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MICROPOLITICS 

Laura Portwood-Stacer 

 

At the dances I was one of the most untiring and gayest. One evening a cousin of 

Sasha, a young boy, took me aside. With a grave face, as if he were about to announce 

the death of a dear comrade, he whispered to me that it did not behoove an agitator to 

dance. Certainly not with such reckless abandon, anyway. It was undignified for one who 

was on the way to become a force in the anarchist movement. My frivolity would only 

hurt the Cause. 

I grew furious at the impudent interference of the boy. I told him to mind his own 

business, I was tired of having the Cause constantly thrown into my face. I did not believe 

that a Cause which stood for a beautiful ideal, for anarchism, for release and freedom 

from conventions and prejudice, should demand the denial of life and joy. I insisted that 

our Cause could not expect me to became [sic] a nun and that the movement should not 

be turned into a cloister. If it meant that, I did not want it. ‘I want freedom, the right to 

self-expression, everybody’s right to beautiful, radiant things.’ Anarchism meant that to 

me, and I would live it in spite of the whole world—prisons, persecution, everything. Yes, 

even in spite of the condemnation of my own closest comrades I would live my beautiful 

ideal. (Emma Goldman, Living My Life, Vol. I, p. 56) 

 

This episode from Emma Goldman’s autobiography, Living My Life, may be familiar to 

readers familiar with that text, which is a lively and lengthy account of her activisms and 

attachments while she lived in the United States. Yet this story has touched a much wider 
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audience than those who have read the two-volume tome, probably unbeknownst to most: it is 

the source of the much-repeated slogan, “If I can’t dance, it’s not my revolution,” a phrase 

attributed to Goldman but never actually uttered by her. We often understand this brief phrase—

reproduced on stickers and t-shirts ad nauseam—to suggest that if a movement isn’t pleasurable 

for its members then it will fail to hold their allegiance. But encapsulated in the fuller text of the 

encounter reproduced above (an early account of leftist “mansplaining” [Solnit 2014] if there 

ever was one) is a deep idea about the sites where revolutionary politics can and should play out. 

Both Goldman and her comrade took it as given that the microscopic actions of individuals 

matter, politically, though they disagreed about what specific shape those actions should take. 

Certainly Goldman’s political advocacy included the overthrow of the state and the 

reorganization of society into anti-hierarchical formations in which the working classes would no 

longer be subordinate to capitalist forces. But in her life and her attitudes we see something else, 

too: her insistence that the widespread freedom and joy that she expected to be brought about by 

an anarchist revolution must be prefigured in the experiences and interrelationships of 

individuals in the here and now. As it doesn’t violate any of the core principles of anarchism, 

dancing at parties should be allowed in the revolution. Behavior-policing between comrades is 

not quite as aligned with Goldman’s anarchistic ideals, and thus it is to be rejected. In this 

analysis of revolutionary politics’ entry into the everyday experiences of a legendary anarchist 

over a century ago, we begin to get a glimpse of a phenomenon we now refer to by the term 

“micropolitics.” 

 While the concept of micropolitics is often associated with poststructuralist thinkers such 

as Michel Foucault, Michel de Certeau, Gilles Deleuze, and Felix Guattari (more on them in a 

moment), it’s clear from the much earlier writings of Goldman and others that anarchism has 
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always been concerned with the individual’s resistant relationship to power and domination.1 

Most anarchists2 set their revolutionary sights not only on the macro-level institutions that re-

inscribe domination in all its forms, but also on the more micro-level sites where ideologies of 

domination actually materialize in the immediate experiences of individuals. This means 

bringing the struggle against domination into each and every sphere of life, no matter how 

intimate. Anarchist ideology is not just for smashing the state; it’s for building liberation within 

small organizations, households, interpersonal relationships, and even the minds and bodies of 

individuals themselves. 

 

PRACTICES AND THEORIES OF MICROPOLITICAL POWER 

 

In brief, micropolitics takes shared beliefs about the way power should be distributed at 

the society (macro) level and translates them to action at the personal (micro) level. This can take 

many forms. For example, an individual’s work and the making of their livelihood can be 

pursued anarchistically; many who subscribe to anarchist political ideals try to earn their living 

in ways that are consistent with those principles (see Shukaitis, this volume). The ways in which 

individuals personally relate to the natural environment can also be guided by anarchist ethics 

(see Parson, this volume); this too is micropolitical.  

