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Ifoneacceptsthewaythesetermsareusedhere,onecanuseasimilarapproach
toChomskywhendescribinganarchism,butimproveittobeamorepreciselyde-
finedanarchistshorthandthatkeepstheconceptofdominationasitscriticalfocus:

1.Anarchismisapointofview,andsetofvalues,setagainstdomination.As
such,itisasystemofthoughtonnon-domination.Anarchistsrejectallcon-
textsanddynamicsofdomination—noexceptions.

2.Anarchistsidentifyarrangementsanddynamicsthatarebasedon,orhaveel-
ementsof,hierarchy,authority,andrules,andbringchallengesandcritiques
tothem—drivenbyadetectionofdomination.

3.Inallcases,itistheproponentsofcontextsanddynamicsthatmaintaincer-
tainhierarchies,authority,orrulesthatmustjustifythemasoperatingabsent
thecontextordynamicsofdomination.Iftheycan’tbejustifiedorshownto
belegitimateinthisway,theyoughttobedismantled—ordestroyed.

Thisdescriptionofanarchismcenteredaroundanti-dominationprovidesashort-
handforanarchiststopresentanarchy,andservesasaconceptladderforthose
whoareanarcho-curioustolearnfrom.
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NoamChomsky,aself-describedanarchist,presentsanarchismas:

Primarily[a]tendencythatissuspiciousandskepticalofdomination,
authority,andhierarchy.Itseeksstructuresofhierarchyanddomi-
nationinhumanlifeoverthewholerange,extendingfrom,say,pa-
triarchalfamiliesto,say,imperialsystems,anditaskswhetherthose
systemsarejustified.Itassumesthattheburdenofproofforanyonein
apositionofpowerandauthorityliesonthem.Theirauthorityisnot
self-justifying.Theyhavetogiveareasonforit,ajustification.And
iftheycan’tjustifythatauthorityandpowerandcontrol,whichisthe
usualcase,thentheauthorityoughttobedismantledandreplacedby
somethingmorefreeandjust.

Althoughheframesanarchistsaschallengerstohierarchy,authority,anddom-
ination,afundamentalproblemformanyanarchistsisthathisdescriptionappears
tostillleaveroomforthesametoexistiftheycanbe“justified.”Manyanarchists
sayanarchismshouldbeunderstoodastherejectionofallhierarchy,authority,and
domination.Giventhis,Chomskyisoftendismissedaseitherconfusedor,atbest,
adiet,squishyversionofananarchistthataddstoomanyfootnotestoanarchism
ashegoesalong.

However,whetherChomskyisa“real”anarchistisinterestingonlyinarela-
tivelylimitedsense.Amoreinterestingquestioniswhethereitherthesubstanceor
styleofhisshorthandisatallusefultoanarchiststopresentanarchy,ortothose
whoareanarcho-curioustolearnfrom.Therearetwomainavenuestotraveldown
inansweringthisquestion:

1.Exploringwhatismeantbyhierarchy,authority,anddominationseparately.
Fromthere,itcanbedeterminedwhetherChomsky’sshorthandcanbeofany
useasastartingpointforthinkingonanarchism—orifitisjustvulgarized
nonsensetobecompletelydismissed.

2.Turningattentiontoavital,butless-discussed,benefitofChomsky’spresen-
tation:byframingthequestionof“justification”acertainway,itshiftsthe
ultimateburdenofproofonwhetherahierarchy,anexerciseofauthority,or
aninstanceorcircumstanceofdominationcanbejustifiedoffofanarchists
andanarchism,andontowhereitbelongs—proponentsofsaidarrangements
anddynamicswhotoooftensidesteptheirburdenofproofwithredherrings
andmisdirection.

Aftergoingdownthesetwopathscarefully,itbecomesclearthatChomskyisonto
somethingwithhisshorthandandwhatheintendstocommunicatewithit.How-
ever,hefumblestheballintwoverycriticalways.

First,hedoesn’tdistinguishhierarchy,authority,andothersimilarnotionsfrom
domination.
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Second, he does not clearly establish anarchism as a set of principles and values
set against domination with no exception.

Nevertheless, there is a way to get to a well-rounded anarchist shorthand from
the starting points Chomsky provides that covers the core of anarchism and is use-
ful to anarchists and the anarcho-curious. However, it’s done by removing his ap-
proach from his own hands, giving more solid meaning to certain concepts, and
re-arranging everything into a cleaner and clearer package.

Domination

At its core, domination is control over others via imposition of contexts and dynam-
ics that essentially leaves them facing one of two outcomes: submission, or sub-
jection to punishment or consequences. In other words, domination is when the
arrangements, commands, and demands of others are imposed and enforced in the
absence of consent, while leaving no viable option for exit or disassociation from
certain individuals or groups. Domination can also be understood as a person or
group using their role or authority that others previously recognized as legitimate
in a way that goes beyond boundaries initially consented to, therefore rendering
their presence in that role or their recognized authority illegitimate.

