
AnarchistArchive
anarchist-archive.org·anarchist-archive@riseup.net

Partition&Entanglement
ReviewofHomeRulebyNanditaSharma

WilliamGillis

2022-01-11



2 27



26

somekindofbattleonbehalfofmigrantsagainstnatives,wheneverythinginHome
Ruleseekstodispelthatdichotomy.

“Usandthem,same,same.”
Thisisnotacloakordefenseforsettlerfuckeryorasamenessthaterasesdif-

ferences,histories,linesofpower,andimportantlessons.It’sacallforsolidarity
withteethandaudacity.Aswirlinghurricaneofpossibility,ratherthanafractal
landscapeofmicrotailoredprisons.Oratleastenoughaudacitytoseepastlazy
simplificationsandthelimitedimaginarybequeathedusbyfeudalchainsandgeno-
cidalempires.

Ifnothingelse,manyoftheargumentsinHomeRuleatleastprovideacounter
tothosewhodeclarethatthedesireformobilityandwideconnection,thinkingin
abstractoruniversaltermsratherthanplace-based,etc,areallimperialistconstruc-
tions.Maybe!Butthesamecanbesaidabouttheideologicalelevationoflocal
parochialism,particularity,andfixedness.Solet’sjustclearoutclaimsofhistorical
falseconsciousnessandjustmakedirectargumentsforagivenvalueorapproach.

Thewhiteanarchistwhoyearsagodenouncedouroh-socontentious“Migrants
Welcome”stickersbecauseshecouldn’timagineaworldwithoutclosedterritorial
communesofdemocratictyrannyandwhocouldn’tseemodesofresistancetoyup-
piefuckerythatweren’tgroundedinterritorialclaimsisaperfectlyfinehuman
being,sincerelytryingherbest,hermistakewasreflectiveofawidespreadatrophy
ofourimagination.Andthisisoneoftheworstcrimesinflictedbyourrulers.We
donothavetoturntofixed,simplemodels.

Imperialismandcolonialismviolently,unfairly,andinanelycrushedimmea-
surableknowledgeandculture;healingthatdamageandtearingdownthepower
structuresthatperpetuateitisoverwhelminglyintheinterestofallhumanity.But
ultimatelynoabstractionorsetofpracticeshasvalueinandofitself,peoplemat-
ter,actualindividualhumanbeingsinalltheirrichcomplexity,theiragency,their
freedom,iswhatwe’refightingfor,andanideologyoratechnologyorapractice
orabelieforeven“community”isonlyvaluableinsofarasitfurthersthat.Healing
isnotthesamethingaspreservation.Assomeindigenousanarchistshavetakento
sayinga“tradition”issomethingstaticanddead“thatsitsonashelf,”incontrast
alifewayissomethingthatevolvesanddances,intertwinedandinseparablefrom
theknotofhumanityandnaturearoundus.

AsSharmaputsitpowerfullyforanarchists,“anoriginof“state”is“stasis,”or
immobility.”
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“Theentire,eons-longpracticeofhumanmovementintonewplaceswaspushedoutofourimag-
ination—or,perhapsmoreaccurately,wasreimaginedasanational
securitythreat.Intheprocess,stasiswasglorifiedasthenormativeway
ofbeinghuman.”

“Onlyafterthedeathofthenationalliberationprojectcanwerenewour
commitmenttodecolonization.”

Manyyearsagoalatinxfriendofminedesignedstickersthatsimplyread“Mi-
grantsWelcome,AgainstBorders”(versionsinEnglishandSpanish)underacircle-
AandthetwoofuscoveredtheBayAreawithhundredsofthem.Amusingly,
thisprovokedtheireofaprominentwhiteanarchistwhodenouncedthephraseas
pro-gentrification.Sheemphaticallypreferred“RefugeesWelcome”becauseitdis-
tinguishedthosewhoarecoercivelydisplacedfromtheirproperhomesbyvarious
formsofwesternimperialismincontrasttothosewhovoluntarilychoosetomigrate,
like(herexample)thosemovingtothebayfortechjobs.

Myfriendfoundthispreposterous;wealreadyhavelinesofcritiquetodeal
withtheprivilegesofthegentrifierclassandthenegativestructuralmechanisms
ofgentrification.VirtuallynooneintheAmericancontextcallswhitetechbros
“migrants”—thetermhasalmostexclusivelyvalencesofbrownskinandmanual
labor.TheaverageAmericanwhorunsacrossa“MigrantsWelcome”stickerknows
immediatelywhatitmeans(andgetsmadaboutit),whereastheterm“Refugees”is
muchmoresparinglyusedandinmanycitiesisfarlesscontentiousoreventhat
meaningful.Thisisn’tanabstractsense,butsomethingempiricallyvisible:inSan
FranciscoandPortlandwhiteyuppieswouldignore“refugeeswelcome”stickersmy
friendsorderedfromEuropeanantifadistros,butfrequentlyteardown“migrants
welcome”—sometimesevenleavingracialslursscrawledintheirplace.

Further,myfriendargued,surelyasanarchistswesupportthefreedomofin-
dividualstomoveforwhateverpersonalreason,notjustwhentheyareformally
categorizedas“victims.”Theresponsewassharp,no,sheemphasized,neighbor-
hoodcommunesshouldhavethepowertodemocraticallydecidewhoisallowedin.

NanditaSharmawritesfromthecontextofadifferentintersectionofstruggles.
Sharmaisananarchist,activist,andacademicwhosefamilywasshapedbythetrau-
maticpartitionofIndiaandtheirimmigrationtoso-calledCanada.Inthededication
toHomeRule:NationalSovereigntyandtheSeparationofNativesandMigrants,she
relayshermother’sdismayatthesuppressionofaMohawkrevolt:“Usandthem,
same,same.”

ThisisthecentralfocusofHomeRule:toruthlesslycriticizeanddeconstructthe
migrantversusindigenousconceptualdichotomyratherthanignoreit.Whether
suchcategoricaldistinctionscome“‘fromabove’or‘frombelow,‘”fromtherightor
fromtheostensibleleft.

Itisnotarejectionofspecificclaimsorasweepinglevelingofcomplexdif-
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ferences in historical injustice. Struggles for land and liberation, for the defense
of culture violently suppressed, in response to the traumas and particularities, are
obviously vital and important. But Sharma is not tip-toeing around, timidly qualify-
ing statements so much they say nothing, as so many writers in this space do. Her
target is all nationalism, and ultimately all parochialism, all regionalism, explicitly
including the nationalism of the oppressed, and her argument is that for all the left-
ist discursive trappings, such a framework reproduces the structures of an existing
postcolonial order that has simply laundered power and domination, rather than
abolishing it. To truly break the legacy of colonialism we must break entirely with
the frame of nationalism and the idea of discrete peoples each inherently “of some
place,” cultivating instead, a more complex global commons.

Central to Sharma’s argument is that notions of nativeness do violence to the
complexities of the actual human tapestry — to fix some people as being “of a place”
and others as aliens to it — is a simplification that benefits power and hierarchy.
While the mistaken frame of sovereignty has spontaneously emerged in various
places for thousands of years (to inevitable damage and horror), today’s global inter-
locking nationalist order is a direct continuation of the imperial and colonial process
of legibility construction.

Home Rule is a book that refreshingly says something, not just with hyper-
particularity, but with general conclusions.

This has been a hard review to write because I unabashedly love this book and
have spent over a year urging every academic anarchist I know to read it — to
universal followup thanks and praise. There are plenty of merely good books that
merely retread or repackage important positions and critiques, the activist press
is filled with them. Perfectly enjoyable books that get consumed on a monthly
subscription basis by thousands to little fanfare or impact. Rare is the book like
Debt: The First 5000 Years or Caliban And The Witch that become lasting centers of
gravity in the left. And rarer still is the book that doesn’t just meet the radical left
where much of it already is, but pushes it further. I am not given to hyperbole in
praise, so let this serve as a high water mark in a decade of lengthy reviews: Home
Rule feels like a worthy sequel to The Many Headed Hydra.