Even within what we might think of as “the micro level” there are sublevels. 

Micropolitics can manifest in small-scale institutions like activist organizations, community 

groups, and communal living situations. Take collective housing, for example.3 For the last 

century at least, some anarchists have chosen to turn away from single-family households, where 

members tend to be related by blood or legal ties, to set up collective houses (sometimes called 
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cooperative houses or co-ops) in which the residents are bound only by their shared commitment 

to a particular lifestyle ethos. By pooling resources and sharing domestic labor obligations, they 

provide mutual aid to one another and prefigure a “sharing economy” alternative to competitive 

individualism. Such arrangements also offer an emotional alternative to what many see as the 

oppressive privacy of the bourgeois nuclear family. Decisions affecting the household are 

usually made through consensus processes, and shared ethical principles are drawn upon in 

resolving conflicts that arise. 

Moving downward in level from the small-scale institution, we can also see micropolitics 

at work in the way many anarchists approach relationships between individuals. Even things as 

intimately personal as romantic entanglements are inflected by political ideals for many 

anarchists. Dating back to their support of “free love” in the 19th century, some anarchists have 

challenged the compulsory nature of monogamous, heteronormative sexual arrangements.4 In 

many anarchist circles today, for instance, polyamory exists alongside monogamy as an 

acceptable (perhaps even default) relationship formation. For its practitioners, the openness of 

polyamory represents a remedy for the interpersonal domination intrinsic to sexual exclusivity. 

When monogamous formations are maintained through the pressure of social norms and 

interpersonal attempts at controlling another’s desire and bodily autonomy, some anarchists 

believe, they are not free associations and should thus be directly rejected. The high ethical value 

placed on consent within anarchist communities also speaks to a micropolitical commitment to 

anarchist principles of autonomy and non-domination. 

At the most microlevel of all, an anarchist’s relationship to oneself is shaped by one’s 

political philosophy. Personal consumption habits, modes of bodily comportment and adornment, 

the language one uses, even the self-identifications one assumes, are frequently self-regulated on 
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terms consistent with anarchist philosophies. Many anarchists feel, for example, that the 

ingestion of meat and dairy or the application of chemical hygiene products would be an act of 

acquiescence to corporate interests to the detriment of their own values and personal health. 

Some anarchists also assume wardrobes that mark them as standing outside the mainstream. The 

stakes of any given meal or outfit are demonstrably low, perhaps to the point of insignificance, 

but anarchist micropolitics holds that such gestures still matter. They matter because they 

prefigure the things that could be done universally in a just society. And, in the aggregate, micro 

practices adopted by individuals and communities who share a philosophy model that there are 

alternative ways of being in the world, outside of most people’s present (oppressive) reality. 

The above examples certainly don’t exhaust the myriad ways anarchism is practiced 

micropolitically, but they give a sense of the ways in which a high-level political philosophy can 

filter down into the everyday practices of committed individuals. While there were anarchists 

viewing and practicing micropolitics in this way well before the work of Michel Foucault and 

other poststructuralists came into fashion, Foucault’s theory of power helps to explain why 

anarchists concern themselves with the micro in addition to the macro. For Foucault (1990), the 

power dynamics that animate social relations are made material at the level of the individual who 

feels and carries out the effects of power. Because the violence of power is directed at and felt by 

the individual, the individual is a key originary point of resistance to power.5 Foucault’s concept 

of “anatamo-politics” (ibid., 139) describes the resistance to power at the very site on which it 

acts: the individual body. To put it in concrete terms, if someone beats you with a billy club, you 

might want to dismantle the conditions that put that person in the position to beat you and gave 

them the idea that they had the authority to do so, but you also might beat them back with your 

own hands. The beating back—that’s micropolitics. Since anarchists oppose domination in all its 
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forms and locales (most anarchists having long ago moved on from class reductionism), their 

resistance arises wherever they recognize domination. 