If domination is understood this way, then anarchism can be thought of first
and foremost as a set of principles and values against domination. And, if anarchy
is about non-domination, then domination can never be justified. Contexts, con-
ditions, or dynamics of domination are to be rejected with no exception. It is in
this sense that the concept of domination should be the main key and crux of all
anarchist thinking and where subsequent conclusions stem from.

That being the case, it is important to separate the concepts of hierarchy, au-
thority, and rules in certain senses from domination so each can be understood in
its own right. Only then can one observe how they interconnect and interplay, and
make accurate observations about how they exist and operate in the real world.

Domination can be present in a hierarchy, an exercise of authority, and/or en-
forcement of rules—in fact, domination is most often exercised through those con-
texts and dynamics. However, any hierarchy, exercise of authority, and/or enforce-
ment of rules is not necessarily domination in principle. Cleanly separating domi-
nation from hierarchy, authority, and/or rules is not to say the latter are necessar-
ily good or bad in their own right. Nor is it to say that all hierarchies, authority,
and/or rules can necessarily be justified by those participating in their continuing
existence. What it does establish is how hierarchy, authority, and/or rules can exist
both within and without the context and dynamics of domination.

In other words, hierarchy, authority, and rules are not necessarily counter to
anarchism, and therefore their existence can be justified in certain circumstances.
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authority, and rules in and of themselves—even if domination as understood here
is not in play. The question for anyone leaning this direction is a simple one: if
domination is truly absent from a context or dynamic, and someone’s truly volun-
tary consent is present, what additional considerations must enter the picture of
anarchism?

Many different flavors of anarchism—or, what you get when you add a hyphen
to anarchism—should be seen as nothing but welcome additions to anarchist dis-
course. However, that’s only insofar as these versions of anarchism are seen by
their respective proponents as primarily a worldview of non-domination at core
that secondarily ventures further into signaling or describing more specific kinds of
social or economic structures/arrangements that are preferred as the best way to
realize non-domination. Often, proponents of a preferred flavor of anarchism over-
state their case (and frankly, their anarchism) when they go further than a prescrip-
tion for non-domination in human relations and into the claim that their version
of anarchism is the one to be implemented while others—even if anti-domination is
still at their core—cannot, and should not, be tolerated.

As explored above, all individuals within a context of non-dominationwill likely
have their own ideas of what constitutes the good life for themselves and their
communities, and will more than likely seek to join projects and communities that
are at least compatible with these ideas and are at most a reflection of them. This
will likely result in many leading lifestyles, belonging to contexts, or playing a part
within certain dynamics where there are elements of hierarchy, authority, rules
and norms, decisions being made, and lifestyles being pursued that others might
disagree with or would not prefer for themselves—and that’s perfectly fine.

It cannot be overstated that non-domination should be the primary concern of
the anarchist. The anarchist who claims to agree with non-domination as the driv-
ing and central tenet of their anarchism but also pushes the case further to yearn for
uniformity of context, dynamics, preferences, and arrangements across all individu-
als and groups is not necessarily diving headfirst into the depths of faux-anarchism
and the dangerous kinds of vanguardism that lead to the types of oppression that
can be found even in a stateless society—but they also aren’t treading in the shallow
end of that pool either.

A Cleaned-Up Model

The above doesn’t claim to define terms and concepts once and for all, or introduce
the word-for-word way to understand them. However, to grapple with the variety
of separate and important ideas at play throughout this discussion, terms like hier-
archy, authority, rules, domination, force, voluntary, and so on used in this essay
have a very intentional meaning outlined for them.



16

onediscoversthereareinfactmanypeoplewhoaren’thappywiththeway
thingsare,butthey’reworriedaboutspeakingupfromwithinthesystem
becausetheymighthavedinnerprivilegestakenaway.

•Furthermore,peopleareoftentoldthatiftheydon’tlikeittheycanleave,but
inthisversionofthescenariothecommunityisonanisolatedseaplatform
withnoknowntransportation.Inotherwords,whattheeconomiccouncilis
reallyimplyingwhentheysayifyoudon’tlikeityoucanleaveisthatone
caneithersubmittothehierarchy,authority,andrulesofthecommunity,
orthrowthemselvesintothewaterandhavefunwithcertaindeath.And,
inthemeantimeiftheymisbehavetheywillnotgetdinner,andfaceother
consequences.

Inthemodifiedversionofthescenario,theeconomiccouncilhasobviouslyfailedto
justifythecontextsanddynamicsofthecommunitytoanyanarchist.Theywould
beunabletodemonstratetrulyvoluntaryadherencetothehierarchy,authority,
andrulesatplay,orthealternativeofclearandviableexitstothosewithdrawing
theirconsentoragreement.Inprinciple,theanarchistwouldviewchallengeor
resistancetothesestructuresanddynamicsandthecallfortheirdismantlingas
justinprinciple—therestisadiscussionoftactics.