This may seem a little non-sequitur given how directly Home Rule leans on a lot
of established work in postcolonial studies, but thematically and ideologically, it’s
plain throughout the entire text that Sharma is tightly aligned with Linebaugh and
Rediker. And while their famous collaboration developed over a series of engaging
historical anecdotes or studies weaving together into a broader picture of universal
struggle for the commons and against power, Sharma’s is more of a meticulously
broad weapon, rigorously covering a sweeping global history of empire and the rise
of various nationalisms over the last two centuries. Entire eras in the development
of individual nations are sometimes given merely an incisive paragraph. Sharma
strings the reader along with as many engaging examples and detailed contrasts
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of autonomous peoples and territories that respect the basic imperatives
of indigenous cultures as well as preserve the stability and benefits of co-
operative confederal relations between indigenous nations and other gov-
ernments.” This vision is, of course, the core of the Postcolonial NewWorld
Order.”

Again, such ghastliness isn’t to imply that there aren’t far more enlightened,
original, complex, and probing perspectives in the impossibly complex expanse of
varied experiences and positions thrown haphazardly under the umbrella label of
“indigeneity” (and Sharma cites a wide array of literature across the board) but it
does sufficiently highlight that instances of mistakes exist. One need not point to
unquestionable fascists leveraging both their tribal membership and frameworks
of “indigeneity,” from the national-anarchist Vince Reinhart to the neonazi Serafin
Perez, for the general point about conceptual and rhetorical dangers to be pressing.

“the differences posited between autochthons and allochthons—Natives
and Migrants—is a fundamental political, as well as ontological and epis-
temological, challenge we must address to achieve something that can live
up to our aspirations for liberty.”

It is always hard to critique an ideology that has not yet widely taken power
or begun to implement its vision. When anarchists attacked Marx for the coming
catastrophic failings of his framework we were absolutely right, but it still took
decades for the mounting bloody evidence to become overwhelming. Sadly, anar-
chists have not always had such foresight, and those who participated in national
liberation struggles or made common cause with nationalists have always come
to regret it. Many Korean anarchists today denounce prior generations as fake an-
archists and embarrassments for even temporarily tolerating Korean nationalism,
nevermind how intense and pressing the boot of Japanese Imperialism was.

While compassion, humility, and attention are extremely warranted when nav-
igating the complex and fraught complexities of situations of oppression, I have
long since renounced the lefty Irish nationalism I grew up connected to and have
no doubt that in the view of future generations nationalism-from-belowwill always
prove a grave and harrowing mistake. I think a lot about Korean anarchists I’ve met
who grimaced in reference to their predecessors. I wonder how long it will take us
to truly learn our lessons.

I have already praised Home Rule as a thematic sequel toThe Many-Headed Hy-
dra, but I worry that it will also take the place of Statism and Anarchy as a text clari-
fying emerging fractures and perfectly predicting mistakes to come, but trapped in
the Cassandra gutter anarchists must so frequently retreat to. Some warnings are
as unpopular as they are — consequently — necessary.

Since publication Sharma has caught some unfair and plainly dishonest attacks
that present her as unattentive to indigenous scholarship and attempting to fight
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oneisproposingradicalexpansionsoffirstnationsranksdivorcedfromcultural
heritage,andunfortunatelywhatActuallyExistingFirstNationgovernmentshave
focusedonisquitedifferentfromtheidealismofthoseradicalindigenousactivists
focusedoninclusion.

SharmazoomsinonexamplesliketheMohawkCouncilofKahnawà:kestrip-
pingmajorrightsfromcitizenswhomarriednon-citizensandevictingtheirpart-
nersfromtriballand,and—ofcourse—theinfamousCherokeeexclusionofFreed-
men.Theseareobviouslyhorrifyingandreflectiveofrealdangers,butit’sworth
notingthatmanydecolonialindigenousactivistswhofoughtagainstsuchdidsoin
theframeof“nationalism,”howeverawkwardly.Forexample,EllenGabriel’saghast
statementontheevictionsoffamiliesinKahnawà:keoverwhatamountstomis-
cegenationcorrectlyemphasizesthatsuchconstrainedorblood-basednotionsof
identitywereimposedbycolonizerstowhittleawaytribalmembership,butshe,at
thesametime,framesinclusionasnecessaryto“rebuidingournationsfromcolonial
genocide.”Ofcoursewemightwishthatstatementslike“Foroverahundredyears
theIndianActhascoercivelyindoctrinatedIndigenouspeoplesintobelievingthatthe
colonizersdefinitionofidentitywastrue.”wouldalsobeappliedtotheconceptof
nationstoo,butstilllanguageusageherecangetmuddledandcontradictory.

Ofcourse,evenifweweretocedethatcertainactivistsmeannothingmorethan
asenseofcommunitywiththeirusageof“nation”—there’slittlereasontothink
thispersonalorlocalredefinitionwillsurviveandflourish.AsIpointedoutagainst
Sharma’sattempttochangeourlanguagearoundimperialism,historyandpopular
usagecreatescertaingravitationaleffectsonwords.Theleastcomplex,mostin-
tuitive,andalreadyfamiliardefinitioninalanguagetendstowinout.Someone
could,forinstance,trytoreclaimorredefinetheterm“fascism”toonlymean“sol-
idarity,”buttheneteffectoftheirparticularizedusageisalmostcertainlygoingto
bethelegitimizationofactualfascistsandactualfascism.Andthat’shardlyanex-
tremecomparison.“Nationalism”isprettymuchpoliticallyinterchangeablewith
“fascism”(moduloamythofpalingenesis),withanevenwiderumbrellaofatrocities
ithashistoricallycovered.Thereisnoconceivableuniverseinwhichnationalism
pivotsinitsassociations.Assuch,attemptstogainstandingwithinawiderdomi-
nantdiscourseofnationalism(andimposedlegalcontextwhereithassalience)are
doomedtoonlylegitimizesuch,withallitsbaggage.

Butsadlymanyinindigenousspacesofresistancedon’tmeanmerelycom-
munitybytheirusageof“nation”andaren’tmerelyopportunisticallyexploiting
loopholesintheideologicalframeworkofthecolonizer,ratherstruggleswithin
thenationalistframeworkhaveinmanycasestakentoheartthelogicsofnational
sovereignty,discreteness,exclusion,andterritory.

“Self-definedanarchistTaiaiakeAlfred(2005,266–267),forinstance,ar-
guesthatsupposedlydistinctanddiscrete“nations”canandshould“move
fromcolonial-imperialistrelationstopluralistmultinationalassociations
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asshecan,butherneedtoprovideexactingscopeleavesmuchofHomeRulea
ratatatatofglobetrottingexamplesandcitationsasshepresseshergeneralpoint.
Yetthepassionateuniversalism,thesensethatthestruggleagainstdominationis
onetimelessstruggleattheheartofhumanity,fillsyourchestinawayfewother
booksevenbothertoattempt.

Sharma’sapproachinHomeRuleistodemonstrate1)Howhistoricallyuseful
thedivisionsofnationality,offoreignerandnative,weretotheEuropeanimpe-
rialistproject.2)Thecomplexwaysthatsettlercolonialideologyisparasiticon
thisframeworkandreproducesit.And3)howthemodernparadigmofachecker-
boardofnationscoveringtheplanetwasthecontinuationand—inmanyways—
intensificationofthelogicofpriorimperialisthorrors.

Todaythere’swidespreadinterestineitherpaintingnationalismasatimeless
realityofhumannatureandinnatecommunitystructures,orinoverlydistinguish-
ingtheparticularnormsofthewestphaliannationstatesystemassomekindof
totallyuniquephenomenon.Sharmaisclearthatnationsinthebroadersensehave
anunfortunatelylonglegacyreachingbackthousandsofyears,butatthesame
timeEuropeanimperialismplayedasignificantroleindeepeningthepoison.Vir-
tuallyallthemodernassociationswehavewithbordersaswellastherepulsionof
non-natives,havetheirgenesisintheadministrativeneedsofempire.