Domination need not take the form of physical coercion. Norms, rules, and laws are all 

expressions of hierarchical power that anarchists question, intrinsically. Building on Foucault’s 

work, Michel de Certeau’s study of  “the clandestine, tactical, and makeshift creativity of groups 

or individuals already caught in the nets of ‘discipline’” (1984, xv) explains how resistant 

subjects use micro tactics to find spaces of empowerment within encompassing structures. For 

Certeau, everyday life is the terrain on which revolutionary “anti-discipline” naturally occurs 

(ibid.). Micropolitics is also explicitly discussed in the work of two other poststructuralist 

theorists, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. In Todd May’s (1994) philosophical examination of 

the relationship between postructuralist theories and anarchist strategy, he quotes this passage 

from Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus (1980): 

 

This is how it should be done: Lodge yourself on a stratum, experiment with the 

opportunities it offers, find an advantageous place on it, find potential movements of 

deterritorialization, possible lines of flight, experience them, produce flow conjunctions 

here and there, try out continuums of intensities segment by segment, have a small plot of 

land at all times. (quoted in May, 1994, 112-3) 

 

This is certainly reflective of the experimental, alternative practices adopted by many anarchists. 

The ideas that power acts at the level of everyday life, and that resistance can originate there as 

well, are clearly broadly in effect in anarchist circles, both historical and contemporary. 
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Well-known and oft-cited anarchist David Graeber has observed that today’s anarchism 

“aspires to reinvent daily life as a whole” (2002, 70). Indeed, because so much of daily life in a 

society run by capitalism, patriarchy, white supremacy, and so on, is contoured by power 

hierarchies and domination, any attempt to live a life otherwise involves very conscious 

resistance to the default ways of doing things and the active adoption of alternatives in their 

place. This is why, as Cindy Milstein (2010, 41) puts it, “Embracing anarchism is a process of 

reevaluating every assumption, everything one thinks about and does, and indeed who one is, 

and then basically turning one's life upside-down." This, again, is micropolitics, encapsulated. 

 

MICROPOLITICAL PRACTICE AS ANARCHIST PRAXIS 

 

A commitment to micropolitics is not unique to anarchism, but it plays out in particular 

ways in the context of anarchist ideology and praxis. The micropolitical practices of anarchists 

have specific philosophical underpinnings that root them in an anarchist tradition. These 

underpinnings include a rejection of institutionalized hierarchies and an embrace of direct action 

tactics and prefigurative ethics (all core ideals which are discussed elsewhere in this volume). 

Regardless of the particular project or target, these principles guide the way anarchists behave 

and how they approach problems to be solved. My point here is that, for many, these tenets form 

an ethical imperative for micropolitical practice: if individuals take the core principles of 

anarchism to their logical conclusions, then they must live their everyday lives in particular ways 

if they are to uphold the philosophy of anarchism.6 

Perhaps the most central principle of anarchism is its opposition to hierarchal power 

structures. Just as the state and the economy can be organized hierarchically, so can relationships 
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between individuals and between individuals and the institutions they find themselves interfacing 

with on a daily basis. For this reason, a philosophical opposition to hierarchy often manifests in 

individuals making personal choices and adopting personal practices that both minimize one’s 

own exercise of hierarchical power and resist the exercise of hierarchical power over oneself by 

others. This might take the form of maintaining a vegan diet, for instance, on the basis of 

rejecting a hierarchy between human and non-human animals. Historically, it accounts for proto-

feminist anarchists such as Emma Goldman advocating for individual women “to stand firmly on 

[their] own ground and to insist upon [their] own unrestricted freedom,” rejecting the social 

restrictions that would come at the hands of partners, families, and employers (1969, 222). 

 Acts of refusal—in the face of societal pressure to conform to hierarchical 

arrangements—are partly dictated by the principle of direct action, another core concept to 

anarchism. The idea is to bring about the reality one wishes to experience without appealing to a 

central or higher power to bring about a particular state of affairs first (Cleyre, n.d.). While the 

concept is often used to refer to protest tactics aimed at higher-level forces emanating from the 

state, we can also take it down to the micro level. Micropolitical direct action can essentially be 

thought of as (relatively) low-stakes insurrection against any number of “laws” of social life. For 

example, if one of the moral laws of a capitalist consumer culture is that one should participate in 

the market in order to meet one’s material needs, a direct action approach would be to flout this 

law, act outside the market, and possibly DIY (“do it yourself”) the object or service one would 

have paid for within the system. Contemporary anarchists DIY all sorts of things, from clothing 

to technology to education to medical procedures (see also Jeppesen, this volume), and each time 

they do, they are bypassing capitalist social arrangements in microscopic ways. As another 

alternative to the market system, anarchists frequently enact mutual aid, freely giving away their 
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possessions or labor to help a comrade in need. The belief behind mutual aid is that solidarity is a 

resource more powerful than money or competition. It is a form of direct action because it 

affirms the ability of people who are horizontally networked to meet each other’s needs outside 

the purview of institutional power. As anarchist Voltarine de Cleyre (n.d.) asserts in her 

definitive essay on the topic, “All co-operative experiments are essentially direct action.” 

