed sci-
HQWL¿F�UHSRUWV�KDYH�FDVW�GRXEW�RQ�WKH�VDIHW\�RI�WKH�
LQGXVWU\� IRU� FRPPXQLWLHV��$�NH\� UHFHQW�H[DPSOH� LV�

a study of Pennsylvania birth records from 2004 to 
������E\�UHVHDUFKHUV�IURP�3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\��&R-
OXPELD�8QLYHUVLW\�DQG�WKH�0DVVDFKXVHWWV�,QVWLWXWH�RI�
Technology, which found that infants born within a 
����NLORPHWHU�UDGLXV�RI�IUDFNLQJ�VLWHV�KDYH�LQFUHDVHG�
likelihood of low birth weight and of other health 
problems. According to a 2011 report by the Centre 
IRU�'LVHDVH�&RQWURO�DQG�3UHYHQWLRQ�� LQYDVLYH�EUHDVW�
FDQFHU� LV�RQ�WKH�ULVH� LQ�WKH�VL[�7H[DV�FRXQWLHV�ZLWK�
the Barnett Shale’s most intense gas drilling devel-
opment, even as the incidence rate for the disease is 
falling across the rest of the nation. 

There is a very real sense that the quite sudden 
µGDVK�IRU�JDV¶�WKDW�LV�DSSDUHQW�LQ�WKH�8N�DQG�(DVWHUQ�
Europe constitutes a race between the slow process 
RI�SHHU� UHYLHZHG�VFLHQWL¿F� LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�DQG�DQ� LQ-
dustry that fears the consequences for communities 
WKDW�VFLHQWL¿F�HQTXLU\�ZLOO�UHYHDO�

Manufacturing consent, organising dissent

A massive billion dollar public relations campaign by 
the industry followed the release of ‘Gasland’ and 
many professionals and individuals who were out-
spoken about the effects of the industry were issued 
ZLWK�JDJJLQJ�RUGHUV��,Q�WKH�8�6��WKH�QDWLRQDO�PDLQ-
stream media began to pay some attention, and as 
New York State became the industry’s latest target, 
the New York Times decided to devote a whole series 
of investigative articles to ‘fracking’.

7KLV�VHULHV�ZDV�HQWLWOHG�µ'ULOOLQJ�'RZQ¶��2QH�RI�WKHVH�

“Conor Lenihan has 
since his period in 
government taken up 
employment with San 
Leon, a company 
involved in Fracking 
in Poland.”
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“Sadly for many communities all over the U.S., Australia and 
Canada, the damage is already done.”

Words: Eamonn Crudden
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articles included leaked, insider emails describing the 
economics of the industry as boom-bust. Other ar-
ticles covered issues of land, air and water pollution, 
serious health risks, political interference, a crash 
LQ�WKH�YDOXH�RI�ODQG�DQG�KRXVLQJ��SUREOHPV�RI�WR[LF�
waste disposal, accidents and spills. The list goes on.
'HERUDK�5RJHUV��D�¿QDQFLDO�DQDO\VW�DQG�2EDPD�DG-
ministration advisor who visited Ireland in 2013, 
concluded in a report she authored that the hydraulic 
fracturing  boom could lead to a "bubble burst" akin 
WR� WKH� KRXVLQJ� EXEEOH� EXUVW� RI� ������ ³,W� LV� KLJKO\�
unlikely that market-savvy bankers did not recognize 
that by overproducing natural gas a glut would occur 
with a concomitant severe price decline. 

This price decline, however, opened the door for sig-
QL¿FDQW� WUDQVDFWLRQDO�GHDOV�ZRUWK�ELOOLRQV�RI�GROODUV�
and thereby secured further large fees for the invest-
ment banks involved. In fact, shales became one of 
WKH�ODUJHVW�SUR¿W�FHQWHUV�ZLWKLQ�WKHVH�EDQNV�LQ�WKHLU�
HQHUJ\�0	$�SRUWIROLRV�VLQFH�������7KH�UHFHQW�QDWXUDO�
gas market glut was largely effected through over-
SURGXFWLRQ�RI�QDWXUDO�JDV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�PHHW�¿QDQFLDO�
DQDO\VW¶V�SURGXFWLRQ�WDUJHWV�DQG�WR�SURYLGH�FDVK�ÀRZ�
to support operators’ imprudent leverage positions”.

The growth of an anti-fracking movement in New 
York, again in a manner mirroring events in Ireland 

DQG�WKH�8.��ZDV�ERRVWHG�E\�WKH�2FFXS\�PRYHPHQW�
which quickly provided a high visibility platform for 
anti-fracking activists. Sadly for many communities 
DOO�RYHU�WKH�8�6���$XVWUDOLD�DQG�&DQDGD��WKH�GDPDJH�
is already done. But because of these people speak-
ing out and standing up alongside others who are 
currently being threatened by this industry there is a 
truly global people’s movement emerging right now 
WR� EDQ� XQFRQYHQWLRQDO� JDV� H[WUDFWLRQ�� ,Q� WKH� 8�6��
some opponents of the industry say it is not possible 
to shut down the industry immediately - that this 
would take time. However it still is possible to stop it 
from spreading and being introduced elsewhere and 
that is what is happening presently in New York state 
DQG�HOVHZKHUH�LQ�WKH�86�

In a chemical world, It's very, very, very cheap

7KH�H[WUDFWLRQ�RI�XQFRQYHQWLRQDO�VKDOH�JDV�LV�LQKHU-
HQWO\�D� FRQWDPLQDWLQJ��ÀDZHG� LQGXVWULDO� SURFHVV��$�
PL[WXUH�RI�XS� WR�����FKHPLFDOV� LV�XVHG�GXULQJ� WKH�
process. Eighty to three hundred tonnes of chemicals 
can be added to one to eight million gallons of water 
HDFK�WLPH�D�ZHOO�LV�IUDFNHG��6FLHQWLVWV�LQ�WKH�86�DUH�
VWLOO�WU\LQJ�WR�¿QG�RXW�ZKLFK�FKHPLFDOV�YDULRXV�FRP-
SDQLHV�DUH�XVLQJ�GXULQJ�WKH�SURFHVV��7KLV�PL[WXUH�RI�
chemicals, sand and water is pumped down through 
aquifers at high pressure which fractures the shale 
DQG�SURSV�RSHQ�¿VVXUHV�WKDW�HQDEOH�QDWXUDO�JDV�WR�
ÀRZ� RXW� RI� WKH� ZHOO�� $SDUW� IURP� FKHPLFDOV� EHLQJ�
added to the water, scientists have stated that the 
process is also dislodging and mobilising naturally 
occurring radioactive compounds such as uranium, 
radium, and strontium, as well as other heavy min-
erals.

Problems of water contamination mainly come from 
OHDNLQJ�ZHOO�FDVLQJV��,Q�-RVK�)R[¶V�PRUH�UHFHQW�VKRUW�
GRFXPHQWDU\�µ7KH�6N\�LV�3LQN¶��WKH�GLUHFWRU�H[SODLQV�
how through leaked industry documents, the prob-
lem of leaking well casings for the industry has been 
known for some time and is, by their own admission, 
insolvable. From information obtained from industry 
GRFXPHQWV��)R[�VWDWHV�WKDW�RYHU�WKLUW\�\HDUV������RI�
all well casings fail.

He goes on to say that there is a period for which we 
need these well casings to last, so that they do not 
allow our water to be polluted, that period of time is 
“forever” and this is one of the major problems that 
the industry will not own up to. In Europe and here 
LQ�,UHODQG��WKH�LQGXVWU\��DLGHG�E\�WKH�(8�DQG�RXU�JRY-
ernment are trying to tell us, that shortly the pro-
FHVV�WR�H[WUDFW�XQFRQYHQWLRQDO�JDV�ZLOO�EH�LPSURYHG�
through regulation, more monitoring and better ce-
ment well casings. 

They are also claiming that very soon there may 
be fracturing which does not use chemicals or even 
water. As the industry, supported by government, 
VFUDPEOH�WR�VHOO�XV�D�QRQ��H[LVWHQW�LPSURYHG�SURFHVV�
- what they fail to realise, is that the problems sur-
rounding this industry are not just about the technol-
ogy or one aspect of how it pollutes. The problems 
caused by this industry are multi-faceted. Basically 
speaking, the problem is the industry itself, from be-
ginning to end.

Scientists have clearly indicated that the full effects 
this industry will have on people and the environ-
ment will not be known for years to come. Not only 
will the industry cause irreversible pollution to our 
water, land and air through various stages of the pro-
cess, it will also industrialise hundreds of thousands 
of acres of our landscape. It takes hundreds of trucks 
over two months to service one well.

North-West networks of resistance

Tamboran who intend fracking in Fermanagh and 
/HLWULP�SURSRVH�WR�KDYH�XS�WR�VL[WHHQ�ZHOOV�RQ�HDFK�
ZHOO�SDG��$�ZHOO�SDG�FDQ�EH�XS�WR�¿YH�RU�VL[�DFUHV�LQ�
size. They envisage having hundreds of pads all over 
the north-west, which would entail miles and miles 
and miles of pipes linking these pads. Once these 
wells have been drilled they are there forever. There 
LV�QR�µ¿OO�WKHP�LQ�DQG�IRUJHW�DERXW�LW¶�RSWLRQ��7KHVH�
ZHOOV�ZLOO� FRQWLQXH� WR� OHDN�DQG� UHOHDVH�KLJKO\� WR[LF�
substances for their entire lifetime.

The introduction of this type of industry on this scale, 
ZLOO�WKUHDWHQ�H[LVWLQJ�VXVWDLQDEOH�LQGXVWULHV�VXFK�DV�
farming, tourism and renewable energy. It will also 
threaten the future supply of the country’s domes-
tic water. Plans are already underway to take water 
IURP�WKH�6KDQQRQ�%DVLQ�UHJLRQ�IRU�WKH�'XEOLQ�PHWUR-
SROLWDQ�DUHD��8QFRQYHQWLRQDO�JDV�H[WUDFWLRQ�DQG�WKH�
resultant local use of this fossil fuel will also threaten 
any hopes we have of meeting our carbon emission 
targets, and seriously undo efforts to reduce the 
growing negative impacts of climate change.

:H�ZLOO�UHFHLYH�QRWKLQJ�EHQH¿FLDO�IURP�WKLV�LQGXVWU\�
apart from a few short-term, low paid jobs. The gas 
H[WUDFWHG�ZLOO� EH� VROG� RQ� WKH� JOREDO�PDUNHW� WR� WKH�
highest bidder. In a recent article in the Irish Times 
it was reported that there is perhaps just enough 
shale gas in the North West Carboniferous Region to 
supply Ireland for a mere 12 years. Five Irish county 
councils have called on the government to ban shale 
JDV�H[WUDFWLRQ�LQ�,UHODQG�DQG�WZR�RI�WKHVH�±�'RQHJDO�
and Leitrim are in the process of inserting bans on 
)UDFNLQJ�LQWR�WKHLU�&RXQW\�'HYHORSPHQW�3ODQV��6HY-
HUDO�FRXQWULHV��YDULRXV�VWDWHV�LQ�WKH�8�6�DQG�IHGHUDO�
regions in other countries have banned or are put-
ting in motion plans to ban the industry.