IntheUScontextweoftenforgetorignorehistoricaldevelopmentsbeyond
ourborders,turningtheslavetradeintoanentirelyUS-centricstory,forexample,
andignoringworldwidephenomenathatweweren’tcentralto.ButSharmadraws
outhow,onthegloballevel,theabolishmentofslaveryintheBritishEmpireled
toacalamitousdeclineintheproductivityofcentralizedcapitalintensiveprojects
likeplantations,asformerslavesfocusedonefficientlysatisfyingtheirinterestsas
smallfarmersorpaidlaborers.Sincethesedecentralizedformsofeconomicactivity
arebothlesstaxableandlesslegibleandmorefacilitativeofresistanceandpower
erosion…asalways,themisfortuneofhigh-capitalprojectsmeansthemisfortuneof
thestate.Andofcourse,low-capitalprojectslikesmallfarmershavelittlecapacity
tocapturepoliticalpowerforthemselvestostopthestatefromrecoiling.

Thereplacementofslavelaborwith“coolie”laborfromIndiaandChinafilled
thesameboats,andservedthesameeconomicniches,andwasconditionedandcon-
trolledthroughindentureandimmigrationcontrols.Itwasanexplicitlyracialized
systemthatinmanycasesamountedtocontractslavery,butaddedtokenpaper-
work(acontractinanalienlanguagestampedwithyourfingerprintandanearly
passport)andshiftedaround(defacto)slaveflowstobenefitBritishinterests.

Essentially:firstyouconquertheworld,thenyousliceitupintolittleprisons
andrefusetoallowpeopletoseekeconomicopportunitiesacrossyournewprison
wallsunlesstheyhavecertificatesthatareonlygiventothosewithindenturecon-
tracts.Sincepeoplehavealwaysmovedtoseekopportunities,youhaveabase
populationofworkers,butsinceit’salwaysnicetokeepthelabormarketcom-



6

pletely desperate, you also implement policies of vicious enclosure, dispossession,
repression, and famine-making.

This is the essential thing to understand: even as Americans we live in the con-
tinuation of a global system created in large part by the British Empire. A system
that became so globally encompassing it could do away with the traditional focus
of states or nations on limiting exit and instead shift to now limiting entry between
subdivisions of the empire. Through systematic dispossession almost every region
produced displaced and desperate workers for the global benefit of the empire, but
rather than have their origin region administrate their distribution to other regions,
it was recipient imperial regions that oversaw admissions.

To be clear — the British themselves didn’t need to cover literally every square
inch of the planet, merely a sufficient fraction of it so as to crystalize a new world
system, partially of imitators and partially of regimes around the periphery who —
still focused on preventing the exit of their own populations — saw the benefit. So,
for example, the nominally independent Chinese government actively collaborated
with this new immigration control system since it offset the costs of preventing its
population’s escape.

Moreover, paternalistic liberal reformism reinforced this new system, taking the
existing (racialized) internal barriers to movement and strengthening them. The lib-
eral imperialist declared that Indian andChinesemigrationmust be stopped for their
own good, so the systematic dispossession and immiseration of colonial occupation
continued, but now even sharper constraints were put up against rational reloca-
tion. Liberals found the new immigration-regulatory state form quite amenable to
these reforms because it served state and capitalist power.

Sharma emphasizes that these practices of imperialism weren’t confined to con-
texts like India where partition makes them blindingly apparent, they were also
critical to white settler states like the US, and liberal paternalistic reformism (inter-
secting with state needs) likewise played an important role, although with some
limited inversions.

Since local populations (often with access to commons, ecological knowledge,
wider community support, etc.) were at least perceived as distinctly resistant to
work and thus obliging the importing of various forms of coerced and dispossessed
labor, and because their existence threatened certain mobilizing narratives, a dis-
tinct approach was taken with them. “Definition, segregation, protection, and immo-
bilization” were repeatedly shepherded by liberal paternalism, flattening the com-
plexities and dynamism of pre-columbian societies into a fetishized place-bound
ideal of stasis. Notions of ‘innocence’ and ‘purity’ were leveraged to patronizingly
preserve ‘tradition’, in ways that systematically suppressed the native to extremely
limited means or modes of engagement, while stripping anyone who wandered out-
side those borders of native status. So for example in Canada,

“Indians needed a permit from a government Indian agent to sell, trade, or
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indigenous activists, not beer-soaked Trump chuds. And part of why so many US
white radicals had trouble identifying and expelling them was an increasing treat-
ment of “indigeneity” — even the pagan playacting of white settlers doused in fascist
iconography — like a third rail. A first principle or apex value that automatically
vanquishes all other considerations, removes all critical thinking and turns people’s
knees to jelly.

This is to say that while “lanes” and epistemic humility can have value, we
should not render ourselves completely useless in some performative surrender
of our minds and thus responsibilities. If white radicals fail to recognize clearly
dangerous invocations of “indigenous” we will be of no use to anything or any-
one. Sharma covers examples of intensely reductive ideologies of indigeneity, from
Patrick Wolfe declaring that, “The fundamental social divide is not the color line. It
is not ethnicity, minority status, or even class. The primary line is the one distinguish-
ing Natives from settlers—that is, from everyone else. Only the Native is not a settler.
Only the Native is truly local.” to Métis scholar Bonita Lawrence (and self-identified
“Asian settler Colonist” Enakshi Dua) arguing that because non-indigenous people
of color are functionally settlers “antiracism is premised on an ongoing colonial proj-
ect.”

It is, however, important for anarchists to challenge ourselves and read charita-
bly. Sharma focuses in on various examples of language like “We must be the ones
who determine who is and who is not a member of our community, based on criteria
accepted by our people,” but while the inside-outside hierarchies of any sovereignty
are inherently abusive and unjust and it’s trivial to point to examples of First Na-
tions governments who have wielded access to tribal membership as a tool of power
or exclusion, it warrants emphasis that one of the most pressing motivations for
sovereign control over tribal membership is precisely to make them more inclusive
than settler governments allow. There is little more universally reviled than the
blood quanta system that essentializes indigeneity as a matter of genes rather than
culture and heritage. I most commonly hear calls for sovereignty over tribal mem-
bership invoked to resist various limits and restrictions imposed by settler govern-
ments. The motivation of settler states is straightforward: not only do they wish
to see tribal membership ultimately evaporate, they dare not risk a situation where
tribal membership expands like a corrosive acid of more complex overlapping juris-
dictions.

I want to be absolutely clear that competitive governance is no grand improve-
ment, especially when territorial restrictions on scope remain in play. But it’s easy
enough to imagine an enlightened future where the US faces a crisis of legitimacy
and jurisdiction with mass settler defection into the ranks of strong and expanding
first nations. Where various clear territorial claims break down into more complex
and overlapping communities. This would be far from anarchist ideals, but it is not
quite the same thing as nationalisms of territory and blood. Of course virtually no
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Whileit’sunderstandablethatpeopleleveragewhatclaimsarefecundwithin
aninternationalliberalWilsonianlegalcontext,wemustunderminethesupposed
incontestabilityofthisprincipleofnativenessandorigin.Assuchlegitimization
criteriaisincreasinglyacceptedasthestartingpointofmovementsofresistance,
toengagewithcritiquesofitincreasinglyvergesonunthinkable.Neverthelesswe
mustthinkit.Andsayit.

Weexistinaglobaldiscourseandcommunity.Backingageneralizedmuddleof
autochthonousnarrativesandimplicitfirstprinciplesinTurtleIsland,forinstance,
hasspillovereffectsthatcanhurtmigrantsinEurope.Forthefirstprincipleof
nativenessappliedgenerallyhasquitenoxiousimplications.Letmebeveryclear:
noEuropeanshouldeverhaveanation,thereisnoamountofreparationsforthe
atrocitiesofimperialismthatmight“resettheclock”norexcuseFortressEurope’s
exclusionofmigrants.FortressEuropeisnotbadbecauseofaspecifichistoryof
Europeancolonialismthattheyowereparationsforandinvalidatestheirnations,
it’swrongbecausefucknations,everyonehasarighttomigrate.Whilereparations
andliberationinthefaceofdispossessionandoppressionisessential,ourgoalis
nottorestoresomeprehistoricbalancewhereinanindigenous“Frenchness”can
livealongsideacheckerboardofothernationalidentitiesbuttoabolishallsuch
discretecategories.Tograntwideranddeeperoptionstoeveryoneandescalate
thedynamicswirlingcomplexityofhumanity.