In effecting transformations to their own lives, proponents of direct action also seek to do 

more than improve material conditions. They claim the legitimacy of their own right to do so 

autonomously, and they concurrently delegitimize the intermediary institutions to which people 

normally turn. In this they performatively establish their own authority to act, regardless of 

whether they are “permitted” to do so by the powers that be. These “powers” may be external or 

internal to the revolutionary movement; anarchists differ from other radicals in their rejection of 

a revolutionary vanguard that would prescribe strategy and tactics. As key individualist anarchist 

thinker Max Stirner put it, “The Revolution aimed at new arrangements; insurrection leads us no 

longer to let ourselves be arranged, but to arrange ourselves and sets no glittering hopes on 

‘institutions’” (quoted in Curran 2006, 25). Put another way by anarcha-feminist Carol Ehrlich, 

“anarchists insist that people must transform the conditions of their lives themselves—it cannot 

be done for them” (2012, 61). For anarchists, then, direct action is about more than action alone; 

it has a representative dimension in its demonstrative commentary on the place where authority 

to act should and does reside. Individual insurrectionary actions thus prefigure the actions 

everyone would feel empowered to take in a radically democratic society. 

 This commitment to prefiguration is another foundational pillar of the anarchist tradition 

that helps to explain the place of micropolitics within anarchist praxis. Historically (and 

contemporarily) anarchists have stepped outside of repressive institutions and collaborated to 
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create sustainable alternatives that would meet their needs. Cooperative houses, non-hierarchical 

relationship structures, anti-capitalist modes of consumption: these and other collectively 

adopted alternatives today make up what was once described by anarchist publisher Holley 

Cantine in 1942 as “a nucleus of the new society ‘within the shell of the old,’” in reference to the 

mission of the Industrial Workers of the World (quoted in Cornell 2016, 160). For Cantine and 

those who shared his view that “the ideals of the revolution [must be] approximated as nearly as 

possible in daily life” (ibid.), experimenting directly with anarchist social arrangements was “a 

way of influencing the masses by example” (ibid.) through the prefiguration of what could be 

achieved on a broad scale if only [masses] of individuals would commit to it. 

Within this framework, to embody anarchist values in one’s daily life is to generate a 

kind of “propaganda by the deed” for the ways of life that would be possible for everyone in an 

anarchist society (Gordon 2008, 38). Many anarchists see the micropolitical performance of their 

values as a more effective communication tool than preaching anarchism to the unconverted 

(Portwood-Stacer 2013). This is partly because the very word “anarchism” can be off-putting to 

people due to the negative, and sometimes false, connotations heaped on it by hegemonic 

discourses. Prefiguration is also respectful of onlookers’ autonomy to decide for themselves: 

rather than presenting a program that tells others how to behave, prefigurative practices “giv[e] 

away authority” by simply providing an example that others can follow if they so choose 

(Duncombe 2008, 36). 

 

REPRESENTATION AND THE MICRO/MACRO RELATIONSHIP 
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To view the everyday practices of anarchists through the lens of prefiguration is to 

recognize that micro-level activities are not only important for what they are, but also for what 

they represent. It is in the mechanism of symbolic representation that we can detect an imagined 

relationship between micropolitical resistance and macropolitical change: micropolitical 

resistance to domination is said to incite macropolitical change by proving that resistance is 

possible and desirable at all, such proof in turn leading to widespread revolt and transformation. 

Yet it’s possible this perceived potential is more a product of magical thinking than empirical 

evidence, since it’s not always clear how prefigured alternatives would become socially 

dominant, a point made by sociologist of direct action movements Barbara Epstein (1991). 