The campaign which has emerged in Ireland since 
summer 2011 began according to the ‘Gasland’ script 
LGHQWL¿HG�E\�WKH�µ&RQWURO�5LVNV¶�UHSRUW��)LOPDNHU�DQG�
Green Party activist Johnny Gogan, in his role as cu-
rator of the 'Leitrim Mobile Cinema' began in early 
2011, to screen Gasland in Leitrim. The screening of 
*DVODQG�ZKLFK�WRRN�SODFH�LQ�'UXPVKDQER�LQ�VXPPHU�
������ZDV�WKH�¿UVW�RSSRUWXQLW\�IRU�D�UHODWLYHO\�ODUJH�
group of interested locals to get a sense of what the 
shale gas industry was and what fracking was. At 
that point it was already quite widely known in the 

“Campaigners very 
much suspect that 
this process will 
not go ‘live’ again 
in the Republic un-
til after this cycle 
of elections.”

///// Fracking Hell - Hydraulic fracturing and community resistance /////



north-west that a number of companies had been 
granted onshore licensing options, allowing for desk-
WRS�VWXGLHV�RI�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�IRU�VKDOH�JDV�H[WUDFWLRQ��
by the Fianna Fail led government immediately be-
fore the Feburary general election. 

In the aftermath of that screening a campaign be-
gan to form. After a number of meetings, drawing 
in activists from the geographically dispersed areas 
for which licencing options had been granted - more 
localised ad-hoc campaign groups began to form in 
/HLWULP�� 6OLJR�� 'RQHJDO�� &ODUH� DQG� 'XEOLQ�� 'XULQJ�
these early meetings a reasonably clear consensus 
emerged, that a top down national campaign would 
be less effective than a series of networked but 
largely autonomous campaign groups. 

A network of activists - working with the tiny Lough 
Allen Conservation society - began in August 2011 
to plan a meeting to take place in Carrick on Shan-
non. This was in response to the fact that Tamboran 
Resources, one of the companies granted a licens-
ing option, had very clearly begun a public relations 
campaign in the Leitrim area. In retrospect, this pe-
riod was vital for the emergent campaign - and the 
speed with which it responded to Tamborans 'cam-
paign' in the area was key in successfully undermin-
ing their story about gas and its potential for devel-
opment in Leitrim.

Five days before Tamboran were due to meet with 
Leitrim County council, to brief them on their plans 
for the area, a meeting organised by the LACS drew a 
massive crowd to the Bush Hotel in Carrick on Shan-
non. The hotel management at the time estimated 
WKDW�RYHU�����SHRSOH�DWWHQGHG�DQG�WKH�WHQRU�RI�WKH�
meeting was clearly in opposition to the prospect of 
a Fracking industry making any headway in Leitrim. 

A substantial protest greeted the initial meeting of 
7DPERUDQ�ZLWK�/HLWULP�&RXQW\�&RXQFLO�MXVW�¿YH�GD\V�
later. When Tamboran held a public information 
meeting just two days after that in Carrick on Shan-
non - a huge and again mostly hostile crowd turned 

out to grill them on their plans. The combination of 
these three events served to make clear that Tambo-
ran had failed in this initial push to gain the consent 
of the local community. This initial failure of the com-
pany to gain community consent gave activists time 
and space to strengthen and deepen their campaign 
over the following two years – a process which led 
eventually, despite the opposition of Fine Gael mem-
bers of the Council, to a majority vote in early 2014 
in Leitrim County Council to insert a ban on Fracking 
LQWR�WKHLU�GUDIW�&RXQW\�'HYHORSPHQW�SODQ�

The ‘dash for gas’ in the Republic is ‘on hold’ at pres-
ent as a comprehensive EPA report on Fracking is in 
the process of being commissioned and completed. 
This delay in the eyes of campaigners is due to the 
unwillingness of the current government parties to 
push through a clearly unpopular initiative in the 
runup to local, European and national elections. 
Campaigners very much suspect that this process 
will not go ‘live’ again in the Republic until after this 
cycle of elections. 

They have also noted the ominous nature of Cen-
trica’s imminent takeover of the gas infrastructure 
presently operated by Bord Gais. Centrica are a 
OHDGLQJ� HQHUJ\� FRPSDQ\� LQ� WKH� 8.� DQG� KDYH� VXE-
stantial investments in Fracking companies including 
notably Cuadrilla. It is a different story at present 
LQ�WKH�1RUWK��7KHUH�LW�VHHPV�WKDW�WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�
(QWHUSULVH��7UDGH�DQG�,QGXVWU\��OHG�E\�WKH�'83V�$U-
lene Foster, are determined that Tamboran begin test 
GULOOLQJ�LQ�)HUPDQDJK�LQ�WKH�QH[W���WR���PRQWK�SH-
riod. At present an increasingly intensive process of 
networking and planning for this eventuality is tak-
ing place between activists and groups in Fermanagh 
and Leitrim.

Info on Campaigns in UK and Ireland

1. Frack Off UK: http://frack-off.org.uk

2. Fracking Free Ireland: http://frackingfree-

ireland.org/

3. Facebook: NO FRACKING IRELAND group.

///// Fracking Hell - Hydraulic fracturing and community resistance /////



In 2012 The Irish Congress of Trade Unions 

(ICTU) made a submission to the Irish govern-

ment’s public consultation on the prostitution 

laws. Most of it was just a cut-and-paste job 

of text sent to them by the Turn Off The Red 

Light campaign, which seeks the introduction 

of the Swedish model. But there is one part of 

ICTU’s original contribution which I found re-

markable. A few paragraphs down the submis-

sion cites – clearly for the purpose of endorsing 

– the view of the Technical, Electrical & Engi-

neering Union‘s General Secretary that “prosti-

tution could not be considered work”.

,&78�GLGQ¶W�LQYHQW�WKLV�YLHZ��RI�FRXUVH��%XW�LW�VWULNHV�
PH� DV� WDNLQJ� RQ� D�PXFK� JUDYHU� VLJQL¿FDQFH�ZKHQ�
held by trade unionists than by, say, radical feminists 
or religious puritans. Because the corollary of pros-
titution not being work is, of course, that the people 
engaged in it aren’t workers – and are therefore not 
entitled to the rights that trade unions (theoretically) 
H[LVW�WR�GHIHQG��

(IIHFWLYHO\��ZKDW�WKH\¶UH�VD\LQJ�WR�VH[�ZRUNHUV�ZKR�
want those rights is: piss off, and call us when you’ve 
found a real job.

7KLV� SRVLWLRQ� SXWV� ,&78� DW� RGGV� ZLWK� WKH� ,QWHUQD-
tional Labour Organization, to which it is of course 
DI¿OLDWHG�� :KLOH� WKH� ,/2� WDNHV� DQ� RI¿FLDOO\� QHXWUDO�
VWDQFH�RQ�WKH�OHJDO�VWDWXV�RI�VH[�ZRUN��LW�KDV�PDGH�
DEXQGDQWO\�FOHDU�WKDW�LW�UHFRJQLVHV�WKH�VH[�LQGXVWU\�
as a de facto economic sector, and people who sell 
VH[�DV�HQJDJLQJ�LQ�D�IRUP�RI�ODERXU��,Q�LWV�JURXQG-
EUHDNLQJ������UHSRUW�7KH�6H[�6HFWRU��7KH�(FRQRPLF�
and Social Bases of Prostitution in Southeast Asia, 
IRU�H[DPSOH��HGLWRU�/LQ�/HDQ�/LP�SURSRVHV�WKDW

³)RU� WKRVH� DGXOW� LQGLYLGXDOV�ZKR� IUHHO\� FKRRVH� VH[�
work, the policy concerns should focus on improving 
their working conditions and social protection, and 
ensuring that they are entitled to the same labour 
ULJKWV�DQG�EHQH¿WV�DV�RWKHU�ZRUNHUV�́

The international standards developed by the ILO 
DOVR�UHÀHFW�WKLV�SRVLWLRQ�±�DOEHLW�LPSOLHGO\�UDWKHU�WKDQ�
H[SOLFLWO\��LQ�WKHLU�IUHTXHQW�UHIHUHQFH�WR�³DOO�EUDQFKHV�
RI�HFRQRPLF�DFWLYLW\´��P\�HPSKDVLV���7KH������2F-
FXSDWLRQDO� 6DIHW\� DQG�+HDOWK�&RQYHQWLRQ� LV� DQ� H[-
ample. And what about the jurisdictions which have 
actually incorporated those standards into their own 
ODZV�DURXQG�VH[�ZRUN��VXFK�DV�1HZ�=HDODQG"�

The table here, from Abel, Fitzgerald and Brunton's, 
“The Impact of the Prostitution Reform Act on the 
+HDOWK�DQG�6DIHW\�RI�6H[�:RUNHUV´��������LOOXVWUDWHV�

WKH�RXWFRPH�IRU�VH[�ZRUNHUV�

7KH� SKHQRPHQDO� ¿JXUHV� LQ� WKH� ODVW� WKUHH� URZV� RI�
that table are the consequence of legislation which 
ZDV�H[SUHVVO\�GHVLJQHG�WR�WUHDW�VH[�ZRUN�DV�ZRUN�±�
OHJLVODWLRQ�� LQ� RWKHU�ZRUGV�� GHVLJQHG� WR� GR� H[DFWO\�
ZKDW�,&78�VD\V�WKH�ODZ�VKRXOGQ¶W�GR��$QG�WKXV�,&78��
which is a trade union body hence theoretically a 
workers’ rights organisation, would reject a frame-
ZRUN�DJUHHG�WR�EH�ULJKWV�SURWHFWLYH�E\�RYHU�����RI�
the workers operating within it, because they don’t 
FRQVLGHU�WKHP�³ZRUNHUV´�WR�EHJLQ�ZLWK��,&78�SROLF\�
would take those rights away from them.

I’ve been racking my brain trying to think of a paral-
OHO�WR�WKLV�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�VLWXDWLRQ��DQG�,¶P�KRQHVWO\�
VW\PLHG��(YHQ�FRQVLGHULQJ�WKH�REYLRXV�FRQWH[W�±�GLV-
approval of prostitution as a matter of principle – I 
can’t think of another sector in which the “solution” 
would involve the wholesale rejection of labour rights 
for those involved. 

I cut my political teeth in anti-war and anti-nuclear 
campaigning, and I don’t recall anything remotely 
comparable to this. We may have wanted to decom-
mission the bases and power plants but we never 
said labour law shouldn’t apply to people working at 
them.

1RU�FDQ�,&78¶V�SRVLWLRQ�EH�MXVWL¿HG�RQ�WKH�EDVLV�WKDW�
VH[�ZRUN�LVQ¶W�UHDOO\�D�FKRLFH��7KH�WHUP�³ZRUN´�PD\�
be deemed inappropriate for actual forced labour, 
the labour of someone who is literally enslaved – but 
,&78�� OLNH� DOO� EXW� WKH�PRVW� IDQDWLFDO� IULQJHV� RI� WKH�
DQWL�VH[�ZRUN�PRYHPHQW��GRQ¶W�VHHP�WR� WKLQN� WKDW�
PRVW�LQ�WKH�VH[�WUDGH�IDOO�LQWR�WKLV�FDWHJRU\��

Instead, their submission refers to the “poverty, past 
history of abuse or limited life choices” that push 
SHRSOH�LQWR�SURVWLWXWLRQ��%XW�,&78�GRQ¶W�VHH�LW�DV�³QRW�
work” when poverty and limited options push people 
LQWR�XQDSSHDOLQJ�MREV�RXWVLGH�WKH�VH[�VHFWRU�±�DQG�
they would never dream of opposing legislation to 
give those workers labour rights.