InlandprojectsacrossNorthAmericaandEuropeit’scommontohearecofas-
cistsandgreenreactionariesspeakingofseeking,reestablishing,anddefendingan
“indigeneity.”Thiscancomeeitherinthepackagingthat“thefirstpeoplecolonized
werewhitesbytheRomans”(recastingwhitenessasagatewaytooppressedclass
status)oritcanemergefromasupposedimperativetoland-basedspirituality(im-
plyingthatconstructingabusivemysticismsisavalidpathoutofwhiteguilt).

Themostfacileresponseistomerelycritiquetheabsurdbundlingandrecent
lineageof“whiteness.”Butrarelyarethespeakersalreadyunawareofsuch,nor
wouldgroundingone’sidentityinsomeresurrectionofamorespecificlineageand
tradition(eg“viking-ness”)necessarilyavoidanythingimportant.Noristheimpor-
tantfactthatthese“landprojects”areoftenonstolenlandandfacilitatingcontin-
uedsettlercolonialdynamicsasufficientresponse.Oneshouldn’twishecofascist
communesonthepeopleofDenmark.

Thisisnotmerelytwodistinctusesanddefinitionsof“indigenous”invarious
languages—forexamplethechauvinist“herefirst”usagebymainstreamright-
wingpoliticalpartiesinmanycountriesversusaphilosophicalorspiritualnotion
of“ecologicalrelationshiptotheland”usageincreasinglypushedbyyoungerac-
tivistsacrossasubsetofcolonizedpeoples—butinfactamorecomplicatedmatter
ofbleed,appropriation,andopportunisticmutation.Whenmanywhitescumfucks,
likeinfamouspoliticalprisonersSadieandExile,leanedintofascistblood-and-soil
mysticismtheydidsodrapedunderthestolenlanguageandsignifiersbuiltupby
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barter(Opekokew1980;SlumanandGoodwill1982).Obtainingauniver-
sitydegreeorvotinginaCanadianelectionwasdeclaredtobe“un-Indian”
and,ifpracticed,would,until1960,resultinthelossof“Indian”status.“

Meanwhileacrosssettlerstatesitwasgenerallydecidedthatawomanwhomar-
riedawhitemanlostherlegal“native”protections.“Protection”meantsegregation,
and“tradition”meantdeprivementofwidermobility,solidarity,andeconomicac-
cess.

Thissuppressionofpotentialmarketactivitynodoubthelpedmonopolisticam-
bitionsofwhitecapitalists,butit’sastarkcomparisontotheforcedentryintolabor
marketsgoingonelsewhere.Sharmarootstheexplanationintermsoflegitimiza-
tionprocessesdistincttowhitesettlersocieties.

IfthearcinthesurroundingBritishimperialworldstartedwithforcedassim-
ilationandthentransitionedtotheconstructionofnativism,ingeneraltermsthe
USandotherwhitesettlerstateswentfromtheconstructionofnativismtoforced
assimilation.Thesedivergentpathswererelatedtotheneedofwhitesettlerstates
toconstructtheirownnationalistsovereigntyandidentitytobinddisparatewhites
againstthemigrantlaborbeingimported.Asthepivotfromempiretonational-
ismtookplaceglobally,withforexampletheUSrevisingitsself-perceptionintoa
nationratherthanaspiringempire,thewhitedominatedcoloniesfocusedoncon-
structingwhitenessasanativeidentity(erasingpriorcomplexitiesanddivergences
inoriginsandmotivations).

“whatmakesWhiteSettlercoloniesdistinctiveisnotthat,fromthestart,
imperialstateswantedtoextinguishNativelifeinordertogainterritory
topopulatewithEuropeans.Instead,whatisuniqueaboutthemisthatthe
Whiteningofoneportionoftheworkingclasssoweddeepandlong-lasting
divisionsbetweenworkers…Arguably,thesuccessofstrategiesusedto
Whitenworkerswasaninitialmomentintheimperialturntobiopower
andinformedallsubsequent“defineandrule”strategiesofindirect-rule
colonialismacrosstheempire.”

Thisinevitablymeantchampioningnotjustthenationalisticandnative
paradigms,butalsoaframeworkofextermination,assimilation,and“preservation”
thatframedpriorpopulationsasstaticsnapshotsandobjectifiedtheminterms
ofidentificationwithplaceandhistory—tobetreatedasmuseumcurioson
thesideoftheroad—ratherthanagentscapableofanactiveconflictingclaim
tonativeness.Whitesettlerscouldthenbeconstructedasuniquelynativeand
migrantbyremovingtheagencyandpresenceofexistingnativepopulations.And
insofarasthosepopulationsweretoachieveagencyorcapacityforself-alteration
theyweretobeforcedintowhiteness.
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Thus a major byproduct of constructing white settler national identity as “na-
tives” was the construction and reinforcement of national and native frames in ac-
tually native populations. Some of these dynamics are well known. Policies like
the Dawes Rolls incentivized deep alignment towards the state’s notion of “indian-
ness” by tribal leaders and many individuals. Blood quantification and discreteness
of “membership” were but part of a wider array of incentivized dynamics in the
construction of identity.

And this followed imperial and colonial patterns worldwide:

“Colonialism was now portrayed as necessary, not to change Indigenous-
Natives (e.g., to “civilize” them), but to preserve their (often invented)
traditions and customs as they encountered the “modern” world”

Reservations confined survivors to remove them from attention and facilitate
cultural extermination, but they also reinforced and even created identifications
of peoples with place. Imperialist and settler-colonial practice thus shaped and con-
structed indigenous subjectivities. This is both a trivial and a sharp claim, and Sharma
leans into the latter.

The forcible crushing of cultures and knowledge erased much, but it also im-
posed opportunity costs. What is lost to western imperialism is not just what was,
but whatmight’ve grown on their own or in varying degrees of collaborative contact
with distant cultures. The pathways of exploration and creation — the consensual
syntheses and wildly divergent children — that were made impossible. Such is also
the legacy of colonization.

This is an image of colonialism not just as imposed contact, but actually as vi-
olent segregation. This picture of colonization is the suppression of meshing net-
works, instead violently affirming simplifications and removals. Anything to stop
hybridization and complex cyborg flows or diversifications of agential currents.
White settler society could only hold itself together if it removed all fluidity and
activity from those it wanted to steal “nativeness” from. Ratcheting up the defini-
tion and immobilization inherent to any construct of nativeness, hoping to impose
such to the point of rigor mortis.

The Third Reich would infamously later take up this ideological drive into an
explicit institutional crusade for the ‘preservation’ of local cultures against the ‘im-
perialism’ of global culture. Such hyper-paternalistic reduction of diverse, mobile,
and fluid populations into fixed eternal peoples with similarly eternally fixed traits
and behaviors was, wemust remember, cast as a noble struggle of resistance. Part of
what made national socialism so potent was its self-narrative as standing up for the
little guys worldwide. Germany sincerely saw itself as defending the indigenous
nations of Europe against globalism, universalism, and foreign corruption. And,
just as in the settler states it took partial inspiration from, this meant concentration
camps and mass murder.
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of power in our time, but the lines of underlying rot that inexorably drive new
expressions as contexts change.