Historian of leftist countercultures Doug Rossinow (1998: 292-3) argues that the ethos of 

prefigurative cultural politics assumes that people will automatically recognize the superiority of 

alternative cultural formations and voluntarily imitate them on a mass scale. This assumption 

becomes problematic for anarchists because they may not have what sociologist Pierre Bourdieu 

(1989) would call the “symbolic capital” to break through hegemonic ideologies to disrupt the 

dominant (often negative or indifferent) perception of their alternative practices. Further, as 

sociologist Wini Breines (1982, xi) cautions in her study of the New Left, although 

micropolitical practices can give people in radical social movements a sense of efficacy, shoring 

up their confidence in the ability to achieve real change, such confidence may be 

“disproportionate” to the structural obstacles that work against broad revolution.  

Whether the micropolitical and the macropolitical can ever be directly linked in such a 

way is an unresolved (and perhaps unresolvable) question. Historian of US anarchism Andrew 

Cornell shows that over 100 years ago, anarchist educator Harry Kelly wondered “about whether 

social change demanded the concerted effort of ‘masses’ of people acting in unison, or whether it 



Chapter forthcoming in Anarchism: A Conceptual Approach, eds. Benjamin Franks, Nathan Jun, 
and Leonard Williams. 

 12 

could be affected through the piecemeal efforts of individuals and small groups” (Cornell 2016, 

50). Without an overhaul of capitalist class relations (i.e. macropolitics), Kelly thought, workers 

could not achieve the economic freedom truly necessary to live their lives autonomously on a 

micro scale. This is consistent with the social anarchist view that “individual flourishing can only 

occur in a communitarian society” (Curran 2006, 23). In more recent times, Cindy Milstein 

grappled with a similar paradox:  

 

the gap between what anarchists imagine to be fully ethical and the series of bad choices 

we all make under the present conditions illustrates that hierarchical social relationships 

will forever preclude our ability to be free. Anarchism's emphasis on the whole of life 

underscores that the current social order already frames the world for everyone down to 

the tiniest interactions; 'choice' itself is already hobbled. (42) 

 

Despite this quandary, Milstein and others embrace the effort of living otherwise in whatever 

small ways are possible, in order to at least have what Cornell (2016, 50) describes as “greater 

room for maneuvering within the current system.” At best, anarchists can agree that both social 

and individual transformation are desirable ends, even if the precise relationship between the two 

remains undetermined. 

In times of severe external repression, a “retreat” to the micro is indeed sometimes all 

that feels possible for activists. In the early 20th century United States, for example, the violent 

climate of red baiting and anti-immigrant sentiment led many anarchists to turn to “cooperative 

living, libertarian techniques for educating their children, and artistic expression as less 

confrontational means to promote their values” (Cornell 2011, 24). Small-scale social formations 
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can serve as safe havens for the spirit of anarchism to stay aflame when a full, public 

conflagration is impractical or impossible. Micropolitical practices – even those that appear 

insignificant in their near-term effects—could thus serve as what feminist sociologist Verta 

Taylor terms “social movement abeyance structures” (1989). Social movement abeyance 

structures are activist efforts that provide a kind of underground continuity for movements in 

times of apparent inactivity and marginalization. Even if micropolitical actions do little more 

than help their practitioners maintain a personal sense of identification with the anarchist project, 

this might be a valuable and necessary contribution. 

 Micropolitical practices of anarchism have the advantage of being adaptable to the 

conditions of the historical moment. But more than this, their micro nature makes them flexible 

enough to adapt to differing and changing contexts even at a single point in history. This is 

clearly a virtue within the context of anarchism, which is almost definitionally opposed to having 

a coherent ideological platform or program that would dictate the shape that political tactics must 

take (Graeber 2002). Anarchists do not need to agree on a singular set of final goals in order for 

individuals and small groups to implement anarchist ethics in their local situations. Rather than 

the lack of coherence being paralyzing for activists, micropolitics allows them to act in the here 

and now while they hammer out how they want to contribute to a broader project and even what 

they see that broader project as being. 

Yet this virtuous flexibility can cause conflict, since a specific micropolitical practice that 

one person sees as crucial in the fight against domination another person will see as entirely 

irrelevant. Because each person’s situation is different, each person’s micropolitical response to 

their conditions will differ; this makes it a problem when one coherent assemblage of 

micropolitical practices becomes prescriptive. Some people will be guided by the sway of 



Chapter forthcoming in Anarchism: A Conceptual Approach, eds. Benjamin Franks, Nathan Jun, 
and Leonard Williams. 