In some respects, this betrayal isn’t really a surprise: 
the Irish trade union movement has a long history 
of selling out Irish workers, especially those at the 
margins. (They also have a history of an undemo-
cratic, top-down style of leadership which seems to 
EH�UHÀHFWHG�KHUH�DV�ZHOO��QRERG\�,�NQRZ�LQ�DQ\�RI�
WKH�,&78�DI¿OLDWHG�XQLRQV�ZDV�DVNHG�IRU�WKHLU�RSLQLRQ�
of this submission before it went in.) But summarily 
H[FOXGLQJ�D�ZKROH�VHFWRU�RI�WKH�HFRQRP\�IURP�WKHLU�
remit, and refusing to defend the labour rights of 
the (particularly vulnerable) people dependent on it? 
That’s a new low for them, and it’s a shocking one.

This article originally appeared on the Feminist 

Ire blog: http://feministire.wordpress.com/

They aim to create a space for those on the 

margins and between the lines, to question 

traditional ideas about identity, about sexual-

ity, about who we are and where we should be 

going.

“I can’t think of 
another sector in 
which the “solution” 
would involve the 
wholesale rejection 
of labour rights for 
those involved”

So Much for Solidarity.
How ICTU Threw Sex Workers Under a Bus

“In some respects, this betrayal isn’t 
really a surprise: the Irish trade union 
movement has a long history of selling 
out Irish workers, especially those at 
the margins”

Words: Wendy Lyon



///// Warped Visions: Religion in the Irish Education System /////

“Father Ted: It’s not as if every-

one’s going to go off and join some 

mad religious cult just because we 

go off for a picnic for a couple of 

hours.

Father Dougal: God, Ted, I heard 

about those cults. Everyone dress-

ing in black and saying our Lord’s 

gonna come back and judge us all!

Father Ted: No... No, Dougal, that’s 

us. That’s Catholicism.”

It's hard to describe the sense of revolt that those of 
us who were in our late teens or early twenties felt 
when Father Ted hit our television screens for the 
¿UVW�WLPH��:H�ZHUH�SUREDEO\�WKH� ODVW�JHQHUDWLRQ�RI�
an Ireland that cowered in fear beneath the shadow 
of the bishop's cloak, who were brought to Knock on 
a rainy Sunday afternoon when it was sunny every-
where else, and who as children, might be cheeky to 
a teacher, but never to a priest.

In the early nineties things began to change. There 
wasn't a revolution in the sense of people in the 
streets, of government cracking and a system fall-
ing, but of a discernible change in peoples' attitudes. 
:KHWKHU� LW�ZDV� WKH�[�FDVH�� H[�SDWV� UHWXUQLQJ� IURP�
more progressive and bohemian climbs, greater ac-
cess to news and entertainment from across the 
globe, or a combination of those factors, change was 
in the air.

Your old road is rapidly agin'

,�VWDUWHG�VHFRQGDU\�VFKRRO�LQ�������,W�ZDV�DQ�DOO�ER\V�
catholic school and the priest who taught us religion 
was obsessed with masturbation. When he'd preach 
about the evils of self pleasure and ask us all if we 
had committed that sin, his eyes would bulge, par-
tially in indignation, and partially, we suspected be-
cause he took some perverse pleasure in it. None 
of us questioned him. None of us told our parents. 

None of us admitted to the act of self pleasure, which 
no doubt, to a boy, all had dabbled in, and probably 
had felt guilty about it afterwards. After all, God was 
watching. God was a voyeur.

%\� WKH� WLPH� ����� VZXQJ� DURXQG� DQG� WKH� OHDYLQJ�
cert loomed, we were drawing slips of paper out of a 
brown paper bag, with made up sins, tall stories to 
tell the priest when we went to our pre-annual school 
mass confession and I laughed when he told me I 
was going to hell for writing an essay about how Je-
sus was a communist. Years later we found out that 
Father Fire and Brimstone had left the priesthood.

It wasn't just that the boys of St. Pats in Navan had 
JRWWHQ�ROGHU�DQG�EROGHU�HLWKHU��,Q������,UHODQG�YRWHG�
in a referendum to allow abortion in very limited cir-
cumstances (though it took over twenty years to be 

legislated for), condoms became available over the 
FRXQWHU��DQG�LQ������ZH�YRWHG�WR�OHJDOLVH�GLYRUFH��7KH�
following year, the last Magdalene laundry closed.

With so much change in such a short space of time, it 
ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�UHDVRQDEOH�WR�H[SHFW�WKDW�WKH�LQÀX-
ence of the church in affairs of the state would have 
completely crumbled by 2014. It hasn't though; The 
limited legislation on abortion allowed by the passing 
RI�WKH�[�FDVH�UHIHUHQGXP�LQ������ZDV�RQO\�SDVVHG�
in 2013, the waiting period for a divorce after sepa-
ration is still four years and there still has been no 
justice for the survivors of the laundries. Worryingly, 
the church still plays a crucial role in education, in 
the molding of minds.

We are so perverted by an education

,Q�������%LVKRS�'RQDO�0F.HRQ��ZURWH�

'All education is focussed, not merely on passing on 
useful information, nor just on training people for 
employment but on the formation of the whole per-
son. Parents want to help their children grow, not 
just prepare them for work. The most important task 
that any of us will do is to be a human person as 
a social being. The Catholic Church has long estab-
lished her own schools, because she considers them 
as a privileged means of promoting the formation 
of the whole person, since the school is a centre in 
ZKLFK�D�VSHFL¿F�FRQFHSW�RI�WKH�ZRUOG��RI�WKH�KXPDQ�
person, and of history is developed and conveyed. 
Our faith-based education is thus not just a way to 
KDQG�RQ�&KULVWLDQ� WHDFKLQJ�DERXW�*RG�� ,W� H[SOLFLWO\�
involves “….the formation of the whole person, so 
that all may attain their eternal destiny and at the 
same time promote the common good of society.”i

“the priest who 
taught us religion 
was obsessed with 
masturbation.”

9#42'&�8+5+105��
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'&7%#6+10�5;56'/ Words: Mark Hoskins



There is something quite sinister in the idea of an 
organisation that played the role that it has in Irish 
VRFLHW\��WKDW�KDV�FRYHUHG�XS�FKLOG�VH[�DEXVH��VXEMX-
JDWHG�ZRPHQ�DQG�SRQWL¿FDWHG�DJDLQVW�KRPRVH[XDO-
ity having a “privileged means of promoting the for-
mation of the whole person.” Promoting the common 
good sounds very wholesome, but what “concept of 
the world, of the human person, and of history”, is 
being conveyed?

This year secondary school students were taught 
that a rape victim can’t become pregnant, abortion 
damages a woman’s internal organs and that abor-
tion destroys a woman’s mental health by a group 
called Life, Pregnancy and Care (LPC), who were in-
vited by schools to give talks on pregnancy advice. 
One student told how “The speaker presented one 
anecdotal story of a woman who had an abortion in 
her early 20s, got married around the age of 30, got 
pregnant and then had a breakdown and had her 
child taken away from her, Then she told another 

story, similar to that, about a woman who got preg-
nant and aborted again because she didn’t feel she 
deserved to have a child.”ii

Another Catholic group, Pure in Heart Ireland (PHI), 
has been traveling around the country giving talks 
in schools on chastity. PHI, has it's headquarters in 
the same building as the notorious anti-choice lobby 
group, the Iona Institute, who achieved nationwide 
infamy recently when they received damages from 
RTE for being described as homophobic on national 
television, despite the fact that they stringently op-
pose marriage equality.

PHI's promotion of chastity in at least one instance 
involved two student's being sellotaped together, 
WKHQ� WROG� WKDW� WKLV� UHSUHVHQWHG� D� VH[XDO� UHODWLRQ-
ship. Their break-up “was demonstrated by one of 
the speakers ripping the Sellotape off their wrists, 

in what must have been somewhat painful. The pro-
cess was repeated with the three other girls (and the 
same guy, with the same piece of Sellotape). This 
was supposed to demonstrate the effect of having 
VH[�EHIRUH�PDUULDJH��7KH�6HOORWDSH�FROOHFWV�KDLU�DQG�
is no longer useful.”iii Students were also warned 
that watching pornography was akin to being a se-
rial killer.

Far from promoting the common good, the Catho-
lic Church and connected groups like LPC and PHI, 
serve up a particularly sordid and twisted “concept 
of the world (and) the human person.” It is not, how-
ever, only in the molding of minds that the church 
plays a baleful role.

I am Zuul. I am the Gatekeeper.

It's no secret that the Catholic church is anti-choice. 
We're used to seeing the organisation in this light 
WKURXJK�WKH�SULVP�RI�WKH�¿JKW�IRU�DERUWLRQ�ULJKWV��&D-

tholicism has had a big part to play in the regressive 
policies of the Irish state that restrict bodily auton-
omy for anyone with a womb. However, the church 
also restricts choice in other areas, health care for 
H[DPSOH�� ZLWK� WKH� SDWURQDJH� RI� KRVSLWDOV�� DQG� RI�
course, education.

Those who wish to protect their children from the 
type of psychological abuse that comes from being 
indoctrinated in the Catholic “concept of the world”, 
have their choices severely restricted, particularly at 
primary level. According to a 2011 report by the Irish 
National Teachers Organisation (INTO), out of a to-
WDO�RI�������SULPDU\�VFKRROV�LQ�WKH�VWDWH��WKH�&DWKR-
OLF� FKXUFK�ZHUH�SDWURQV�RI�������� WKDW� LV����������
2WKHU� UHOLJLRXV� ERGLHV� DFFRXQWHG� IRU� ���� VFKRROV��
���� RI� ZKLFK�ZHUH� &KXUFK� RI� ,UHODQG�� ,Q� FRQWUDVW��
there were only 131 schools run by secular bodies, 
���RI�ZKLFK�ZHUH�(GXFDWH�7RJHWKHU��ZLWK�RQO\���XQ-

der the patronage of the Minister for Education and 
Skills. In total, religious faith based schools account 
IRU�����RI�SULPDU\�VFKRROV�LQ�WKH�VWDWH��:KLOH�QRQ�
denominational bodies make up the bulk of patrons 
RI�WKH�����QHZ�SULPDU\�VFKRROV�RSHQHG�VLQFH�������
Catholic Church patronage still accounts for a quar-
ter of these.

The restrictions on the type of education a child can 
avail of that results from religious patronage is one 
thing, but it also means that access to education is 
UHVWULFWHG��:LWK� HIIHFWLYH� FRQWURO� RI� DOPRVW� ����RI�
primary schools, the Catholic church is the gatekeep-
er of the education system. This means that it can 
H[HUFLVH��DV�.LWW\�+ROODQG�SXW�LW�LQ�D�UHFHQW�DUWLFOH�IRU�
WKH�,ULVK�7LPHV��³D�UHOLJLRXVO\�EDVHG�H[FOXVLRQ�DW�FKLO-
dren as young as four.”iv Both the Catholic Church 
and the Church of Ireland, prioritise children of their 
own faith on waiting lists, meaning that children with 
no religion who have been signed up for enrollment 
from birth, by the age of four are still way down on 
the waiting list, with no prospect of a place.

As Kitty Holland points out in the same article, “The 

Irish State has been repeatedly castigated for allow-
ing this discrimination against children to continue, 
E\� WKH�8QLWHG�1DWLRQV� LQ� ������ ����� DQG� DJDLQ� LQ�
2011, when its Human Rights Committee noted with 
concern that the dominance of denominational edu-
cation was “depriving many parents and children who 
so wish to have access to secular primary education”.