Thisissimilar—but,importantly,nottheexactsame—towhatChomskyistry-
ingtoestablishwhenhestatesthatthoseexercisingtheirauthorityorpositionin
ahierarchyhavea“heavyburdentobear”andthat“it’sthetaskofthosewhohave
theauthoritytodemonstratethat”theyaredoingsolegitimately.Unfortunately,be-
causeofhisoftensloppyuseoftermswhenaddressingthistopic—andtheresulting
frenzysomanygetintoaroundhissupposedideaoflegitimatevs.illegitimatehier-
archiesandauthority—thisburden-of-proofrazorbroughttotheanarchisttoolkit
isoverlooked.Thisisashame,becauseitisatoolthatcarvesawaythedistractions
andnon-sequiturspeopleoftenthrowagainstanarchistswhentheyimplythatitis
anarchismthatneedstomakeacaseagainsttheassumptionthathierarchy,author-
ity,andrulesarejustifiableinandofthemselves.Inreality,it’suptoproponents
ofthosecontextsanddynamics—whetherthey’resimplymakingthecaseincon-
versation,orarewieldingapositionofauthoritythemselves—tojustifythem.And
iftheycan’tdemonstratetheabsenceofdominationandthepresenceofconsent,
theyoughttobeviewedasunjustifiedandillegitimate.

AWordonAnarchistUniformity
Perhapstherearethosewhoobjecttothepremiseofhierarchies,authority,and
rulesbeingjustifiable,eveninthecertainsensesandcertaininstancesdescribedhere.
Theymaystillinsistthatanarchismisindeedtherejectionorabolitionofhierarchy,
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However,giventhatdominationisnecessarilyunjustwhereverandwheneverit’s
found,anyhierarchy,authority,andrulesthatoperatewiththecontextanddynam-
icsofdominationareillegitimatebydefault.

HierarchyandAuthority

Whenusedincertainsenses,theconceptsofhierarchyandauthoritycanbeunder-
stoodasseparatefromthatofdomination.Whenhierarchyandauthorityoperate
withoutdomination,thosecertaininstancescanbeunderstoodbyanarchistsasle-
gitimateandcouldbejustifiedbythoseparticipatinginthedynamics.Itcannot
beoverstatedthatonemustbecarefulwiththesedistinctions:dominationisab-
sentonlyifthoseparticipatingwithinthedynamicsandcontextsofhierarchyand
authorityhavetrulyvoluntarilyjoinedoryieldedtothemwhilealsohavingcontin-
uallyclearandviablepathstowithdrawalanddisassociation.

Ahierarchycansimplybeamatterofarrangementandorganization(duties,re-
sponsibilities,etc.).Authoritycansimplybeadomainorlevelofdecision-making
othersvoluntarilyrecognizewithincertainlimitsandboundariesrelatedtoaccom-
plishingcertainobjectives,orinserviceoffulfillingthemacrodesiresoftheindi-
vidualsinvolved.

Takeaproject,forexample,offourgroupsofpeople(G1,G2,G3,andG4),build-
ingagiantwoodenduckonwheels.Fourteendaysintotheproject,andhalfaduck
built,thingsaregoingwell.However,unbeknownsttothem,someonehasbeen
spyingonthejobsitethewholetime.Whatthespyhasobservedfortwoweeks
isonegroup(G1)sittingonchairsandattablespointingandtalkingattwoother
groupsofpeople(G2andG3)whoarerunningaroundbuildingawoodenduck,
whilethefourthgroup(G4)isscurryingabout,handingotherpeopletoolsandper-
formingsmallertasks.Onday15,G1isseentellingeveryoneit’stimetogetback
toworkbecauseiftheydon’tfinishtherumptoday,theywon’tbeontrackforthe
tailtomorrow.ThoseinG2turntotellthoseinG3whattodonext.ManyinG3
turntothoseinG4torequesttheyrunandgetsomespecifictools.

Allthatisquiteenoughforthepersonspyingonthejobsitetorushoutfrom
behindabushandverballyexplodeateveryone.Theyinformthefolksatthejob
sitethatthewholeendeavorisoperatingthroughatop-downcommandstructure
withdifferentlevelsofauthoritythatwaterfallsdutiesthroughtothelowestpeople
inthehierarchyoftheprojectwhoaresubjectedtotheleastrewardingpartofthe
work.TheysayG1seemstobeputtingtheleasteffortintotheduckitselfbyjust
sittingthereandtellingpeoplewhattodo,whileG2andG3areclearlyworking,
butarealsotakingadvantageofG4whoareatthelowestrungofthisproject’s
ladder.Theyendbytellingeveryonethatiftheyunderstoodanarchismandtookit
tobeamatterofprinciplethatallhierarchyandauthorityoughtnottoexist,the
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project would run a different way.
At this point all those working on the duck explain to the challenger that they

are all very passionate about ducks and decided to come together and build the
giant wooden duck for fun. They go on to say that at the project pre-meeting it
was decided that those in G1 were to be the “project captains” who would draw
up the blueprints for the job and direct the crew in the way needed to get the job
done. The folks in G2 were recognized “second in command” type positions who
would take general direction from those in G1 and then direct and guide the rest
of the crew—specifically those in G3. People in G4 noted they had little interest
in the finer points of carpentry but they enjoy the comradery of the project and
have been quite bored lately anyway—so they told the group to just ask them to do
things, and they’ll do it if it helps the project along. This was all then summarized
and put in a little chart on the job site to remind everyone of who was responsible
for what—visually, it shows G1 at the top of the chart, and so on downward. All
groups agree with the idea that anyone who doesn’t like the project anymore can
just quit. They all conclude by wondering aloud why the person spying on the job
site should have anything to object to here on the grounds of anarchist principle if
the context and dynamics of domination are absent.