Sharma on the other hand is repeatedly very clear that the logic of nationalism
and borders is rotten not just today, but inherently, “national liberation did not result
in decolonization, nor could it have.” (her emphasis)

If Walia’s case is that borders are today interwoven with the function of capital-
ism and that the displacement of migrants is coerced by war and economic exploita-
tion, Sharma’s argument is more that borders arose as a symptom of an underlying
viral way of thinking: of cutting the world up into discrete regions with distinct “na-
tives,” castigating and often enslaving the exceptions to this schema as “migrants.” It
is a nuanced historical picture that traces the complications of white settlers danc-
ing back and forth between categories as need be to keep their domination. But
Sharma is interested in pushing a point that is unfortunately novel and contentious
in the wider left: “nationalism from below” cannot offer us a break with the horrors
we struggle against, indeed it can ultimately only ratchet up those horrors.

Much structural violence is obviously involved in the displacement of many mi-
grants today, but Sharma warns against implicitly taking for granted that people
are or should be of some place.

Resistance to imperial domination and struggles embedded in specific histories
of trauma, genocide, and dispossession do not require ceding to a fixation with
collective priority and origin. We’ve repeatedly seen, from the horrors perpetuated
in Côte d’Ivoire between groups with conflicting claims over who wasmore “native”
to the genocide and ethnic cleansing of the Rohingya as supposedly “illegal Bengali
immigrants,” that such frames are a fountainhead of oppression.

And it must be emphasized that “being of place” as an ossified collective identity
is quite distinct from active knowledge and love of the land you work or a bioregion
and a painstakingly built web of ecological relationships. To liberate land, air, and
water from those who would control, monopolize and/or despoil them is not the
same thing as a struggle for territory and sovereignty, concepts inherently tied to
fixed relations, social discreteness, and functions of authority (whether collective
or not).

Sharma’s rejection of the former is sharp and motivated by a deep concern that
firstness and of-placeness are subsuming the radical imagination and erasing or plac-
ing themselves before all other ethical considerations. Worse, this replacement of
other driving values is happening in ways that places itself beyond discourse or
consideration.

“All mobilizations of national autochthonous [nativeness] discourses…
view indigeneity as a first principle of political action… autochthony
is usually represented as “ ‘authentic,’ ‘primordial,’ ‘natural’ and
‘self-evident.”’
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theliberatoryaspirationsoftheDiggers.Thetruthhereismorecomplicated.To
shiftidentityandcontext,tosincerelystruggletostepintoalienperspectives,isat
thecoreofbuildingabetterworldandresolvingthewoundsthathavebeensliced
intousbyempireandnationalike.Butsuchindividualmobilitycanrequireslicing
usfreeofinheritedcommunity,pickingupourthingsanddeparting,andinsodoing
canbequiteatoddswithmanyvenerationsof“thecommons.”

Toconnectglobally,tobuildthetowerofBabelthatSharmasoresonantlyspeaks
ofandquotesToniMorrisonon,shouldnotinvolvetheflatteningorsmotheringof
diverseexperiencesandviews,buttheintegrationofthem.Andthatincludesthose
whowantindependence,or,perhapsbetterput,adifferentandmorefar-reaching
typeofinterdependencethanthatprovidedbythecommonsofold.

Theseareofcourseverybroadpoints,aboutverybroadnarrativesandconcerns,
butthemostrefreshingthingaboutHomeRuleisthedegreetowhichitaudaciously
embracesradicalism,which,lestweforget,isnotasynonymforextremismorcool-
nessbutisaboutgettingtotheroot.

Sharma’sbookcontrastswithforexampleHarshaWalia’srecentBorder&Rule,
which,whilepowerfulinitslistsofhorrors,avoidscomparably“abstract”discus-
sionofunderlyingrootstoinsteadfocusonrelativelymoreparticularassociations
andmechanisms.WhereHomeRuletraceshowunderlyingideas,identities,policy
orientations,andnarrativescameintobeing,Border&Rulefocusesmoreonthe
myriadexamplesofhowspecificborderpoliciesfunctionallyinterfacewithorre-
producepatriarchy,whitesupremacy,ableism,etc.—thelongmenagerieofformal
oppressionswealreadyinstantlyrecognizeasbad—andgenerallyfunctionaspart
ofacontrolapparatustobrutallymanagetheglobalworkforce.Thisiscertainly
valuable,andWaliaisarightfullybelovedfigureinthemovement,butherwords
atpointsreveal,Ithink,adifferenceinphilosophybetweenthetwobooks:

“Ialignwithaleftistpoliticsofnoborders,sincethebordersoftoday
arecompletelyboundupintheviolencesofdispossession,accumulation,
exploitation,andtheirimbricationswithrace,caste,gender,sexuality,
andability.”(emphasismine)

Waliaisseeminglynotforeclosingsupportforbordersinsomeothercontext,
merelyourown.SimilarargumentsandlineshavebeenusedbyMarxiststoendorse
“allcopsarebastards”and“prisonabolition”solelyinourpresenthistoricalandsocial
context,andnotuniversallyasanarchistsdo.Theyalignwiththosepoliticshere,
today,butmakenopromisesabouttomorrow.

Argumentsthatcritiquecops,prisons,andborders,solelybecauseoftheir
presentgenealogies,affinities,andstructuralroleleaveopenthedoortoschemes
toimplementtheminthefuture,“beyondcapitalism,”“beyondsettlercolonialism,”
etc.Theanarchistproject,however,isnottocritiquethesymptomaticexpressions
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It’simportanttohighlighthowever,thatsuchdefine-and-rulepaternalism
wasn’tjusttheinventionofsomehappenstanceglobalnormsorconventionscon-
strainingthearrivalofimmigrants,itwasalsoboundupwiththewiderimposition
ofcapitalistdynamicsthatincentivizedtheperpetuationandreinforcementof
thesenewnormsevenoncetheregionalprisonadministratorshadautonomy.

Theimperialistsputthesystemintoplacebutcouldthen,inthetwentiethcen-
tury,stepbackandletitperpetuateitself.

Toputitinmoreconcretelytheoreticalterms:ittookthegenocidalenginesof
imperialismtopushmostoftheworldintoaprofoundlysuboptimalequilibriastate.
Anewconfigurationthatresistedtransformationandpulledanythingnearbyinto
itsowndestructiveform.

Indeed,havingbrutallyreshapedtheworldintothisnewnormofstatespolicing
entry,therulingimperialpowersincreasinglyfounditadvantageoustoremove
theirownadministrativeoverheadoncearegionhadbeenintegratedintothenew
globalsystem.

Thattheprojectofimperialismbecameconstructingthesediscrete“nations”
wasexplicitinmanyways.TheLeagueofNationsopenlyframedtheroleofEmpire
asthedevelopmentofnations,the“tutelage”ofpopulationsintobecomingdistinct
“Peoples”andthennations.

OfcourseFDRusedBritishdesperationinandafterWorldWar2tostrong-
armtheUKintoeffectivelyturningtheirempireovertotheUS,butthiswasn’t
achangeofthefoundations.TheUSmodelwasadecentralizednextstepinthe
Britishapproachtoadministration:wherediscretenationalprisonswereadminis-
teredthroughtheUNandbroughttoheelviaone-sidedopentradewiththeUS—
thelaststandingindustrialandfinancialpowerhouse—butretainedenoughinde-
pendencetoresilientlykeepthewholesystemafloat.Itwastheintensificationof
theBritishpolicyofgettingNativestocontinuetheprocessofempirethemselves.
Strugglesofresistance,havingnowalignedwithUSpowerandaspirations,were
thenabletocreateacheckerboardofpostcolonialnations.

Thisescalatedprocessesofenclosureandsuppressionbecauselocalrulershad
localknowledgeandwerenowembeddedinmoretotalizingandresilientwider
incentivestructures.

WhenUNu,thenationalistfirstprimeministerofBurma,describedtheUN
charteras“onegreatmutualsecuritypact”hewasnotspeakingofthesecurityof
nationsagainstoneanother,butofthesecurityofpowerinthefaceofthatwhich
woulddissolveit.Inthissensetheinterlockingnationalstructurewasnotamatter
ofsecuringpeace(warscontinuedunabated),butofsecuringdominationitselffrom
thespectreofrevolution,insurrection,andrevolt.