'HVSLWH�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�IDLWK�EDVHG�HQUROOPHQW�SROLFLHV�
are viewed internationally as discriminatory, there is 
no attempt by schools to even make a pretense of 
equal access. And it isn't just the Catholic Church 
who discriminates. One parent who was attempting 
to enroll their child in a Church of Ireland school, de-
VFULEHG�KHU�H[SHULHQFH�LQ�DQ�(65,�UHSRUW�³��WKH�VHF-
retary rang me back a few weeks later and she was 
saying ‘on the form, you wrote that you were of no 
religion. And I said ‘Yeah, well we are of no religion’ 
and she said ‘Look, I have to tell you that you just 
won’t get a place if you write that…If you write any 
religion at all, you’ll be further up the pecking order 
than if you write none’”v

In most cases where faith-based criteria are applied 
to school enrollment policy, children who are of no 
religion end up on the bottom of the list, with chil-
dren of whatever religion runs the school at the top. 
8QGHUVWDQGDEO\��ZLWK�WKH�&DWKROLF�&KXUFK�FRQWUROOLQJ�
DOPRVW� ���� RI� VFKRRO� ERGLHV�� SDUHQWV� ZKR� ZRXOG�
prefer not to get their children baptised to secure a 
place, often relent. It seems the Conservative MP for 
'XEOLQ��-RKQ�9DQFH�ZDV�RQ�WR�VRPHWKLQJ��ZKHQ�KH�
said during a debate in the Westminster parliament 
LQ�������WKDW�³KRPH�UXOH�LQ�,UHODQG��ZRXOG�SURYH�WR�
be “Rome rule.”

I am the Keymaster! The Destructor is coming.

The discriminatory nature of faith-based school en-
rollment policies notwithstanding, there is nothing il-
OHJDO�DERXW�WKH�SUDFWLFH��7KH�FKXUFK�FRXOG�QRW�H[HUW�
WKH�LQÀXHQFH�LW�GRHV�ZLWKRXW�WKH�FR�RSHUDWLRQ�RI�WKH�
VWDWH�� ,W� LV� WKH�VWDWH� WKDW�KROGV� WKH�NH\V� WR�H[FKH-
quer funding and the legal framework that religious 
schooling is built on.

“Those who wish to protect their chil-
dren from the type of psychological abuse 
that comes from being indoctrinated in 
the Catholic “concept of the world”, have 
their choices severely restricted”

“The church could 
not exert the influ-
ence it does without 
the co-operation of 
the state.”
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The law that governs who can enter a school, and 
probably more importantly, who cannot, comes from 
WKH�(GXFDWLRQ�$FW������� LQ�6HFWLRQ����ZKLFK�VWDWHV�
that a school must “establish and maintain an admis-
VLRQV�SROLF\�ZKLFK�SURYLGHV�IRU�PD[LPXP�DFFHVVLELO-
ity to the school”. So far, so good.

7KLV�$FW�DOVR�FRQWDLQV�6HFWLRQ����ZKLFK�SURYLGHV�IRU�
appeals by parents (or students who have reached 
WKH�DJH�RI�����WR�WKH�6HFUHWDU\�*HQHUDO�RI�WKH�'H-
partment, which includes refusal to enroll a student 
LQ�D�VFKRRO�DV�D�GHFLVLRQ�WKDW�PD\�EH�DSSHDOHG��'H-
cisions taken by schools in relation to the suspen-
VLRQ� RU� SHUPDQHQW� H[FOXVLRQ� RI� D� VWXGHQW� FDQ� DOVR�
be appealed under this provision. So if the law calls 
IRU�³PD[LPXP�DFFHVVLELOLW\´�DQG�DOORZV�IRU�DSSHDO�RQ�
grounds of unfair refusal to enroll, how are religious 
bodies able to discriminate on the basis of the pos-
session of a baptismal cert? Well, there's a catch.

6HFWLRQ����RI� WKH�(GXFDWLRQ�:HOIDUH�$FW������SUR-
vides that the Board of Management shall not refuse 
WR�DGPLW�D�VWXGHQW��H[FHSW�ZKHUH�VXFK�UHIXVDO�LV�LQ�
accordance with the admission policy of the school 
concerned. Confused? No, you didn't misread that. 
Schools have to admit everyone, apart from the sort 
of child they'd prefer not to. Essentially, they can 
do as they please when it comes to admissions, and 
JXHVV�ZKDW"�&DWKROLF�VFKRROV�KDYH�D�&DWKROLFV�¿UVW�
DGPLVVLRQV�SROLF\��&2,�VFKRROV�KDYH�D�&2,�¿UVW�SROLF\�
and so on and so forth.

But wait. School enrollment policies and practices 
are also covered by equality legislation (Equal Status 
Acts 2000 to 2004) which prohibits discrimination on 
nine distinct grounds, gender; marital status; family 
VWDWXV��DJH��GLVDELOLW\��UDFH��VH[XDO�RULHQWDWLRQ��UH-
ligious belief, and membership of the traveller com-
munity. 

But despite the fact that the Equal Status Acts spec-
ify that a school may not discriminate in the admis-
sion of a student, or discriminate in the terms and 
FRQGLWLRQV�RI�DGPLVVLRQ��RQFH�DJDLQ��FHUWDLQ�H[HPS-
WLRQV� DSSO\�� 6LQJOH� VH[� VFKRROV� DUH� UHFRJQLVHG� DQG�
KHUH��WKH�ODZ�SURYLGHV�IRU�DQ�H[HPSWLRQ�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�
JHQGHU��$�VHFRQG�H[HPSWLRQ�FRQFHUQV�VFKRROV�ZKHUH�
the objective is to provide education in an environ-
ment that promotes certain religious values.

When this algebraic equation of legislation is mul-
tiplied, divided, added and subtracted, the upshot 
is that, a school that has this objective can admit 
a student of a particular religious denomination in 
preference to other students. Such a school can also 
refuse to admit a student who is not of that religion, 
provided it can prove that this refusal is essential to 
“maintain the ethos of the school.” Schools therefore 
KDYH�D�IUHH�UHLQ�WR�GLVFULPLQDWH�DJDLQVW��WR�H[FOXGH�
DQG� WR� GHFLGH� WKH� IDWH� RI� FKLOGUHQ� RI� IRXU� DQG� ¿YH�
years old. 

Furthermore, they have the power to effectively force 
parents to baptise children in order to gain admission 
WR�WKHLU�VFKRROV�DQG�RQFH�WKH\�KDYH�H[FOXVLYH�DFFHVV�
to these young minds, they have carte blanche to 
“promote certain religious values”. All of this, and 
WKH\�JHW�WR�GR�LW�ZLWK�WD[SD\HU�IXQGLQJ��'HVSLWH�WKH�
fact that the Minister for Education, Ruairí Quinn, 

launched a public consultation on inclusiveness in 
primary schools, his department is also consulting 
on a new Education (Admissions to Schools) Bill, the 
GUDIW�RI�ZKLFK�UHWDLQV�VFKRROV¶�ULJKW�WR�H[FOXGH�FKLO-
dren who don't meet the required religious criteria.

Who ya gonna call?

For parents who don't want to have their children 
baptised into the Catholic church, who don't want 
WR�KDYH�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ�LQGRFWULQDWHG�DQG�H[SRVHG�WR�
psychological abuse and harmful attitudes towards 
VH[XDOLW\�DQG�JHQGHU�� DPRQJ�RWKHU� WKLQJV�� WKH�RS-
tions, particularly at primary level are few and far 
between. One chink of light in the recent past has 
been the establishment of Educate Together schools, 

ZKLFK�DFFRXQW�IRU����RI�WKH�����VFKRROV�RSHQHG�VLQFH�
�����DQG�DPRXQW�WR����VFKRROV�LQ�WRWDO�

Educate together are multi-denominational schools. 
They teach the primary school curriculum which in-
cludes half an hour a day spent on “faith formation”. 
Educate together schools however, use this time to 
teach what they call the “learn together curriculum.” 
7KLV�FXUULFXOXP�LV�EURNHQ�LQWR�IRXU�VWUDQGV��7KH�¿UVW�
concentrates on “understanding and awareness of 
right and wrong and a heightened awareness of so-
FLDO��HWKLFDO�DQG�PRUDO�VWDQGDUGV�WKURXJK�UHÀHFWLQJ�
on the meaning and purposes of life.” 

The second aims “to develop in children a critical 
knowledge, understanding and awareness of issues 
relating to human rights, equality, culture and diver-
sity, social justice and social inclusiveness and to em-
power them to make a difference.”vi The third strand 
of the curriculum is where it comes closest to reli-
gious instruction. The belief systems strand howev-
HU��FRYHUV�WKH�VL[�ELJJHVW�ZRUOG�UHOLJLRQV��DORQJ�ZLWK�
atheism, agnosticism and humanism. In the fourth 
strand, children are taught environmental ethics.

A complete overhaul of the school curriculum, in-
deed, in how children learn, is desirable from an 
anarchist perspective, but as things stand, Educate 
Together seems to be the best we have. The fact 
that there are more of these schools opening now, 
WKDQ�&DWKROLF�VFKRROV�LV�D�SRVLWLYH��%XW����VFKRROV�LV�
QRW�HQRXJK� IRU�D� FRXQWU\� LQ�ZKLFK���������SHRSOH�
described themselves as having “no religion” on the 
last census. The major shift in attitudes towards “tra-
GLWLRQDO�FDWKROLF�YDOXHV �́�VH[XDOLW\��ERGLO\�DXWRQRP\�
DQG�PDUULDJH� WKDW� RFFXUUHG� GXULQJ� WKH� ����
V� KDV�
\HW�WR�EH�UHÀHFWHG�LQ�ODZV�SHUWDLQLQJ�WR�WKH�HGXFD-
tion system.

:KLOH�LW�PLJKW�EH�GLI¿FXOW�WR�LPPHGLDWHO\�UHPRYH�WKH�
church from the patronage of schools, for want of 
a replacement, without revolutionary change, in the 
here and now, it is important to work towards under-
mining the power of Catholicism in education. The 
¿UVW� VWHS� VKRXOG� EH� WR� YLJRURXVO\� RSSRVH�SUDFWLFHV�
that discriminate at point of access to education. In 
WKH�WZHQW\�¿UVW�FHQWXU\��WKHUH�VKRXOG�EH�QR�URRP�IRU�
a system that values some children more than oth-
ers and that would deny a child the right to learn and 

develop. Secondly, there should be an opt-out from 
religious instruction, so that children do not have to 
EH�H[SRVHG�WR�ZDUSHG�LGHRORJLHV�EDVHG�RQ�VXSHUVWL-
tion, misogyny, homophobia and unhealthy attitudes 
WRZDUGV�VH[XDOLW\�

7KHVH�VKRXOG�EH�WKH�¿UVW�VWHSV��QRW�RQO\�LQ�UHPRY-
LQJ� WKH� LQÀXHQFH� RI� UHOLJLRQ� IURP� WKH� OLYHV� RI� FKLO-
dren but in changing the way we think about learn-
ing. The ultimate aim must be to do away with “an 
education which from infancy seeks to kill in us the 
spirit of revolt, and to develop that of submission to 
authority”vii and replace it with one that allows each 
child to develop themselves to their full potential, as 
free human beings, without gods, without masters.
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The recent BBC  documentary 'Panorama: Brit-

ain's Secret Terror Force' may have once again 

put a spotlight on the extent of British state 

sponsored terrorism in the North and the ac-

tivities of its various shadowy forces; but the 

level of orchestration, impunity, collusion and 

cover up is yet to be truly uncovered.