Indeed, as far as the anarchist is concerned, the existence of elements of hierar-
chy and authority in certain senses are in fact at play here, but that doesn’t mean
the dynamics between these groups are necessarily illegitimate—the context or dy-
namics of domination don’t seem to be in play.

These sorts of careful distinctions between hierarchy, authority, and domination
are crucial as far as understanding and critiquing the contexts people and groups op-
erate within and the dynamics between them. They provide a framework for under-
standing what actually makes hierarchies and systems of authority undesirable and
unacceptable to the anarchist: domination. And, perhaps more importantly, these
distinctions are very useful when engaging with other people who are trying to
learn about anarchism. They put the secondary details of particular arrangements
aside, in favor of what should be the primary component of anarchist thinking:
understanding anarchism as fundamentally being a set of values and convictions
against domination.

Is Hierarchy and Authority Without Domination
Just Deference to Knowledge?
Of course, the wooden-duck scenario sketched above is designed to make a precise
point in an essay, and it is in some ways too simple. However, it is arranged to not
only demonstrate that hierarchy and authority can conceivably be separated from
domination in principle, but also to counter what some anarchists will insist on
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archies, authority, and from the single dimension on whether “someone agreed to
it” is missing the point of the arguments above, misleading themselves, and would
end up with quite a superficial version of anarchism—in fact, they don’t end up with
anarchism at all.

The Burden of Proof
If indeed the core tenet of anarchism is that domination is inherently unjust, then
it can never be understood as legitimate or justifiable.

As for hierarchy, authority, or a set of rules, the default anarchist assumption
certainly shouldn’t be that certain instances of the same are legitimate or accept-
able simply because they exist—it must be demonstrated that they are. And, indeed,
those who challenge hierarchy, authority, and certain sets of rules or bring critiques
against them don’t need to justify why they or others shouldn’t be subject to cer-
tain structures. The burden of proof to “justify” certain hierarchies, authorities, or
rules is on those that are proponents of their continuance. And, the only way one
can “justify” the establishment or maintenance of hierarchy, authority, and rules to
challenges or inquiries from within or without is if it can be demonstrated that the
contexts or dynamics of domination are not present.

So, if one decided to live in a community of 1000 people based on a strict com-
munitarian, command-economy model, only to realize a few years later they no
longer want to be subject to the arrangements and rules they previously agreed
upon, they are certainly right to make the case to change these arrangements from
within that group and elicit a response. Now, imagine if in response to this ask
the economic council replies that they will not allow anyone to get out of their
communal farm work, won’t be modifying the rules about possessions such that
community members can have their own property and trade with others, and jus-
tifies this decision by saying that everyone else is more than happy with the way
things are (demonstrated by their initial and continuing consent).

If it is true that everyone except the one new dissenter is happy with everything,
it can be said this community has justified its hierarchy, authority, and rules to that
one unhappy person. If this one unhappy camper then demanded to know what
alternatives they had and were told if they didn’t like it they could leave, and that
they will be happily supplied with a backpack filled with more than enough food
and supplies to get to one of the 40 other alternative communities/towns only about
onemile away each if they did decide to leave, this whole scenario can be considered
non-dominative in nature—people within it are consenting and happy, and people
wanting to leave are provided a clear and viable exit.

Alternatively, imagine the scenario above, but with two key differences:

• After speaking with some people quietly away from the economic council,
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ontheothersideofahyphensuchassocialist,syndicalist,communist,etc.—rarely
missanopportunitytoclaimthatthosewho,forexample,haveapositiveview
onindividualist,market-andtrade-basedsocialandeconomicarrangements,often
haveakindofvulgarizedideaofconsentandexchangeatplay.Itisimportantto
notethisisindeedamassiveproblemsomeself-proclaimedanarchistshave.

One-dimensional,as-long-as-they-said-yes,no-consideration-for-broader-
social-or-material-contextkindofthinkingcan,andoftendoes,leadtoverybizarre
conclusionsaboutconsentandvoluntaryaction.Forexample,theideathatpeople
ofearlymaturityorimpairedcapabilitiesandsensecannotinfactlegitimately
consenttocertainactivities(eveniftheysaid“yes”toacertainproposition)is
anotionoftenobjectedtobycertainself-proclaimedanarchists.And,ofcourse,
thatisn’ttheonlykindoftopicwherethetendenciesofvulgarvoluntarismshow
themselves.Muchhasbeenwrittenbyanarchistsabouthowtheideathatone
submitstoawagearrangementandtheauthorityofabossinastate-capitalist
economy“voluntarily”afterbeingsandwichedbetweenstatecontrolandplunder
ononeside,andeconomicprivilegeontheother,doesn’tevenrisetothelevelof
ajoke—andthatiscorrect,thatideaisajoke.