Powerembraceddecentralizedfragmentation(accordingtoafixedlogic)to
avoiddissolution.

Naturalsystems,lefttotheirowndevices,willgenerallyentangle.Whenink
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disperses into water the result is a dissolution of simplistic discrete categories and
structures. This is the opposite of nationalistic fragmentation which continues the
construction of legibility started by Empire. If the preservation of “order” requires
a fractal subdivision of humanity — the forced relocations and dispossessions of
countless souls in endless partitions — then all the worse for any actual living
breathing individual human beings. Humanity must be fed into the meatgrinder
of simplistic abstractions.

Sharma is quite clear that, in her mind, the term “imperialism” poorly character-
izes the US-created postcolonial system. The US was a hegemonic locus of power
that extracted absurd concessions and material wealth from the rest of the world,
spread its bases everywhere and bombed civilians, but the global nationstate it built
was significantly different from all prior empires. Sharma is without mercy in her
description of the machinations of the US (and USSR), but it’s still deeply unset-
tling to read a leftist author put “US imperialism” in scare quotes, so deeply has the
anti-imperialist frame of analysis become hegemonic. In Sharma’s insistent frame,
neither the US nor the USSR were “empires,” they were rather postcolonial powers,
a classification which she seeks to give equivalently negative valences.

Sharma is concerned that the “imperialism” frame centers foreigners invading
and controlling natives, an analysis that both misses critical dynamics of the Post-
colonial New World Order and reproduces the nationalism it is dependent upon.
In her ideal world we would recognize the “postcolonial” system as a distinct and
arguably worse evil.

I am, it must be said, not sanguine about this rhetorical strategy. Whatever our
ideal language might be, activist usage largely does not follow academic invention,
but is shaped by and responds to pragmatic needs and pressures, constantly col-
lapsing to the most succinct frame that makes intuitive use of existing language.
Complex formal definitions rarely win against general resemblances. And it is sim-
ply a fact that capital flows continue to be centralized in imperial metropoles. Why
shouldn’t we speak of the US, USSR, and PRC as empires and imperialist projects?
Their economic as well as political centralization and direct military domination has
clearly followed longstanding imperialist patterns. Comparisons to imperialism are
inherent because the term has widespread negative cachet in general populations.
There is no feasible pathway to establishing similarly potent valances for “postcolo-
nial” on its own; we struggle mostly within the language we are given.

Sharma confidently claims that global inequality is worse today than in the age
of empire.

“Between 1960 and the late 1990s, a significant widening of world income
distribution took place. Indeed, the extent of the disparities surpassed
those during the Age of Empires”

But I find such quantifications suspect. One can point to all manner of depreda-
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gration isn’t just an inextricable component of human existence, but a freedom to be
encouraged. And part of having choice is knowing what the choices are. Legibility
and even simplicity can thus be liberating, in the right contexts.

This is why I’ve emphasized a focus on positive freedom and a network lens.
While I have no doubt Sharma would not embrace any of the nefarious takes above,
she has certainly gotten fastidious about the dangers of myriad language choices
like “global south” and so I must interject that talk of a global commons does carry
its own dangers. There has never been a true global commons, because we have
never been as strongly and directly connected to one another. Every historical
instance of “commons” was inherently, and usually quite explicitly, partially closed
and parochial. Historically access to the commons of a village is usually tied to
membership within that village, or even one’s property title within it. We have
never had a global commons in anywhere near as direct a sense and so the concept
is a cipher that people will take different assumptions and priorities into.

Sharma looks back to the radical aspirations of the Diggers and Ranters, enor-
mously influential seventeenth century precursors to the modern anarchist tradi-
tion who conjoined a fight for land with grand aspirations for a world without
exclusion or territory. For the Diggers, “an essential aspect of this freedom/mobility
was the ability to change or shift one’s identity” and for the Ranters “the people in
England, France, and Turkey [must become] one people and one body, for where the
one lives there liveth the other also.” I have long shared in a deep admiration and
love for these proto-anarchists who emerged endogenously within the belly of Eu-
ropean empire at the dawning of capitalism. For two decades have I teared up while
belting “this earth divided / we will make whole” but the devil is in the details.

My concern with Sharma’s framework is that while it correctly objects to the
forcible creation of markets and the forcible creation of dispossession and enclo-
sures, as well as the construction of titanic industrial infrastructure along a single
innovation pathway, her narrative risks empowering reactive or clumsy rhetorical
corrections. Choice is not quite the same thing as commons, although they can be
allies. In some contexts it can be useful to disentangle local knots so as to enable
more global connections. I have no sweeping answers or blueprints for property
norms, but I know that orthogonalizability is not always evil. The broad strokes
of the historic enclosures at the dawn of capitalism were surely quite evil in most
means and consequences, similarly the followup processes of enclosures that were
applied beyond Europe by imperialists and then postcolonial nationalists, but these
broad strokes eclipse the people from below who sincerely and for good reasons
pushed for changes in their existing property norms in ways that included dividing
and individualizing some things. That they didn’t get the direction and types of
reforms they wanted nor the results, trammeled over by the powers who orches-
trated and profited from enclosures, doesn’t mean they should be erased from our
understanding. I don’t think we have to pose their struggle for liberation against
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asaminorityandtheshittinessofthecapitalistdynamicsmanyhavebeenforced
into,butthepointisthatourworlddoesnothaveauniformhistoryandcultural
inheritance.

Onehugelurkingdangertothevalorizationofthecommonsisthattomany
thetakeawayisalwaysthateveryonewasatleastbetteroffinsubsistencefarming
villagesandshouldhavemoreorlessremainedthereinsomekindofessentialistic
andstaticnaturalrelationship.Ofcoursethatsomanypeopledigtheirfeetinthere
isunderstandableiftheonlyotherpoleistouncriticallyembracemoreorlessthe
exactinfrastructuralnormsofdominantmodernityandsay“lookdestroyingthou-
sandsofvillagesforsomedamisobviouslyanetpositive.”Iftheseareouronlytwo
optionsthenweareindeedintrouble.Hencewhyacrucialresponsetotheclaims
ofnationalliberationstatesthattheypromoteddevelopmentistocontestwhatsort
ofdevelopmentinwhatdirection,atwhatcost.Tospecifywhichpathwayswere
availableandwhichwerederailed,bywhom.Justasnationalismerasesallother
modesofresistancetoimperialism,collapsingouroptionsintojustreplicatinga
unifiedstateor“people”withamilitaryandeconomythatfightwith(eginterface
with)foreignonesontheirterms,sotoodoesiteraseallpathwaystomaterialabun-
dancethatarenotintheinterestofpower.Theproblemisn’tthatinfrastructureand
propertyrelationschangedafterindependence,it’showtheywerechanged.Justas
wemustdefendtherighttomoveandfreelyassociategloballywemustdefendthe
freedomtoevolve,hybridize,andreconfigureourselves.