The documentary revealing the activities of the 

Military Reaction Force (MRF) was aired just a 

day after Northern Irish Attorney General John 

Larkin called for an amnesty on atrocities com-

mitted during the Irish troubles. He may be 

right to break this taboo, but was he lobbied 

by British soldiers and their friends who fear 

justice taking its course as this evidence comes 

to light?

The Military Reaction Force, Military Reconnaissance 
Force or Mobile Reconnaissance Force (MRF) was a 
covert intelligence-gathering and counter-insurgen-
cy terror unit of the British Army active in Belfast, 
Northern Ireland, during ‘the troubles’. The unit was 
IRUPHG�GXULQJ�WKH�VXPPHU�RI������DQG�RSHUDWHG�XQ-
WLO� ODWH������RU�HDUO\������� LQ� WKH�PLGVW�RI�QR��JR�
areas set up across working class communities par-
ticularly in predominantly ‘nationalist’ areas.  It was 
during a time when the Provisional IRA was at a peak 
LQ�WHUPV�RI�LQÀXHQFH�DQG�PHPEHUVKLS�EXW�ZDV�DOVR�
DQ�HUD�RI�JURZLQJ�VHFWDULDQ�FRQÀLFW�� VKRRWLQJV�DQG�
daily bombings.

The MRF has its origins in ideas and techniques de-
veloped by British Army Brigadier Sir Frank Kitson, 
who created "counter gangs" to defeat the Mau Mau 
in Kenya. He was the author of two books on counter-
LQVXUJHQF\�WDFWLFV��*DQJV�	�&RXQWHU�*DQJV��������
DQG� /RZ� ,QWHQVLW\� 2SHUDWLRQV� �������� )URP� �����
WR�������.LWVRQ�VHUYHG�LQ�1RUWKHUQ�,UHODQG�DV�FRP-

PDQGHU�RI�WKH���WK�,QIDQWU\�%ULJDGH��7KHVH�PDQXDOV�
UHYHDO� WKH� H[WHQW� RI� %ULWDLQ¶V� FRORQLDO�PLQGVHW� DQG�
LWV�H[WHQVLYH�RSHUDWLRQV�WR�GHIHDW�LQVXUJHQFLHV�IURP�
Malaysia to adapted present day military occupations 
in Iraq and Afghanistan.

The MRF was based at Palace Barracks in the Bel-
IDVW� VXEXUE� RI� +ROO\ZRRG� DQG� LWV� ¿UVW� FRPPDQGHU�
ZDV�&DSWDLQ�$UWKXU�:DWFKXV��,Q�-XQH�������KH�ZDV�
succeeded by Captain James 'Hamish' McGregor. It 
was split into sections, which were each commanded 
by sergeants or sergeant-majors who had served in 
the Special Air Service (SAS), Special Boat Service 
(SBS), the Royal Marines and the Parachute Regi-
ment. The unit consisted of up to 40 men, and a 
few women, handpicked from throughout the British 
Army.

Many details about the unit's modus operandi have 
been revealed by former members while others have 
\HW�WR�EH�FRQ¿UPHG�VXFK�DV�LQYROYHPHQW�LQ�WKH�1HZ�
/RGJH� VL[� PDVVDFUHV� DQG� WKH� 0F*XUN¶V� ERPELQJ�
ZKLFK� OHIW�¿IWHHQ�LQQRFHQW�FLYLOLDQV�GHDG�DQG�D�IXU-
ther seventeen wounded. The book Killing For Britain 

��������ZULWWHQ�E\�IRUPHU�89)�PHPEHU�
-RKQ�%ODFN
��
claims that the MRF organized the bombing and 
helped the bombers get in and out of the area.  Local 
people claimed security forces helped the bombers 
by removing the checkpoints an hour before the at-
tack.  

One of the bombers—Robert Campbell—said that 
their original target had been The Gem, a nearby 
SXE�WKDW�ZDV�DOOHJHGO\�OLQNHG�WR�WKH�2I¿FLDO�,5$��,W�
LV�FODLPHG�WKH�05)�SODQ�ZDV�WR�KHOS�WKH�89)�WKH�EDU��
and then blame the bombing on the Provisional IRA. 
In an attempt to start a feud between the two IRA 
IDFWLRQV��GLYHUWLQJ�WKHP�IURP�WKHLU�¿JKW�DJDLQVW�WKH�
security forces and draining their support. Campbell 
said that The Gem had security outside and, after 
waiting for almost an hour, they decided to bomb the 
nearest 'Catholic pub' instead. Immediately after, the 
security forces claimed that a bomb had accidentally 
H[SORGHG�ZKLOH�EHLQJ�KDQGOHG�E\� ,5$�PHPEHUV� LQ-
side McGurk's.

In 2012–13, a former MRF member using the cover 
name, 'Simon Cursey' gave a number of interviews 
in his book MRF Shadow Troop, about his time in the 
undercover unit. While full of the sort of macho bra-
YDGR�DQG�KHURLVP�\RX�ZRXOG�H[SHFW�IURP�D�VS\�VWR-
ry, the book in itself is a fascinating read in terms of 
SUR¿OLQJ� WKH�FRPSRVLWLRQ��SV\FKRORJ\�DQG�DFWLYLWLHV�
of this de facto death squad. In it he describes the 
unit as ‘a small undercover unit of three or nine man 
section, operating from a secret compound location 
QHDU�%HOIDVW��7KHUH�ZDV�RQO\�RQH�RI¿FHU�DQG�DOPRVW�
all the operational members of MRF held ranks rang-
LQJ�IURP�ODQFH�FRUSRUDO�WR�:2���ZDUUDQW�RI¿FHU��FODVV�
���� ,W� ZDV� KRZHYHU�� D� µÀDW¶�� UDWKHU� WKDQ� KLHUDUFKDO�
structure; and neither was it some ‘rogue’ unit as 
some liberal commentators  have claimed as it was  

“The MRF has its 
origins in ideas and 
techniques developed 
by "counter gangs" 
to defeat the Mau 
Mau in Kenya.”
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GLUHFWO\�DFFRXQWDEOH� WR� WKH�*2&1,� �*HQHUDO�2I¿FHU�
Commanding Northern Ireland).’ For ‘Simon’ this was 
‘an incredible simple chain of command, cutting out 
almost the entirety of the Army structure.’ Indeed 
this structure of command to the upper echelons of 
the British establishment raises further questions 
concerning the level of orchestration and who ulti-
mately sanctioned operations?

The real responsibility for these atrocities lies close 
to the door of the cabinet and 'untouchable' senior 
soldiers of the day, whether past or present. General 
Sir Mike Jackson, former Chief of the General Staff of 
the British Army and former commander of the Para-
chute regiment has admitted he knew of the MRF 
and Brigadier Gordon Kerr, who ran the previously-
XQFRYHUHG� )RUFH� 5HVHDUFK� 8QLW� �)58��� 0LOLWDU\� DG-
YLVHUV�&RORQHO�'DYLG�6WLUOLQJ�DQG�FRXQWHU�LQVXUJHQF\�
dirty tricks 'guru' General Frank Kitson as well, are 
unlikely to have been far from the crime scene.

(JJHG� RQ� E\�0LQLVWU\� RI� 'HIHQFH� DGYLVHUV� VXFK� DV�
Kitson, the Prime Minister of Northern Ireland and 
WKH�'HIHQFH�VHFUHWDU\�RI�WKH�GD\�PXVW�KDYH�VLJQHG�
off MRF's shooting of innocent unarmed civilians with 
a nod and a wink, on the understanding that noth-
LQJ�ZRXOG�EH�RI¿FLDOO\�UHYHDOHG�XQWLO�UHFHQWO\��*LYHQ�
WKDW� WKH�05)�ZDV�RI¿FLDOO\�FRQ¿UPHG� LQ�3DUOLDPHQW�
LQ�0DUFK������DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�UHFHQW�UHSRUW�KLJKOLJKW-
ing the destroying of documents in former British 
colonies such as in Kenya only serves to highlight 
the length our ruling classes will go to conceal their 
crimes against humanity.

While the MRF engaged in terror tactics against the 
mainly nationalist community in terms of random 
drive by shootings against innocent unarmed civil-
LDQV�LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�LQÀDPH�VHFWDULDQ�FRQÀLFW��WKLV�
unit and level of British state collusion was not isolat-
HG�LQFLGHQW�EXW�¿WWHG�D�EURDGHU�SDWWHUQ�DQG�DJHQGD�
IURP�WKH�&DLUR�JDQJ�LQ�WKH�����V�WR�WKH�6$6�WR�PDNH�
sure its Britain’s strategic interests are secure at all 
costs.

As we now know from countless enquires and ac-
counts such as Bloody Sunday, Ballymurphy massa-
cre, and the loyalist collusion into assassination of 
Pat Finucane that Britain that far from being an im-
partial ‘peace-keeper’ between two ‘tribes’, the state 

was involved in an orchestrated campaign of state 
terrorism, torture and impunity without trial by its 
XQRI¿FLDO� DQG� RI¿FLDO� DUP\� RI�PHUFHQDULHV�� 7KLV� LV�
in stark contrast to the recent Smithwick report into 
allegations of Garda force collusion into IRA assas-
VLQDWLRQ�RI�WZR�58&�RI¿FHUV�ZKLFK�VHUYHG�DV�D�VRS�WR�
reactionary unionism and useful distraction for wide-
spread British state collusion.

This latest documentary is just the tip of the iceberg 
and comes after secret documents published by the 
Pat Finucane Centre in 2011 highlighting endemic 
and systematic collusion between the British army 
regiments and loyalist paramilitaries in the North 
DQG�WKDW�XS�WR�����RI�WKH�8OVWHU�'HIHQFH�5HJLPHQW�
total membership had loyalist paramilitary links with 
WKH�WDFLW�NQRZOHGJH�RI�%ULWLVK�$UP\�VHQLRU�RI¿FHUV��
Last month the Pat Finucane Centre book 'Lethal 
Allies: British Collusion in Ireland' was published. 
'UDZLQJ�RQ�SUHYLRXVO\�XQSXEOLVKHG�UHSRUWV�IURP�WKH�
Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI)'s Historical 
Enquiries Team, author Anne Cadwallader retraced 
WKH�VWHSV�RI�WKH�VR�FDOOHG�µ0LG�8OVWHU¶�OR\DOLVW�JDQJ��
claiming it carried out more than 120 savage sectar-
LDQ�NLOOLQJV�RYHU�¿YH�\HDUV�IURP�������

Its attacks ranged from individual shootings to the 
'XEOLQ�DQG�0RQDJKDQ�ERPELQJV��0RVW�RI�WKH�JDQJ¶V�
victims were Catholic civilians and Ms Cadwallader 
points out that large numbers of the killings directly 
or indirectly involved members of the now-defunct 
5R\DO�8OVWHU�&RQVWDEXODU\�RU�WKH�8OVWHU�'HIHQFH�5HJ-
iment.