Anarchiststhatunderstandanarchismasanti-dominationshouldbeableto
identifysituationsandcircumstancesthatare“voluntary”inonlythemostsuperfi-
cialways:thecontextcouldbeoneofmassivesocialoreconomicpowerdynamic
imbalances;oneofthepartiescouldhaveseverelycompromisedjudgment;some-
onecouldbeconsentingtosomethingtheyotherwisewouldnot,butforthefact
theyaresomehowbeingdirectlyorindirectlycompelledbyartificialcircumstances
ofrestrictionandprivilegethatbenefittheotherparty;andsoon.Inthisway,
evenifsomeoneostensiblyconsentsoragreestosomething,whethertheyaredo-
ingsomethinginatrulyvoluntarymanner—i.e.,absentthecontexts,dynamics,and
tracesofdomination—isthecrucialquestionforanarchists.

Insimilarways,whetheronecanexitfromassociationwithcertainindividu-
alsorgroups,and/ortheirauthority,caneitherbeunderstoodthroughthelensof
whethertheoptionsforexitareviableandrealisticalternatives,orjustverythinly
flippantones.Forexample,ifyou’reatyourfriend’shouseandtheytellyouifyou
don’tliketheirrulesyoucanleave,that’sonething.However,ifyou’repartofa
colonyonthemoonandyou’retoldthatifyoudon’tlikethenewdictatorandhow
they’restartingtorunthingsyoucanalwaystrytheairlock,that’sanother.

Inotherwords,whatcanbeconsideredatrueexitoptionfromcertaindynamics
andarrangements–asopposedtoanunrealisticmirageexitthatultimatelyserves
asanillusionofchoiceandtrapsindividuals–isakeyconsiderationforanarchists.

Thisessay’suseofconsent,voluntaryaction,andclearandviableexitswhen
itcomestoassociationanddisassociationwithindividuals,groups,hierarchies,
authority,andrules,employsthemulti-dimensionalperspectivethatanarchists
shouldoperatewith.Anyoneapproachingthediscussionaboveonjustifiablehier-
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describingthecontextanddynamicsofthescenarioaboveas:peoplevoluntarily
deferringtoknowledge,nottosomeoneinacertainpositionorwithacertainau-
thority.Someanarchistsclaimthathierarchyandauthorityasconceptsinandof
themselvescanneverbelegitimate,andthattheabsenceoftheseelementsistruly
theessenceofanarchismandvoluntarydynamics.

Yet,whenonetakesalookatindividualsandgroupswhoareinteractingina
trulyvoluntarymannerinreallife,itsimplydoesn’tseemtobethecasethatall
ofthosedynamicsandarrangementsaresimplycasesofrespectforexpertiseor
knowledgeonthewaytoachievingasharedgoal.Tobeveryclear,yes,incertain
scenariositisindeedthecasethatdeferencetoknowledgeistheonlyelement
inplay.However,averynarrowideaofhowhumanscan(anddo)voluntarily
arrangethemselvestoconducttheirendeavorsisrequiredifonewishestofallback
toknowledgeandrespectforexpertiseasthealways-and-everywhereexplanation
forinterpersonalcontextsandgroupdynamicsthatdon’tinvolvedomination.

Indeed,therearemanyscenariosananarchistcouldconsiderlegitimateinso-
farastheyarewithoutthecontextanddynamicsofdomination,butperhapssee
individualsparticipatinginframeworksandarrangementswherepeoplehavedif-
ferentlevelsofdecision-makingpower.Or,perhapsdifferentlevelsanddomains
ofresponsibilityarerecognizedandwiththatcertainauthoritywithinthatdomain,
andsoon.And,it’ssimplyafactthatmanyjoinactivitiesknowingfullwellthey
willbesubjecttoacertainauthority,ordecisions,withinahierarchy,andaccept
thatwithinthecontextandlimitsoftheendeavororarrangementinquestion.Fur-
thermore,individualsmightevenfindthemselvesdisagreeingwithcertainaspects
ofahierarchyorcertaindecisionsbyanauthorityinthemicro,butstillseethe
context,arrangements,anddynamicsaslegitimateonthewhole—inotherwords,
iftheyfeeltheirmacrodesires,values,orgoalsarestillbeingfulfilledinthelong
run,theywillopttocontinueparticipatingandconsentingtothearrangements.

Thiscouldbeastrueofourwoodenduckprojectasitiswithastageplayofa
totalof50castandcrewmemberswhorecognizeadirector.Insomecases,many
mightseethedirectorassomeonetocreativelycollaboratewithanddefertoonly
whentheirknowledgeisgreater.But,inmanyothercasesthedirectorcanalso
berecognizedassomeonewithultimatedecision-makingauthorityduetothefact
theyfoundedtheprojectbasedontheirindividualvisionandrecruitedothersto
workwithtorealizethatvision(orperhapstheyweresimplyappointedtothat
positionandthatlevelofauthorityforacertainamountoftime).