Anotherdangerinpopularnarrativesthatfocusontheenclosuresistoview
complexityandillegibilityasendsinthemselves.Inthisframethecommodifica-
tioneatingtheworldisamatterofincreasingprecisionanddetailinourmapof
things,goingfromalackadaisicalcommonswherenoaccountsarekept,toastress-
fullyoverlyquantifiedworldwhereeverysingleindividualgrainofriceisindexed,
tracked,andpurchasablewithapersonalloanforalowannualrate.Yet,thereis
valuetoclarity,reconfigurability,andmaterialcapacity.ElinorOstromemphasized
thatnotonlyisthetragedyofthecommonsarealdangerthatcommunitiesaround
theworldhavelongbeenquitefamiliarwith,butpeoplesolvesuchinbottom-up
waysthroughadiversevarietyofoftenoverlappingmeans,includingstrategies
thatincreaseclarityandevenparceloutthecommons.Further,beingabletoex-
tractoneselffromsocialcontexts,tosellone’sstakeinacleanmannerhasclear
liberatoryaspects.Sharmamentionsurbanizationinthelistofeffectsofnational
“development”andneoliberalreforms,andthere’saseriousdangerhereofbuilding
anarrativeagainsturbanityitself.Wemustnotpretendthateverydynamicdriving
urbanizationwasviolentorcreatedbyimperialinterests,theinterconnectionofa
globalizingworldwasinpartfacilitatedbyvoluntarilyadoptedtechnologiesand
individualsembracingexitfromparochialcommunitiesclosedasaresultoftheir
ownpowerstructuresandmaterialconstraints.Choiceinone’ssocialrelationshas
beenanincrediblyliberatingexperienceformanyandisdeeplyrelatedtowhymi-
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tionandslaughtertoday,butcananyonereallysaywithanycertaintythattoday’s
worldismoreunequalthanwhentheBelgianswerechoppingoffhandsandfeet
inCongo?Thisisnottoentirelyforeclosethepossibility,butitseemslikethesort
ofclaimthat’simpossibletoestablish.Inshortitcollapsestanglesofcomplexities
muchthesamewaynationscollapsethecomplexityofoursocialrelations.Never
mindthediscontinuitiesofmeasuringwealthoveraperiodwherethefine-grained
legibilityoftitleitselfhaschanged,ortheincomensurabilitiespaperedoverby“in-
flationadjusted”figures.Evenpointingouttheenclosureofthedarkpartsofthe
mapsweepinglydescribedas“commons”provesverylittleaboutrelativedegrees
ofaccessandpowerwithinsaidoldcommons.Isimplycan’timagineasingleuni-
fiedmeasureof“inequality”oranybundlingofanaggregatemeasurethatcould
evenremotelyestablishthisclaim.(MuchlessbywayofcitationtoSamirfucking
Armin,aKhmerRougeandPutindefendingwingnut.)

Thisisnotnecessarilytopushbackontheideathatthecreationofpostcolo-
nialnationalregimesmadethingsoverallworse,whenexaminedwithinacertain
window,butasanargumentit’saquagmire.Whatsortoftimewindowshouldwe
beusingtoevaluatethis?Fromonesidesomeonecouldmaketheargumentthat
nationalliberationstrugglesledtoagradualweakeningofimperialpowerlongbe-
foreflagsformallychangedonamap,fromtheothersidethenationalistideologues
couldjustaseasilysay“undoingimperialismisjustreallyhard,weneedanotherfive
centuriesbeforethingsgetnetpositive,butthenthingswillgettrulygood.”There’sno
winningoncewegetboggeddownintoarguingoverwhichtimescaleandperiod
tomeasureover.

It’scertainlytruethatmanythingshavegottenworseinthepostcolonialera.
Forexample,wherecolonialadministrationhadn’tmanagedtoimplementborder
controls,thenewly“liberated”nationstatesactedquicklytocreatethem.This
meantthatthetransitionfromcolonialruletopostcolonialruleinforexample
muchofAfricasawthesuddencreationofconstraintsonmovementthathadbeen
freethroughoutpriorhistory.InthisrespectSharmaiscorrectinidentifyingthe
postcolonialsystemasevenworsethantheimperialistsystem,intensifyingitslogic
ofdominationratherthanbreakingfromit.Andsimilaranalysiscanbemadein
termsoftheformalizationofnewpropertyregimesandtheintensifyinglegibility
ofclaimsatthecostoftheoldsupportmechanismsofthecommons.

Butthisdoesn’tnecessarilyproveanoveralldevolution.
Regardlessofwhethernationalliberationwasanetadvancementoranetesca-

lationofhorrors,Iamfranklyquitesickofcommonleftistrhetoricthatdismisses
thingsliketheabolitionofchattelslaveryasanirrelevanttrickofsmokeandmir-
rors.Radicalsoftenfeelwehavetopretendweliveintheworstofallpossible
worldsbecauseifpeoplefeelthere’sanyadvantagestoourpresentordertheymight
notwanttorisktopplingit.Thisisapathbywhichradicalismperverselyendsup
generatingreactionaryframesatleastasnoxiousasnationalism.Thesloppyleftist
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dismisses the immense suffering under for example monarchy and slavery and the
awe-inspiring, hard-won social transformations away from them, declaring instead
that all progress so far has been illusory, even that things have gotten worse. It is
true of course that power has gotten more dextrous, more insidious, and its func-
tion more complex. But that retreat to complex mechanisms is itself a sign of power
on the back foot.

When the mechanisms of power are forced to adopt greater internal complexity
they lose efficiency and either becomemore brittle or open upmore space for erosion.
Power may survive in the face of resistance by mutating and trying to co-opt or
misdirect that resistance, but that is not necessarily to say it ends up on a stronger
footing. Merely that the strategic landscape changes.

The Left spent the last half of the twentieth century in a tizzy about insidiously
complex systems of control like advertising and the construction of desire that end
up being largely paper tigers. It convinced itself that progress was impossible, that
Moloch had perfected titanic systems to generate false consciousness, even while
progress was being made in myriad places, often without the help of leftist or radi-
cal theorists. This is not to suggest that nationalism of the oppressed is a necessary
step towards progress, nor that no one knew better — many anarchists at the time
certainly did and far too many paid with our lives for the sin of correct prognos-
tication — but I do think we can’t afford to ignore or discard the positive currents
and improvements that got mixed up in the noxious morass of national liberation
struggles.

A significant aspect of Sharma’s argument is that no nation escaped neoliber-
alism because in fact nationalism and neoliberalism each imply the other. In her
account national liberation states didn’t “sell out” to western imperialists, rather
they continued the logic of nation building, that is to say building infrastructure
and exclusionary power systems necessarily provoked positive sum (for capitalists
and rulers) collaboration between nations. Sure the Washington neoliberal institu-
tions profited immensely, but so too did the “national liberation” projects, once you
realize what nation building means. And Sharma’s right that in many contexts the
most supreme and omnipresent power in people’s lives was national.

Indeed one of the ways national liberation states benefit from the horrors of
global apartheid is by externalizing costs: the rule of autocrats depends upon ex-
porting the unemployed and dissidents they create. That those people are made des-
perate by immigration restrictions in other countries and at best become a deeply
policed inferior class helps maintain order at home. Obey and stay or else get
thrown into a meatgrinder. Submit to the prison at home, or else become a pris-
oner completely without rights or even voice in the global system. The project of
national control is only stabilized by the ability to eject, to make alien or immigrant,
those in the fuzzy areas (which are ultimately almost everyone). The nationalist and
the capitalist both need the dispossessed underclass inherent to the construction of
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for a way to ditch their historical materialist baggage by focusing on the end of the
first volume of Capital, that once upon a time “the commons” provided freedom,
security, and community, only to be brutally sliced up at the onset of capitalism,
dispossessing and creating the working class. As an account of the enclosures this
is certainly quite accurate. And it’s easy to see the congruities between this aspect
of capitalism and what Sharma focuses on in the construction of nationalism. Sim-
ilarly the core of her argument that the postcolonial nation system is worse than
imperialism is that it has enabled more dextrous enclosures. Distant imperial bu-
reaucrats couldn’t dream of incentivizing and handling the construction of modern
property norms to the same extent as local rulers shouting about national honor
and growth.

Libertarians tend to treat Lockean property titles as unalloyed positives, arbi-
trarily selecting a thin slice of possible property norms as the most ideal, in no small
part — even when they hide such consequentialist roots to this position — because
it facilitates fungibility and investment and ideally thus rapid “development.”

Part of what is glossed over is the cost of such imposed orthogonalization in
property titles. Whereas while every society has a property system of some kind,
claims are usually far more entangled than anything like the cleanly separable ones
of Lockean norms. As claims of ownership originally emerged in bottom up pro-
cesses of widely or mutually useful detentes, they kept all sorts of artifacts of their
context. Someone’s title to their house might not be exclusive or apply in every
dimension. This impedes selling property, staking it as collateral, etc, if only be-
cause one person’s title claim is not something entirely in one’s own hands, and is
also ultimately dependent upon the aggregate acceptance of countless individuals
in one’s community.