 14 

dominant power structures more strongly than others, and not all individuals have the werewithal 

to adopt a micropolitical response in all aspects of their lives. An undocumented anarchist might 

choose not to organize in her workplace, for example, in the interest of not drawing scrutiny to 

her documentation status. This doesn't make her less authentic as an anarchist than those who 

can count more instances of active resistance in their everyday practices. And just as the 

capitalist market, the state, patriarchy, white supremacy, and so on, do not punish all individuals 

equally, specific tactics of resistance do not liberate all individuals equally. 

 Micro-level acts may be self-contradictory in their capacity to embody macropolitical 

principles—remember, they emerge in non-anarchistic conditions and will thus bear the imprint 

of domination—which is why no specific act can pass the anarchist purity test. Thus no specific 

micropolitical intervention can be used as a litmus test of an individual’s commitment to the 

anarchist project. I have described elsewhere how “politicking over lifestyle can fracture bonds 

of solidarity among activists who make different lifestyle choices” (Portwood-Stacer 2013, 10), 

making radical movements more exclusionary than they need be. Clearly, the specific contours 

of how micropolitics are enacted, and which enactments are privileged over others by the 

movement, are themselves political. 

 

MICROPOLITICS OR LIFESTYLISM? 

 

 While it may not be necessary for advocates of micropolitics to agree on their specific 

interventions or even their overall macropolitical aims, the one important precondition for 

micropolitical efficacy is that it have some analysis of power that connects the micro with the 

macro, at least conceptually, even if a direct line cannot be drawn between the two. Without a 
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concept of how individual acts are dictated by and promote anarchist political philosophy, micro 

practices can amount to little more than a set of apolitical lifestyle choices. This porous boundary 

between micropolitics and lifestyle has seemingly always been a source of conflict within 

anarchist milieux. As early as the 1920s, controversy arose among American anarchists around 

the practice of building colonies where anarchist ways of life could be fully realized away from 

mainstream society. While proponents defended the propagandistic function of such experiments, 

others saw them as a distraction from the primary struggle of radical social transformation 

(Cornell 2016, 104). Half a century later, the punk movement of the late 1970s and 1980s 

brought anarchism to the daily lives of many disaffected youth in the United States and Europe, 

particularly via bands like Crass and the Dead Kennedys (Thompson 2004). This moment saw 

the flourishing of micropolitical practices such as collective living and anti-consumerism within 

anarchopunk scenes. But again, the centrality of micropolitics became a source of conflict, 

because many of the youth who were attracted to the aesthetic and lifestyle habits of the punk 

scene were not deeply familiar with the broader political ideologies underlying these aspects. In 

the eyes of some critics this had an unfortunate effect of divorcing the micropolitics of anarchism 

from the larger political vision. The title of Murray Bookchin’s (1995) screed on the topic—

Social Anarchism or Lifestyle Anarchism: An Unbridgeable Chasm—sums up the divisiveness of 

the issue in anarchist movements. Such disagreements about the place of micropolitics within the 

larger anarchist project endure among today’s anarchist activists (see Portwood-Stacer 2013). 

 The slippage between micropolitics and apolitical lifestylism is all the more enabled by 

the conditions of postmodern media culture and a neoliberal political economic climate. The 

underlying politics of personal choices are easily divorced from the lifestyle practices themselves 

as these travel from person to person beyond the boundaries of their activist contexts. Think once 
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more of Goldman’s rich argument about “the Cause” in her thousand-page autobiography being 

condensed into an eight-word slogan and bandied about by well-meaning but less-than-informed 

supporters. Plenty of people like the idea of dancing in their revolution, but they may not 

understand exactly what Goldman’s full vision of revolution actually was and why dancing had 

to be a part of it. 

The trendiness of “ethical consumption” and the appropriation of radical signifiers by 

corporate brands further muddies the waters. Pretty much any aspect of daily life for which 

anarchists have developed alternatives is seemingly co-optable by corporate interests, a trend that 

was well documented nearly twenty years ago by the likes of Thomas Frank (1997) and Naomi 

Klein (1999) and which has only intensified since. Think for example of the bastardized version 

of the “sharing economy” promoted by Silicon Valley in recent years, in which resources and 

costs are not so much communally shared as outsourced from corporations to individuals, who 

are made vulnerable by a lack of formal employment structure. A mobile app that lets you call a 

driver to your home instantly for a competitive price isn’t at all the same thing as collectively 

owning a car with several other people (something anarchists who share a household may do). 