Thesamekindofthingcanbesaidwithabrigadesystemofcooksinakitchen
whooperateinahierarchyandundertheauthorityofaheadchefinserviceof
theirdesiretoproduceathree-coursefeastonaFridaynightfortheircommunity.
Thesamegoesfortwo,ormultiple,peopleengagedinsexualarrangementsand
dynamicsbasedonanadherencetohierarchyorauthority(andevensomedegree
offorce)withincertainpre-establishedboundariesintheserviceofexperimentation
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and play for pleasure—the likes of which is often called “domination” but is certainly
not what is meant by domination as described above. And, all the same could be
said as far as hierarchy and authority for a militia of volunteers who are structured
like a platoon with varying levels of decision-making power that tops out with a
squad commander—all in service of defending an anarchist town from an exterior
statist attack.

Hierarchy and authority can also be at play absent domination within a dispute
resolution context. Consider two people that voluntarily enter into arbitration over
a disagreement, and promise to abide by the arbiters ruling. The arbiter will control
the order of conversation and exchanges between the two parties, enforce a code
of conduct between them, and will come to a decision that will be recognized as
final—even if both parties don’t leave completely satisfied, and feel they are both
compromising to some degree within the limits of the issue at hand. Indeed, one
can go on and imagine all kind of group endeavors, arrangements, activities, teams,
clubs, and so on that people voluntarily participate in where different degrees and
levels of hierarchy or authority are at play as elements pertaining to a specific and
limited domain—yet, domination as understood and described above is absent.

By understanding that certain instances of hierarchy and authority in certain
senses can very well exist without the context or dynamics of domination it’s obvi-
ous why it would be really silly if an anarchist were to join a 100-year old bowling
league and then call for the whole thing to be dismantled on anarchist principles
because of the league’s traditions of having a president, recognizing long-standing
members with 10-, 15-, and 20-year badges, giving senior members priority for lane
usage, and operating with a rule that says junior members must comply with senior
member requests when it comes to certain league decisions. It would be equally silly
to look at the yearly-elected President—with the authority to arrange the teams ev-
ery season and choose what night everyone rolls on—as a position of unjust arbi-
trary decision-making authority, even if they aren’t themost knowledgeable person
in the room.

Similarly, it would also be silly if an anarchist asked for a soccer league to be
dismantled because the league has a president who referees report to (and the assis-
tant referees report to the referees), and all of those officials exercise their authority
to make organizational decisions or judgment calls on the field that teams and play-
ers might not always agree with. Anyone who has played a sport knows the last
thing that happens is full agreement with, and actual respect for, every call a referee
makes—but adherence happens if people want the game to actually continue.

Ultimately, if everyone on the whole and in the macro has truly voluntarily cho-
sen to initially and continually associate with these groups, and in doing so has
accepted the arrangements and rules they operate with, these groups and their dy-
namics should be recognized as legitimate. Even if members were to disagree with
certain decisions and happenings at any given time, and feel their macro desires
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interaction of trading ongoing labor for ongoing payment and the larger context
behind that. Could an anarchist construct a thought experiment which includes a
macro context of an ideal utopia of non-domination and a micro interaction where
one individual chose to continually trade a day’s labor for a form of compensation?
Certainly—one can design scenarios all day. However, it’s an entirely different
story to understand and consider, for example, the different levels of domination
individuals are subject to in reality when they are part of the billions driven to rent
or subordinate themselves to employers in the modern industrial world.

Indeed, if individuals could choose much more appealing alternatives to these
arrangements they probablywould, but theymost often can’t—not due to the emerg-
ing results of different individuals and groups pursuing their own projects and de-
sired arrangements, but rather due to the overarching reality of entrenched struc-
tures of economic and social power, privilege, and influence that state and private
groups wield. How this power, privilege, and influence interacts and maintains
much of the current social and economic order with various hierarchies, authori-
ties, and rules is key. And, it is in this way that one can view the institution and
norms of present-day wage labor as an unjust phenomenon of domination at many
levels, all while not necessarily condemning the mere fact of trading one’s labor for
compensation (or a “wage”) as unjust in and of itself on principle. The same criti-
cal eye and understandings can be applied to modern corporate law, institutions of
property and property law, etc.

It is only when armed with these kinds of careful understandings–and in some
cases simply the right questions–that the anarchist is able to understand social and
economic injustices as being caused by, or enabling, various elements and contexts
of domination. In this way, these understandings can also help anarchists navigate
around the pitfalls of vulgar voluntarist thinking on the one hand, while also avoid-
ing the implication that anarchism is an unserious outlook on human relations with
no room for nuanced understandings.

A Note on Vulgar Voluntarism and Mirage Exits

While consent (initial, continuing, and within certain established boundaries) is a
key pivot point between circumstances of domination and non-domination, a vul-
garized conception of consent can incorrectly lead one to believe that any inter-
action or dynamic between people or groups of people is just given any form of
agreement in the micro. The idea that outsiders should respect any form of explicit
or implicit agreement between two individuals and understand it as voluntary with
no consideration for the context and dynamics surrounding the agreement leaves
one with a very thin, and ultimately incorrect, conception of consent.

Many anarchists—especially those who would be more comfortable with labels
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tothosecontextsanddynamicstobeginwith;second,aquestionofcontinuingcon-
sent;andthird,whetheragreedupon(ifany)contexts,dynamics,andarrangements
staywithintheboundariesagreedto.