This entire dark chapter in Northern Ireland in many 
ways validates the anarchist analysis that that state 
institutionalises misery, injustice and violence in its 
broadest sense and no amount token reforms of win-
dow dressing past or present can hide this ugly real-
LW\��7KH�FRQÀLFW�WKDW�EOLJKWHG�VR�PDQ\�OLYHV��IDPLOLHV�
and divided communities served as an important 
laboratory for counter insurgency repression and 
surveillance with its lessons being applied today by 
‘counter-terrorism’ advisors from Britain to Israel. 
British police colleges are now training Britain's old 
colonial powers from Bahrain, to Kenya and Sri Lan-
ka in the niceties of destroying organized opposition 
ZKLOH�ZRUNLQJ� DORQJVLGH� FRYHUW� 86� VSHFLDO� IRUFH� LQ�
VXSSRUWLQJ�LWV�SUR[\�ZDUORUGV�DQG�PLOLWLDV�

,Q� WKH� 86�� WKH� -RLQW� 6SHFLDO� 2SHUDWLRQV� &RPPDQG�
(JSOC), which is directly accountable to the White-
KRXVH�� FRQWLQXHV� WR� ZDJH� DQG� UH�GH¿QH� D� JOREDO�
battle of aggression from Yemen, to Somalia, to 
Afghanistan and beyond against its perceived ene-
mies from secret prisons and rendition, sponsoring 
death squads to indiscriminate drone attacks wiping 
out whole families; ‘Somehow, in front of our eyes, 
undeclared wars have been launched in countries 
across the globe; foreigners and citizens alike are 
assassinated by presidential decree; the war on ter-
URU�WUDQVIRUPHG�LQWR�D�VHOI�IXO¿OOLQJ�SURSKHF\�����+RZ�
does a war like this ever end, and what happens to 
us when we realise what was hidden in plain sight?" 

You will often hear people again and again saying of 
Ireland's 'troubles' that this occurred a long time ago 
and that we must move on. The reality is the British 
army still continues to occupy part of Ireland using 
all means at its disposal including the use of shad-
owy forces such as the Special Reconnaissance Regi-
PHQW�DQG�0,��XQGHU�WKH�FRPPDQG�RI�WKH�361,�ZKLOH�
WKH�*RRG�)ULGD\�$JUHHPHQW�VLJQHG�LQ������KDV�VWLOO�
QRW�VROYHG�WKH�URRW�FDXVHV�RI�WKH�FRQÀLFW�RU�VHFWDULDQ�
division because it was not intended to do so.  We 
may shrug our shoulders and turn our backs on the 
past but it will always come back with a vengeance. 
7KH� WDVN� LV� WR�EXLOG� DQG�¿JKW� IRU� D� IUHH�DQG�HTXDO�
VRFLHW\�WKDW�ZLOO�¿QDOO\�EXU\�HYHU\WKLQJ�WKDW�LV�URWWHQ�
with the present.
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Many of us have an Occupy story. Mine took 

place in New York on March 17th of 2012, the 

VL[�PRQWK� DQQLYHUVDU\� RI� WKH� ¿UVW� RFFXSDWLRQ�
of Zuccotti Park, and the three-month anniver-

VDU\�RI�LWV�HYLFWLRQ��,�MRLQHG�DERXW�¿YH�KXQGUHG�
or so Occupiers who had gathered after dark 

on the Manhattan side of Brooklyn Bridge. As 

we marched the three blocks or so to reclaim 

=XFFRWWL�3DUN��1<3'¶V�¿QHVW��IXOO\�DUPHG��OLWHU-
ally lined the street each step of the way. And 

in the park itself a surveillance tower loomed 

overhead. 

What were we doing that was so dangerous that it 
necessitated a SWAT team on stand-by? No doubt 
it had something to do with the chanting and sing-
ing that started spontaneously once we arrived: 
‘Ah! Aquí! An-ti-cap-it-al-is-ta! Ah! Aquí! An-ti-cap-
it-al-is-ta!’ Later, there was an attempt to re-camp 
LQ�8QLRQ�6TXDUH�EXW�WKH�IROORZLQJ�PRUQLQJ��WKH�SR-
lice arrested or moved on anyone who attempted to 
remain. I remember a park groundskeeper, an el-
derly African-American man, spat on the ground as 
ZH�ZDWFKHG�WZR�RI¿FHUV�WKURZ�D�\RXQJ�EOXH�KDLUHG�
woman into the back of a police van. ‘Same old sto-
ry’, he said. 
 
Declarations of occupation

'DYLG�*UDHEHU¶V�2FFXS\�VWRU\�LV�µDERXW�WKH�SRVVLELO-
ity of democracy in America [and] the opening up 
of the radical imagination that Occupy allowed’ (p. 
[Y���µ7KH�'HPRFUDF\�3URMHFW¶�LV�WROG�LQ�¿YH�FKDSWHUV��
Chapter one – ‘The Beginning is Near’ – provides a 
¿UVW�KDQG�DFFRXQW�RI�WKH�HDUO\�GD\V�RI�µ2FFXS\¶�IURP�
the summer of 2011 onwards. Graeber gleefully de-

VFULEHV�KRZ�WKRVH�ZKR�ZDQWHG�SUH¿JXUDWLYH�SROLWLFV�
LJQRUHG�0DU[LVW�/HQLQLVW� FHQWUDO� FRPPLWWHH�SURSRV-
als for ‘popular front’ marches and instead seized the 
initiative themselves, declaring for a city-square oc-
cupation along the lines of Tahrir or Syntagma. 

Graeber does not downplay his own organising role 
KHUH��KH�KHOSHG� FRLQ� WKH� VORJDQ� µ:H�DUH� WKH����¶�
and we are even presented with the emails to prove 
it.  For the most part though, he emphasises the 
courage, determination and hard work of those dedi-
FDWHG� KXQGUHGV� ZKR� GXJ� LQ� DW� =XFFRWWL� 3DUN� WKDW�
September and refused to budge despite atrocious 
conditions and police terror. 
 
:LWKLQ�ZHHNV��2FFXS\�KDG�VSUHDG�WR�VRPH�����FLWLHV�
DFURVV�WKH�ZRUOG��&KDSWHU�WZR�H[SORUHV�ZK\�WKLV�ZDV�
the case. Notably, the movement – initially, predomi-

nantly composed of indebted graduates and under-
employed - spoke directly to America’s wider work-
ing class. Highlighting the ‘predatory and unpopular 
QDWXUH�RI�WKH�¿QDQFLDO�H[WRUWLRQ�UDFNHW¶�UHVRQDWHG�LQ�
D�FRXQWU\�ZKHUH�WKH�DYHUDJH�KRXVHKROG�VSHQGV�����
of its income on servicing loans and where one in 
seven citizens is being pursued by a debt collection 
agency. Among the hundreds of individual posts to 
WKH�µ:H�DUH�WKH����¶�WXPEOU��WKH�PRVW�IUHTXHQW�ZRUG�
used was ‘job’, the second, ‘debt’, but that almost all 
the rest referred to necessities of life, homes, food, 
health care, education, children.  

,Q� WKLV� FRQWH[W��*UDHEHU�FODLPV��2FFXS\�VXFFHHGHG�
not despite the ‘anarchist element’ but because of 
LW��,WV�VWXEERUQ�UHIXVDO�WR�PDNH�GHPDQGV�RI�H[LVWLQJ�
institutions not only attacked ‘institutionalised brib-
ery’ as the basis of contemporary electoral politics, it 
also tapped into people’s ‘genuine indignation at be-
LQJ�FXW�RII�IURP�WKH�PHDQV�RI�GRLQJ�JRRG¶��,Q�WKH�86��
the populist right, notably the Tea Party, had tended 
to monopolise this indignation; it now had a rival. 

Spaces of intercultural improvisation 
In the second half of the book, Graeber shows how 
this apparently new story is, in fact, quite an old one.  
&KDSWHU�WKUHH�±�µ7KH�&RYHUW�+LVWRU\�RI�'HPRFUDF\¶�±�
argues that, in essence, democracy ‘is just the belief 
that humans are fundamentally equal and ought to 
be allowed to manage their collective affairs in an 
egalitarian fashion, using whatever means appear 
most conducive. That, and the hard work of bring-
ing arrangements based on those principles into be-
ing’. On Graeber’s account, democracy is not an in-
tellectual inheritance, Western tradition or particular 

Words: Tom Murray

“Those who wanted 
prefigurative poli-
tics ignored 
Marxist-Leninist 
central committee 
proposals for ‘popu-
lar front’ marches”

Review: David Graebers ‘The Democracy Project’.



mode of government but is rather a constant fea-
ture of ‘spaces of intercultural improvisation’ outside 
of state or church control. In outlining how various 
VSDFHV�RI�WKLV�NLQG�KDYH�DULVHQ�LQ�WKH�8�6���*UDHEHU�
links the democratic practices of the indigenous Na-
tive Americans, the frontier societies and the pirate 
vessels of the Atlantic to the popular assemblies and 
revolts of the American Revolution.  

At stake here is a clever inversion of both American 
H[FHSWLRQDOLVP� DQG� OLEHUDO� SROLWLFDO� WKHRU\�� 3HRSOH¶V�
freedoms are not magically protected for their being 
enshrined in a constitution or recognised by the state 
EXW�UDWKHU�RZH��¿UVW�DQG�IRUHPRVW��WR�SHRSOH�DFWLYHO\�
H[HUFLVLQJ�WKHP�
 
With this in mind, Chapter four – ‘How Change Hap-
SHQV¶�±�FRPSDUHV�2FFXS\¶V�DWWHPSWV�WR�H[HUFLVH�QHZ�
freedoms with contemporary revolutionary move-
ments, mostly from the Global South. Here, Graeber 
LGHQWL¿HV�D�UHYROXWLRQDU\�µGXDO�SRZHU�VWUDWHJ\¶�ZLWK�
WKDW�RI�FUHDWLQJ�OLEHUDWHG�VSDFHV�RXWVLGH�RI�WKH�H[LVW-
LQJ� RUGHU� DQG� DFKLHYLQJ� µFRQFUHWH� EHQH¿WV¶� IRU� WKH�
����VLPXOWDQHRXVO\��

In practice, the challenge centres on construct-
ing effective alliances beyond the utopian enclave 
of activists without compromising on democratic or 
horizontal decision-making. Graeber contrasts Oc-
cupy’s consensus decision-making to the Sadr city 
strategy in Iraq where grassroots institutions are 
defended militarily; to the San Andrés strategy in 
0H[LFR�ZKHUH�WKH�=DSDWLVWDV�QHJRWLDWHG�D�VHSDUDWH�
]RQH�RI�LQÀXHQFH�ZLWK�WKH�0H[LFDQ�JRYHUQPHQW��DQG�
to the El Alto strategy in Bolivia where indigenous 
social movements, by threatening to topple the gov-
ernment if they go against their elections promises, 
bolster their political representatives’ negotiating po-
VLWLRQ�ZLWK�FDSLWDO��7R�YDU\LQJ�GHJUHHV��ZKLOH�H[WUDFW-
LQJ� FRQFHVVLRQV� DQG� GHOLYHULQJ� µFRQFUHWH� EHQH¿WV¶��
these strategies present clear limits to horizontality. 
 