The superficial accommodation of alternative lifestyle practices only contributes to a tendency, 

described by Cornell, “for some purported anarchists to simply live their own lives in as free a 

fashion as their social status allowed for (as 'bohemians,' 'dropouts,' or ‘punks’) without investing 

themselves in struggles to create lasting structural transformations that would increase security 

and life options for the least well off" (2016, 51). 

Taking all this into account, the most effective anarchist micropolitics involves what 

Certeau (1984, 56) calls a “strategic intention” that keeps its eyes on the prize of undoing 

oppressive power relations wherever they are found. Importantly, the capacity for individuals 
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and small groups to “be the change they wish to see” (to paraphrase Gandhi’s famous 

commandment of prefigurative politics, which has surpassed even Goldman’s in its 

bumperstickerability) through micropolitics depends on the specific change in question. If the 

change one wants to see is fundamentally social (e.g. a revolutionary shift in social power 

relations), it’s actually impossible to “be the change” as an individual, though one can try to live 

as much as possible as if that change has occurred. From a strategic perspective, then, 

micropolitics is most anarchistic when it goes beyond the lifestyle choices of isolated individuals 

and cultivates a community in which just social relations are reproduced at every level. 

The fact that there are (and always have been) differences of opinion on the place of 

micropolitics within anarchism suggests that micropolitics is less than core to the anarchist 

tradition. However, there are ways in which many anarchists understand their core beliefs to 

dictate micropolitical critique and activism. This chapter has discussed these, in the interest of 

illuminating how micropolitical practices of anarchism on the ground give nuance and texture to 

the central tenets of anarchist philosophy. While anarchism might theoretically exist as a 

philosophy or political system without a concept of micropolitics, empirical observation suggests 

that anarchists do not. Where anarchist ideologies are made material—in the actions and 

experiences of the people who adhere to those ideologies—there we will find micropolitics. This 

means that while micropolitics are not at the essential core of anarchism as a political ideology, 

they are adjacent in that they nearly always emerge in the lived practice of anarchists, in all 

historical eras (Freeden 1996). 

Micropolitical practices are useful to individual activists and to movements—they can 

make life more ethical and livable in the movement space—and so they can work in concert with 

other tactics aimed at radical political intervention. Micropolitics has its place in anarchist 
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strategy, but it does not constitute an anarchist strategy in and of itself: dancing is not the be-all 

and end-all of revolution. Still, when deployed in thoughtful, critical ways, micropolitical 

resistance to domination can be both autonomous and collective, personal and truly powerful. 
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1 Indeed, Nathan Jun (2012) has also argued that classical anarchism anticipated many aspects of 
poststructuralist theory by over a century. 
2 When used as a noun in this essay, the term “anarchist” should be understood to apply to those 
who subscribe to anarchist ideals, with recognition of the fact that some who fit into this 
category may be uncomfortable adopting it as a term of identity (see Portwood-Stacer 2013, 75-
104). 
3 This example and those that follow are documented more thoroughly in Lifestyle Politics and 
Radical Activism (Portwood-Stacer 2013). Parts of the analysis presented in this essay are also 
adapted from that text. It must be noted that anarchists as a group are not monolithic; none of the 
practices or beliefs mentioned in this article can accurately be attributed to all individuals who 
subscribe to anarchism as a philosophy or political identity. My own empirical research on 
anarchist activists focused on the contemporary North American context; the practices and 
beliefs of anarchists naturally vary across time and place. 
4 For more extensive discussion of this history, see Goldman (1969); Goldman (1970); Greenway 
(2009); Heckert, et al. (2015); and Kissack (2008). 
5 I mean violence here in a very literal sense, as the imposing of an external will, whether that 
will involves measurable harm or not. 
6 This attitude is in keeping with “practical anarchism” or what anarchist historian Andrew 
Cornell (2016, 148) describes as “a conception of anarchism indebted to Henry David Thoreau 
and Leo Tolstoy that advocated individuals focus on living their own lives in a fashion that 
resembled their ideals as closely as possible.” 