So,ifanindividualisforcedtoparticipateincertainarrangements,theyarebe-
ingdominated.Ifanindividualfirstchoosestoparticipateincertainarrangements,
butlaterdecidestheywanttodetachanddisassociatefromthembutisunableto
makearelativelyeasyexitfromthosearrangementsduetoothers(e.g.threatof
violence,physicalpreventionfromleavingaspace,fraudulentormaliciousaction
thateliminatesorlessensone’schancetocleanlyexit,etc.),theyarebeingdomi-
nated.And,finally,ifanindividualagreestocertaindynamicsandarrangements
whichincludeauthorityvestedinotherindividualsorgroups,andthosegroups
overreach,violate,orgobeyondthescopeofwhatisagreedto,anindividualis
beingdominated.

Theseunderstandingsofthe“howandwhen”ofdominationallowananarchist
toconclude,forexample,thatitmaybeunacceptableforsomeonetorefusetocon-
ductthemselvesinacertainwaytheypreviouslyagreedtowhilethey’reworking
withinacertainstructureoronacertainproject.But,ofcourse,iftheynolonger
wishtoremainpartoftheprojectitwouldnotbeunacceptableforthemtocom-
pletelyleaveitandexitoutfromundercertainobligationsanddemands.

Similarly,anangrytennisplayerpassionatelyprotestingacallmadebyanum-
pire,demandingahigher-upofficialoverturnthecallandremovetheumpirefrom
theirpositionofauthority,andthenbeingdeniedthatrequestwhilebeingessen-
tiallytoldthatiftheydon’tlikeit,theycanleave,isnotexperiencingdomination.
Infact,iftheplayerstaysandcontinuestoplayafterthedisagreement,it’sassumed
theyarenotrejectingorwithdrawingtheirconsentfromthewholeideaoftennis,
therulesitoperatesunder,thelegitimacyofhavinganumpireastheon-fieldau-
thorityoveralmostallcallsandissues,orthehierarchytheumpireexistswithin.

However,ofcourse,thatsameplayersomehownotbeingallowedtoleavethe
game,ordisassociateanddisengagewiththetennisleagueentirelyiftheyfeelthere
isatrulyunbearableabuseofauthorityoccurring,wouldchangethewholecontext
tothatofdomination.Furthermore,itwouldbeequallyillegitimateiftheleague’s
on-courthierarchy,authority,rules,anddynamicsbegantoextendandimpose
themselvesontootherareasofthatplayer’slifebeyondthelimitsinitiallyagreed
upon—liketheumpirecomingtotheirhouseandbossingthemaroundunderthreat
ofbeingfinedorputtingalienontheirhouse.

It’salsocrucialtounderstandthedifferentdimensionsandmanifestationsof
domination,andhowtheycanbeconsideredbeyondthecontextordynamicsdi-
rectlyimposedbyoneindividualorgroup—whichisnottheonlywaydomination
shouldbeunderstood.Dominationcanalsobeafeature,drivingelement,orre-
sultofthewaymultipleindividualsandgroupsinteractthatformsinstitutionsand
normsothersaresubjectedto.Forexample,onecandistinguishbetweenthemicro
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andobjectivesarestillbeingfulfilled,thenanyhierarchyorauthorityinplayis
operatingwithoutdomination.

Again,thesemayseemlikeflippantexamples,butitisabsolutelyworthleverag-
ingtheminanefforttosetasidetheideathatallnon-dominationriddenactivities,
contexts,ordynamicsbetweenpeoplearesimplydeferencetoknowledgeandare
alwayswithoutelementsofhierarchy,authority.Anyonewhohasvoluntarilycho-
sentobelongtoaspecificarrangement,club,project,orplayasport,shouldknow
whatit’sliketobelongtoacontextwithcertainelementsofhierarchyandauthor-
ityatplay,disagreewithsomeelementsofthathierarchyorcertaindecisionsfrom
somepositionsofauthorityhereandthere—orperhapsevencontinuously—butnot
thenseethewholethingasillegitimatelyimposingformsofdominationovertheir
lives.

Ultimately,humansareindividualswithdifferentqualities,interests,desires,
andgoals.Evenassumingautopiawithconditionsofperfectfreedom,alwaysvol-
untaryactivity,andnobackgroundconditionsthatmakeitnecessarytoworkto
generatematerialstosustainlife,it’shardtoimagineallhumansnotwantingtoen-
gageindifferentactivitiesandprojectsthatinterestthem.And,therewillprobably
neverbeauniversalwaydifferentindividualsandgroupsgoabouttheseendeavors
andprojects—whetherthat’sassigningresponsibilitiesandensuringthey’reper-
formed,executingspecificoperationsoractivities,recognizingseniorityorbestow-
inghonorsforachievements,employingdisputeresolutionmechanismsorhan-
dlingrequestsfororganizationalorcommunitychange,andsoon.