Instead, Occupy Wall Street, Graeber suggests, 
is most like the ‘Buenos Aires’ strategy of creating 
KRUL]RQWDO�SUDFWLFHV� LQ�RUGHU� WR�GH�OHJLWLPDWH�H[LVW-
ing political institutions; material concerns follow 
VHFRQGDULO\� WR� GHPRFUDWLF� SURFHVV�� 7KH� ¿QDO� FKDS-

ter – ‘Breaking the Spell’ – interprets the organising 
tendencies and imaginative horizons at work in Oc-
cupy to project the ongoing ‘transformation of politi-
cal common sense’. On this basis, the revolutionary 
horizon of the early 21st century might involve some 
combination of the following: a debt jubilee; an end 
to the productivist-consumerist work ethic in favour 
of environmental sustainability and balanced job-life 
FRPSOH[HV��D�VKLIW�LQ�ODERXU�WRZDUGV�YDOXH�FUHDWLRQ�
for human needs; a radical decentralisation of ad-
PLQLVWUDWLRQ�DQG�D�UDGLFDO�H[SDQVLRQ�RI�WKH�EDVHOLQH�
communism of everyday life. 

An ounce of theory, a tonne of anecdotes

2YHUDOO�� µ7KH�'HPRFUDF\�3URMHFW¶� FRPELQHV�SROLWLFDO�
WKHRU\��KLVWRU\�DQG�HFRQRPLFV�ZLWK�¿UVW�KDQG�DQHF-
dotes, FAQ sections and a good sense of fun. The 
result is a very clear and easy to read analysis, con-
sistently attentive to the power relations at stake in 
ERWK�WKH�PLFUR�SROLWLFV�RI�RFFXS\LQJ�=XFFRWWL�3DUN�DV�
well as the macro-politics of global political economy. 

$Q\�DFDGHPLF�FDQ�WUDFH�KRZ�WKH�¿QDQFLDO�SRZHU�RI�
WKH����GHSHQGV�RQ�8�6��PLOLWDU\�PLJKW�DEURDG�DQG�
on the courts, repossession agencies and sheriffs at 
home; it takes an anarchist activist to convey the 
true horror of challenging these structures through 
electoralism, or speechifying celebrities. This realist 
analysis is central to understanding why the radi-

cal horizon suggested by Occupy, howsoever utopian 
LW�PLJKW� DW� ¿UVW� DSSHDU�� LV� DEVROXWHO\� QHFHVVDU\�� ,W�
also informs why Occupy collapsed: low-level police 
terror and media smear campaigns prepared the 
ground for the evictions while, culturally, a decade of 
SRVW������VHFXULW\�QRUPV�DOORZHG�OLEHUDOV�WR�ORRN�WKH�
other way as the police infringed basic civil liberties 
to destroy the camps and to make arrests. 
 
In terms of criticism, the intentionally provocative 
assumption that Occupy ‘worked’ is the central point 
of the book yet also the one most open to ques-
tion. After the initial moment of outrage and col-
lective self-help, the movement appeared to stall. 
Encampments transformed into a meta-movement 
primarily concerned with defending the right to oc-
cupy public space. In this respect, Graeber comes 
close to acknowledging the limits to Occupy’s secur-
LQJ� µFRQFUHWH� EHQH¿WV¶� IRU� WKH� ���� EXW� DOPRVW� LQ-
stantly insists that the movement’s primary function 
was to transform political common sense.  There are 
two issues here. First, how does he know? I feel that 
Graeber too readily discovers his own revolutionary 
YLVLRQ� LQ�ZKDW�ZDV�D�PRYHPHQW�ZLWK�DQ�H[WUDRUGL-
narily diverse range of participants and political at-
titudes. Occupy’s adoption of horizontal means was 
important but to take this as proof of horizontal ends 
strains the evidence presented. 
 
Secondly, even if we accept Occupy’s revolutionary 
potential, Graeber glosses over the practical limita-
tions of horizontalism as a means of social transfor-
mation. The suspicion lingers that movements based 
on square occupations and horizontal assemblies 
face overwhelming challenges in terms of undermin-
LQJ�RU�H[KDXVWLQJ� WKHPVHOYHV� LQ� WKH� ORQJ� UXQ��7KLV�
is not simply about police and media hostility; it is 
DOVR�DERXW�¿QGLQJ�ZD\V�WR�VHFXUH�RQJRLQJ�EHQH¿WV�WR�
members, including material ones. 

Bread and revolutionary principles

µ7KH�'HPRFUDF\�3URMHFW¶�FOHDUO\�LGHQWL¿HV�WKH�WHQVLRQ�
in practice between maintaining horizontal principles 
DQG�DFKLHYLQJ�FRQFUHWH�EHQH¿WV�EXW�ZRXOG�LWVHOI�JDLQ��
I think, from a more holistic evaluation of how the lat-
ter is necessary for the former. There are both practi-
cal and principled reasons why anarchist visions of 
transformation have usually prioritised the general 
VWULNH� DQG� H[SURSULDWLRQ�� RU� SHRSOH� GLUHFWO\� VHL]LQJ�
and collectively working the means of production. As 
Kropotkin put it, revolutionary principles are impos-
sible to sustain without the conquest of bread. 
 
In sum, Graeber’s overall assessment of Occupy’s 
WUXH�VLJQL¿FDQFH���D�FXOWXUH�VKRFN�±�LV�SUREDEO\�ULJKW��
Occupy reminded us that we need not resign our-
selves to having our politics acted upon us. On an 
unprecedented scale, in occupied squares and cit-
ies around the world, people re-discovered and re-
invented old habits of self-organisation, and collec-
tive action. For a brief period, the movement struck 
a blow against the prevailing cynicism, a necessary 
function of neoliberalism’s ‘relentless campaign 
against the human imagination’ and a powerful force 
for reinforcing individual isolation in workplaces and 
communities. 

In the years since Occupy, as state and capital con-
WLQXH�WR�LVRODWH��H[SORLW��RSSUHVV�DQG�UHSUHVV�XV��ZH�
are still angry but perhaps more tired now, and less 
KRSHIXO��%RRNV�OLNH�µ7KH�'HPRFUDF\�3URMHFW¶�UHPLQG�
us to take heart. We are many while they are few; 
there will be new opportunities for revolt; and, above 
all, the new world struggling to emerge is well worth 
¿JKWLQJ�IRU�
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provocative 
assumption that 
Occupy ‘worked’ is 
the central point of 
the book yet also the 
one most open to 
question”



:KHQ�,DLQ�%DQNV�VKXIÀHG�RII� WKLV�
mortal coil in June of last year, 

VFL�¿� JHHNV� LQ� JHQHUDO� DQG� OHIW\�
VFL�¿�JHHNV�LQ�SDUWLFXODU��PRXUQHG�
the fact that there wasn't a back-

up copy of his personality stored 

somewhere. In the universe he 

created in his acclaimed The Cul-

WXUH� VHULHV� RI� VFL�¿� QRYHOV�� WKDW�
almost certainly would have been 

the case. Transplanted into a new 

ERG\�� ELRORJLFDO� RU� DUWL¿FLDO�� RU�
even brought back in virtual reality 

or as an adjunct to the mind of a 

Culture ship, he could have contin-

ued writing the books we've come 

to know and love for another few 

hundred years.

Written under the name Iain M. Banks, 
WR�GLVWLQJXLVK�KLV�VFL�¿� IURP�KLV�RWKHU�
work, the Culture series describes an 
advanced, post-scarcity, post-human, 
space faring civilisation that could be 
described as libertarian communist. 

There is no government, there are no 
laws, no private property and individu-
als are free to do almost anything, as 
long as they don't impinge on the free-
dom of others, or violate some unwrit-
ten rules about interference with other 
civilisations.

Not that interference is prohibited, on 
the contrary it's a way of life for the 
&XOWXUH��8QOLNH� WKH� )HGHUDWLRQ� LQ�6WDU�
Trek, there is no prime directive that 
prohibits altering the course of alien 
societies. 

It is the interaction with other civilisa-
tions and the philosophical and moral 
dilemmas it poses, that forms the ba-
sis of the books of the series; That and 
H[SORVLRQV��FKDVHV��JXQ�¿JKWV��VH[�DQG�
barbed humour.

Life, but not as we know it

Life in The Culture consists of roughly 
three types of entity – Biological post-
human, drones and minds. The biologi-

Words: Sun-Earther Mark Anarcho Dowling of Navan

cal types can't properly be described as 
a species. They are the decedents of 
seven or eight civilisations of humanoid 
space faring species federated to form 
a new civilisation consisting of roughly 
thirty trillion beings. 

Having reached unimaginable heights of 
technological advancement, they decid-
ed to take their evolution into their own 
hands. Over the course of thousands of 
\HDUV�RI�7KH�&XOWXUH
V�H[LVWHQFH��RWKHU�
civilisations joined, some humanoid, 
some not, making it impossible to dis-
tinguish individual species.

The Culture however is not like The Borg 
of Star Trek. There isn't an assimilato-
ry sameness to all it's beings, far from 
it. There is little uniformity. Long life 
spans and the availability of biological 
enhancements allow citizens to change 
their form several times within their 
lifetime. Some opt for simple bodily im-
provements, others change gender or 
species several times over. 

While some people make what are con-
sidered “unusual life choices”, and be-
FRPH� DUWL¿FLDO� LQWHOOLJHQFH�� RU� HYHQ�
stranger, revert to “human basic”, most 
opt for enhancements such as drug 
glands, the ability to switch off pain, 
JURZ�H[WUD�OLPEV�RU�LQ�WKH�FDVH�RI�PHP-
bers of 'Special Circumstances' – more 
about them later, weapons systems em-
bedded in various parts of the body.

'URQHV�� XQOLNH� ZKDW� WKH� QDPH� VXJ-
gests, are comparable in intelligence 
and status to biological citizens of The 
&XOWXUH��7KLV�H[FOXGHV�GURQHV�FUHDWHG�WR�
do menial work, who are only regarded 
as proto-sentient and are therefore not 
considered citizens. The most interest-
ing drones are ones in the service of 
“contact or “special circumstances” that 
include special armaments like “knife 
PLVVLOHV �́� 'HVSLWH� WKH� IDFW� WKDW� GURQHV�
DUH�XVXDOO\�EXLOW�IRU�D�VSHFL¿F�SXUSRVH��
they are given personalities so they can 
make life choices.

The most interesting citizens of the cul-
ture, and the ones who feature most of-
ten in the novels are the minds. Minds 
DUH� DUWL¿FLDO� LQWHOOLJHQFHV� WKDW� DUH� HV-
sentially the brains of the various class 
of spaceship that populate The Culture. 

These range from civilian ships, like 

Review:
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General Systems Vehicles (GSV), mas-
sive habitats that are home to billions of 
SHRSOH�� WKURXJK�*HQHUDO�&RQWDFW�8QLWV�
�*&8��� WKDW� HIIHFWLYHO\� DFW� DV� DPEDV-
sadors to other civilisations, to military 
FODVV�VKLSV�OLNH�*HQHUDO�2IIHQVLYH�8QLWV�
�*28���DQG�9HU\�)DVW�3LFNHWV��9)3��

7KH� 0LQGV� WKHPVHOYHV� DUH� LQ¿QLWD-
ly more intelligent than humans and 
drones. When Banks was asked if this 
is what gods would be like, he replied 
“If we're lucky”. Though mostly benev-
olent, the Minds have a wicked sense 
RI� KXPRXU�� ZKLFK� LV� UHÀHFWHG� LQ� WKH�
names they give the ships they inhabit 
±�*69�8QIRUWXQDWH�&RQÀLFW�RI�(YLGHQFH��
*&8�-XVW�5HDG�WKH�,QVWUXFWLRQV��*&8�$�
6HULHV� RI� 8QOLNHO\� ([SODQDWLRQV�� G528�
)UDQN�([FKDQJH�RI�9LHZV��*69�$QWLFLSD-
tion of A New Lover's Arrival, the, and 
my personal favourite, VFP Outstanding 
Contribution to the Historical Process.