Individualsparticipatingincertainendeavorsandprojectsmightrecognizethat
withoutelementsofhierarchyandauthorityinsomeinstances,failuremightbein-
evitablebecause:processesmightbeinefficient;theprojectwouldshiftincharacter
andscopetothepointofceasingtobewhatitoriginallywas;varyinglevelsofin-
terestincertainkindsofrolesandresponsibilitiesamongalltheparticipantswould
notbeaddressedcorrectlybyspreadingthemoutwithcompleteequality;andso
onandsoforth.

Attheendoftheday,whydifferentindividualsandgroupsgoabouttheirbusi-
nessdifferentlywillvaryforatleastasmanyreasonsasthereareindividualsand
groups.Andthat’sagoodthingbecausenoteveryindividual—andthereforenotev-
erygroup—isthesameordesiresthesamethings.Indoingso,theywillfreelyjoin
andleavedifferentgroupsandparticipateingroupstructuresthathavedifferent
waysofoperating.Ifallofthatisthecase,indeed,certaininstancesofhierarchyand
authorityincertainsenseswillappearindifferentplacesindifferenttimes—orper-
hapsevenbeconsistentpartsofthelivesofmany—withoutnecessarilyoperating
withinacontextandwiththedynamicsofdomination.
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Rules
Like hierarchies and authority, whether certain rules are legitimate or illegitimate
depends on the context they’re employed in.

Indeed, some rules are an explicit kind onemight operate under when they enter
another individual or group’s space voluntarily. For example, perhaps due to a past
trauma, one of your friends doesn’t want to hear about quarry pits. So, when you
go to their house to visit, you’re asked to abide by the rule your friend and their
roommates have agreed upon—don’t talk about quarry pits. Guests who break the
rule are asked to leave (and are viewed as pretty rude for not listening to it).

Other rules are implicit ones, created by dynamics, ongoing agreements, or
norms. For instance, if you make an agreement with someone over a handshake
that whenever you bring certain goods you have to their house, they will ensure
you get certain goods you want in return delivered to your house within three or
less days later, it wouldn’t be odd to say this is one of the rules in your relationship
or dynamic if this were to go on for many years.

Some will say enforcement of rules (i.e., ensuring consequences are visited on
others) couldn’t ever be something one can consent to or be considered legitimate—
why would someone “consent” to a consequence or punishment? Well, again, in
certain senses, it can absolutely be the case someone does. For example, if someone
joins a sports club with responsibilities and rules themembers must agree to, and all
members know what kind of consequences will come into play for violating them,
that would make enforcement legitimate. So, if there’s a rule that all members must
sweep the tennis court they use when they’re done with their match or be tasked
with sweeping all the courts, it wouldn’t be illegitimate if they were asked to sweep
all the courts after violating that rule—and if they refused continually at the expense
of other members, be asked to leave the club.

Ultimately, the crux of whether rules are legitimate or not, and can therefore
be justified, parallels the same logic presented in the previous sections. What’s
crucially important is how the rules came about, who is adhering to them, and that
the nature of the context and dynamics at play are absent of domination—which
again, also entails that there are always options for clear and viable exits from the
rules.

Force
Below is an example of a proactive use of force Chomsky uses to illustrate that not
all instances of force are necessarily illegitimate:

Suppose I’m taking a walk with my granddaughter and she runs out
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into the street—and I grab her and pull her back. Well, that’s authority,
and it’s my task to demonstrate that it’s legitimate. And, I think in this
case if anybody challenged me I could make an argument saying that’s
legitimate authority.

Unfortunately, the context that precedes this example is Chomsky sloppily tum-
bling “authority and domination” together before he settles on the term “authority.”
Beyond using the terms (incorrectly) in an interchangeable way, the trouble is that
his example introduces what is really an instance of force under the label of “author-
ity and domination.”

Nevertheless, the sloppy point stands as helpful to some degree once clearer
distinctions are made. Of course, anarchists should see no problem with the act of
grabbing and stopping a young child who might be knowingly chasing a ball into
a street unknowingly filled with dangerous traffic. Similarly, anarchists should see
no problem with certain reactive uses of force—for instance, if one is walking alone
in a dark alley and they get assaulted, they are certainly right to defend themselves
proportionately.

What’s important to understand is that these examples put an action up for
judgment in amoment in time. This is distinct from ongoing contexts and dynamics
of hierarchy, authority, and domination. A use of force can, in itself, be looked upon
as just, unjust, justifiable, or unjustifiable. The more pressing questions deal with
the broader context it takes place within, and the reasons why it happens at all.

Detecting Domination
After separating and understanding domination, hierarchy, authority, and/or rules,
it is crucial to consider how the related, but separate, notions below aid in further
understanding the nature of domination so that a judgment can bemade onwhether
contexts and dynamics of domination are truly in play:

1. Whether an individual has chosen to truly voluntarily adhere to certain indi-
vidual or group dynamics that may feature hierarchy, authority, and certain
rules within certain limits.

2. Whether an individual can completely exit certain dynamics, circumstances,
and arrangements, if and when they choose to do so.

3. How certain instances of hierarchy, authority, and rules can be considered
legitimate within certain boundaries, but then become illegitimate if they vi-
olate those boundaries.

In other words, the key markers that distinguish contexts and dynamics of non-
domination or domination is: first, a question of whether an individual consented