As well as on ships, citizens of The Cul-
ture live on Orbitals, vast wheel shaped 
DUWL¿FLDO� ZRUOGV� ZKHUH� HYHU\� GHVLUH�
is catered for. Very few live on actual 
planets, though most other species we 
encounter in the series do.

Anarchy in a hostile galaxy

If you are not familiar with the series, 
you may be asking why a society that 
can be broadly described as libertar-

ian communist, needs military ships 
and drones and something called “Spe-
cial Circumstances”. Well, throughout 
the series, Banks tackles philosophical 
problems that arise from such a society 
H[LVWLQJ�ZLWKLQ�D�ZLGHU�JDODFWLF� IUDPH-
work that does not share its values. 

7KH� ¿UVW� ERRN� RI� WKH� VHULHV�� &RQVLGHU�
3KOHEDV�� SXEOLVKHG� LQ� ������ OD\V� WKH�
groundwork for what is to come. The 
Culture is at war. The aggressor is the 
theocratic Idrian empire, the protago-
nist, Horza, a mercenary in their ser-
YLFH�� 7KH� ,GULDQ
V� KDYH� EHJXQ� WR� H[-
pand, to conquer other civilisations and 
assimilate them. 

The culture feels duty bound to halt their 
H[SDQVLRQ��6KLSV�DUH� UHWRROHG� IRU�ZDU��
Special Circumstances is established 
for covert operations and mercenaries 
are hired to do the work that is too dirty 
even for SC. Though the Culture even-
tually come out victorious (though the 
war has not yet ended by the end of 
WKH�ERRN���WKH�H[SHULHQFH�OHDYHV�WKHP�
constantly prepared for war.

Throughout the rest of the series, other 
philosophical problems are dealt with. 
In the novella, The State of the Art, 
WKH�KXPDQRLG�']LHW�6PD�DQG�WKH�*&8�
Arbitrary argue over whether to make 
contact with Earth. To aid the decision, 

agents are sent to various parts of the 
planet to gather information, while the 
ship monitors telecommunications net-
works (a comical situation arises when 
the ship sends in a request to the BBC 
:RUOG� 6HUYLFH� WR� SOD\� 'DYLG� %RZLH
V�
Space Oddity, “for the good ship Arbi-
trary and all who sail in her”). In the 

“Throughout the series, Banks tackles 
philosophical problems that arise from 
an anarchist society existing within a 
wider galactic framework that does not 
share its values”
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HQG�� WKH� FLWL]HQV�RI�(DUWK� LQ������DUH�
considered too erratic, hostile and war 
like to contact, but they leave agents to 
continue monitoring them. It is insinu-
ated elsewhere that contact is made in 
�����$'�

Other questions that are raised are the 
problem of boredom in a post-scarcity 
society, the problem of ends and means, 
if very advanced simulated AI environ-
ments can be considered new universes 
with sentient beings – The Culture think 
they are and leave them running when 
the scenario that the simulation was set 
XS�IRU�LV�¿QLVKHG�DQG�KRZ�PXFK�LQWHU-
ference is too much interference.

It's not quite sublime

7KH� ¿QDO� ERRN� LQ� WKH� VHULHV� WKDW� ,DLQ�
Banks wrote before he died, The Hydro-
gen Sonata, deals with what happens 
to civilisations when they have done all 
there is to do and feel that they no lon-
ger serve a purpose. The civilisation in 
question is the Gzilt, who almost joined 

The Culture at it's foundation but mys-
teriously changed their minds at the 
last minute. The solution is to Sublime. 
7R�PRYH�WR�DQRWKHU�SODQH�RI�H[LVWHQFH�
beyond the physical. The hitch in the 
plan is that their whole civilisation has 
been built on “The Book of Truth”, their 
version of the bible that was so accu-
rate in it's predictions, and made them 
feel so unique, that it prevented them 
from joining the culture. 

The problem that transpires is that the 
Book of Truth is a lie, a mischievous 
prank played by rogue elements from 
within an even older civilisation. The 
protagonist, Vyr Cossant, a Gzilt citizen, 
and a host of Culture minds attempt to 
¿QG�RXW�ZKR�LV�WU\LQJ�WR�FRYHU�LW�XS�DQG�
what to do with the information.

At times when you get to the end of one 

of these books, despite the situations 
described in their pages being serious, 
not much has really changed. It's the 
journey that is important rather than 
the destination and you get the feeling 
that The Culture like to climb mountains 
EHFDXVH� WKH\
UH� WKHUH��%DQNV�DOVR� H[-
plained that he uses this device to show 
that individuals don't really have a lot 
of power to change things on their own. 
There are no Luke Skywalkers or James 
T. Kirks who can dramatically alter the 
course of history. As he said of Consider 
Phlebas:

“There's a big war going on in [Con-
sider Phlebas], and various individuals 
DQG�JURXSV�PDQDJH�WR�LQÀXHQFH�LWV�RXW-
come. But even being able to do that 
doesn't ultimately change things very 
much. At the book's end, I have a sec-
tion pointing this out by telling what 
happened after the war, which was an 
attempt to pose the question, 'What 
was it all for?' I guess this approach has 
to do with my reacting to the cliché of 
SF's 'lone protagonist.' 

You know, this idea that a single indi-
vidual can determine the direction of 
entire civilizations. It's very, very hard 
for a lone person to do that. And it sets 
you thinking what difference, if any, 
it would have made if Jesus Christ, or 
.DUO�0DU[�RU�&KDUOHV�'DUZLQ�KDG�QHYHU�
been. We just don't know.”

There are ten books in total, each one 
LV�D�JHP��,I�\RX�OLNH�VFL�¿�WKDW�LVQ
W�G\V-
topian, but you still like a bit of adven-
ture, black humour and a bit of philoso-
phy thrown in, you won't regret getting 
into them.
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History has traditionally been viewed through 

the prism of ‘great leaders’ or ‘powerful men’ 

(and it usually is men).  In recent years, how-

ever, the importance of community or local his-

tory – and the contributions of ‘ordinary’ peo-

ple to great events – has been recognised.  To 

paraphrase Jim Larkin “The great leaders only 

appear great because of the commitment, sac-

UL¿FH�DQG�HQHUJ\�RI�RUGLQDU\�SHRSOH´�

“100 Years Later – The Legacy of the 1913 Lock-

out”, edited by Mary Muldowney and Ida Milne 

and published by Seven Towers, is a strong and 

powerful contribution to shining a light on the 

“hardship and heroism that was part of that 

epic struggle.”

%UDYHU\�DQG�VDFUL¿FH
In her introduction to the book Mary Muldowney 
writes “The many achievements in employment 
rights that were a feature of the twentieth century 
are a constant reminder of the bravery and the sacri-
¿FHV�RI�PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�ODERXU�PRYHPHQW�LQ�WKH�����
years since the Lockout that have consistently in-
spired and encouraged those who came after them.  
In 2013 we owe it to ourselves and our children to 
UHFRJQLVH�WKH�OHJDF\�DQG�WR�NHHS�WKDW�VSLULW�RI������
in our hearts as we tackle the considerable challeng-
es that face us.”

This book consists of a series of articles based on in-
WHUYLHZV�FDUULHG�RXW�E\�WKH������$OWHUQDWLYH�9LVLRQV�
Oral History group – who came together in Septem-
ber 2012 with the objective of learning the skills, 
techniques and ethical issues involved in collecting 
oral histories.  In this they succeeded brilliantly and 
between them the contributors to this book have 
brought together a real sense that the Lockout was 
D�WLPH�RI�JUHDW�WXUPRLO��WURXEOH��VDFUL¿FH�DQG�H[FLWH-
ment – and one that has left a lasting legacy, not 
just in terms of the bigger political and trade union 
picture but also in terms of family and community 
memory.

Memories and legacy

�7KH�ERRN�GRHVQ¶W�MXVW�ORRN�DW�PHPRULHV�RI������±�
DOWKRXJK�LW�GRHV�WKDW���,W�DOVR�H[SORUHV�LWV�OHJDF\�DQG�
its effect on subsequent decades of trade unionism 
and trade union battles.  Nowhere is this more obvi-
RXV�WKDQ�LQ�&KDSWHU���LQ�ZKLFK�-RH�0RRQH\�DQG�6DUDK�
/XQGEHUJ�LQWHUYLHZ�PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�'XEOLQ�'RFNODQG�
community about their family memories and stories 
of the Lockout.  

³7KH� /RFNRXW� PLJKW� KDYH� RI¿FLDOO\� HQGHG� LQ� -DQX-
DU\������́ � WKH\�ZULWH�� ³EXW� IRU�PDQ\�WKHUH�ZDV�QR�
FHDVH¿UH���7KLV�ZDV�D�FRQÀLFW�WKDW�ZRXOG�VHQG�HFKRHV�
down through the years, and carry with it the mot-
tos, lessons and antagonisms that would become 
part of a way of life.”

(YHU\ERG\� ZKR� NQRZV� DQ\WKLQJ� DERXW� WKH� �����
Lockout will have heard of James Nolan – one of the 
martyrs of the time, having been batoned to death 
E\���SROLFHPHQ�RQ���WK�$XJXVW�������MXVW���GD\V�LQWR�
the Lockout.  Alan Mac Simóin’s contribution (Chap-
ter 3) brings the story of Nolan’s death, its impact 
on his community, and its lasting legacy in terms of 
his family’s memory to life through an interview with 
Moira Crawford, whose great grandmother was a sis-
ter of Nolan’s wife.

“The family thought that James [Nolan] basically was 
a victim and a hero so they didn’t have any, what 
would you say – they had no dispute with James 
Larkin.  They fought, the way they fought, you know 
they were so hurt and basically for us.  We were the 
RQHV�ZKR�EHQH¿W�IURP�DOO�WKH�ZRUN�WKH\�GLG�DW�WKH�
time.”

7KHVH� DUH� MXVW� D� FRXSOH� RI� H[DPSOHV� RI� WKH�PDQ\�
family and community memories that pepper the 
book.

Renewed commitment

7KH������FRPPHPRUDWLRQV�VDZ�FRSLRXV�DPRXQWV�RI�
hypocrisy, with trade union leaders and politicians 

who today preach compromise and capitulation laud-
ing the heroic stance taken by workers 100 years 
ago.  But the commemorations also saw real and 
genuine remembrances of those struggles and a re-
newed commitment by many to take the lessons of 
those struggles and apply them to the problems fac-
ing us today.

This book falls very much into the latter category.  
It’s a refreshing read, it brings memories of 100 
years ago to life and its honesty and ease of access 
recommends it to all – whether you think you know 
everything there is to know about the time or wheth-
er you know very little about it.

The approach used and the style of presentation 
leaves this reader looking forward to this group of 
ZULWHUV�DQG�SXEOLVKHUV¶�H[SORUDWLRQ�RI�RWKHU�WRSLFV�WR�
do with our labour and folk history.

“100 Years Later: The Legacy of the 1913 Lock-

out”, edited by Mary Muldowney and Ida Milne

Available from seventowers.ie €12.99

Words: Gregor Kerr

“The book doesn’t 
just look at 
memories of 1913 – 
although it does 
that.  It also ex-
plores its legacy 
and its effect on 
subsequent decades 
of trade unionism 
and trade union bat-
tles.”

Review: 100 Years Later: The Legacy of the 1913 Lockout.
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