Further, sure, this entanglement in conventional property impedes rapid “devel-
opment,” but when the state violently slices through those entangled connections
to impose one universal and fungible map it can only assure “development” in a
similarly slapdash and unilateral form. Instead of distributed weighing of every
individual’s context and desires, these violently “optimized” market processes can
only serve the hamfisted ends of power. That is to say: there are very different
directions and branches of “development” possible, serving very different interests.

But this brings us to some frictions in the popular “lost commons” narrative.
Firstly, many societies do not have commons in anywhere near the same sense as
the feudal villages often treated as prototypical. Even the egalitarian !Kung San
hunter-gatherers traded overlapping titles to regions of land and all their benefits
within their gift/debt system. While their specific individual ownership system and
market norms are quite foreign to our own, they said they found the concept of
“collective ownership” particularly repugnant and hard to conceptualize, even find-
ing much of the current global norms of property and market exchange liberating.
This is in no remote sense to minimize the repression that the !Kung San have faced
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Sharmadoesn’tdenythewidespreadtendencytochauvinism,butshedoesn’t
directlyaddressthatinHomeRule,beinginsteadatpainstoundermineourcur-
rentreceptionofNativeandMigrantconceptualcategorizationsastimeless,putting
theirpresentuseinhistoricalcontextasproductsofspecificpowersystemsandin-
terests.And,asacorrectionHomeRulecanatleastemphasizethattheparticular
potencyofnationalismandnativeidentificationtodayisoverwhelminglypropped
upbyaspecifichistoryofpower.But,whiletheproblemposedbyhumaninclina-
tionstowardsclusteredcommunitiesandsimplisticcognitiveabstractionsofgroups
(in-grouporout-group)isaneternalthreatthatcanobviouslyreproduceterritorial
barriersandthelikeonitsown,thehistorythatSharmahighlightshascleargeneral
implications.

Eveninthosecaseswhereanationalistictendencyisnotcarryingalegacyof
imperialistmanagerialneeds,thefactthatmanagerslovethenationformandthat
suchcanonlybecleavedoutofhumanity’stanglesviasystemicviolenceisrelevant.
Whiletheremaybeacognitivelazinessinhumansthateternallypullsustowards
themistakeofnationalism,thisisnotatalltosaythatnationsarenaturalorgood,
anymorethanacommonillusionorconfusionis.

Commonfantasiesofareturntoperfectlyuniformandclosedcommunitiesof
fixedtraditionsaremotivatedbyfearofcomplexityandahungerfortheabolition
ofthoughtandresponsibility.Thisisnottosuggestthatcomplexityisinnately
good,ortruthnotoftenquitesimple,butnationsaretheproductofvaluingsim-
plicityasanendsalmostuntoitself.They’renotaboutaccuratelymappingwhat
istrue,they’reaboutimposingareductionofcomplexity.Thisisthecommongoal
ofwould-beslavesandrulers,andsothehistoricalequivalenceandever-more-
deepeningtiesbetweennationalismandvariousformsofauthoritarianismisun-
avoidable.Theimperialistandpost-colonialleaderobviouslyshareinaneedto
imposesimplicitytobuildpowerstructures,butsotoodoesacertaintypeofrevo-
lutionaryorinsurgenthaveaninvestmentinmakingthebattlefieldsimple.

Todayifitissaidthatwecannomoreenvisiontheendofcapitalismthanthe
endoftheworld,wecanevenlessenvisiontheendofnationalism.Theonlyal-
ternativetoEuropeanimperialismfolkscanimagineunderitsspellisoftenjust
Europeanfeudalism,re-bakedasakindofvoluntarymicronationalism.Butthe
manorsoffeudalEurope—withtheiraspirationtooperatevillagesasclosedso-
cialuniversesinwayswildlydifferentfromhowbandsandsedentarycommunities
haveemergedinothersocieties—arenotsomenaturalconfigurationemergent
fromfreeassociationandpersonalpreference.Theywere,themselves,thehistori-
calproductofimperialismandmaintainedthroughimmenseviolence,servingthe
endsofpower.

Andthisisacritiquethatcanbeturnedback,tosomedegree,onSharma’s
appealtoandvalorizationofthecommons.

There’sabroadmetanarrativeincirculation,especiallyamongMarxistslooking

13

bordersandnationalidentities.
Sharmadrillsdowninparticularonhowthespecificterm“neo-colonialism”

wasinventedandtheorizedbyKwameNkrumahwhoruledGhanaandservedasa
majorfigureintheNon-AlignedMovement.Nkrumahonlywroteandpublicized
histheoryafterhehadalreadydestroyedthehomesoftensofthousandsfora
damtopowerasmelterforKaiserAluminum,aU.S.-basedcorporationandthen
createdpermanenteconomiccatastrophebynationalizingmuchoftheeconomy
intoacommandsystem.EverystepofthewayNkrumah’srulingcircleenriched
itselfwhileexacerbatinginherentstatedysfunction.Thenationalliberationregime
sweepinglytriedtodobigthingswiththebluntinstrumentofthestate,external-
izingthecoststothepeople,whileprofitingfromtheasymmetries.Theanalysis
of“neocolonialism”thusemergedfromtheoutsetasanapologiaanddeflectionby
thoseinpower.

Incontrasttothistheorizing-from-above,Sharmaemphasizeshowtherotofthe
entirepostcolonialsystemwasfocusedonandcritiquedbytheorists-from-below
likeGhana’sAyiKweiArmahashavingalwaysbeenlyinginwaitinthenational
liberationproject.

Inshort,ourpostcolonialhellworldisn’tperversionorunderminingofnational
liberation,butitsnaturalculmination.

UnderthepostcolonialorderalllegitimacyliesinbeingadiscretePeople“of
place.”SuchPeoplescanmakepoliticalclaims,declarations,demands,butthesame
isvirtuallyunthinkableformigrants,those“outofplace”.

“whilethe“humanrights”ofmanyNationalCitizenswerenotrec-
ognized,respectingsuchrightsforforeignerswasalwaysoutoftheques-
tion”

Further,thepowerstructures,thelinesofdominationthatpersistedunderor
werenecessaryforthe“nation”wereframedas“peoples’power.”Theverypossi-
bilityofabolishingpoweritselfwasthusmadeincreasinglyunthinkable.Rather,
thefascisticphilosophysharedfromEngelstoSchmidtbecamehegemonic:‘there
isnothingoutsidedomination,onlyquestionsofwhowieldsit.’

Theparadigmofnationalliberationthusistheparadigmofpostcolonial
apartheid,notofactualdecolonization.

InSharma’saccountthepostcolonialperiodofnationalizationwasnecessarily
aratchetingoftheviolenthierarchiesintroducedorintensifiedbycolonization.By
splinteringtheworldintocompetingnationseverynationwasforcedintoa“de-
velopment”armsracethatintensifiedprocessesofenclosure.Ifimperialismhad
partiallydispossessedasubsistencefarmerthenationalistprojectonlyfurthered
thissuffering.Justascapitalismdependsonsimplisticallyslicingupcollectively
managedcommonsintofungibleandalienableparcels,theentireparadigmof“the
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nation” works to slice apart different natives, and create a fungible underclass out
of everyone too entangled to fit in these boxes.

Migrant labor is thus the gasoline that drives the world power system, while
native labor helps structure, condition, direct, and control it. The global patchwork
of discrete nations necessarily creates migrants by their existence, slicing up (vio-
lently simplifying) the inherently more complex network that is humanity as well
as obviously stripping options and agency from individuals.

All this has deep implications and insights with regard to the turn to patchwork
micronationalism intensifying among most currents of reactionaries and fascists
since the 80s. Obviously a strategy of fractal secession would only further deepen
the creation of oppressed migrant classes. The micronationalists frequently act like
the problem with existing nationalisms is that they encompass too much complex-
ity and so the logic of nationalism should be pushed further to the point of every
town, every neighborhood a nation. The fractal checkerboard of Iraq and Syria
emphasizes that this doesn’t bring peace, it brings displacement and more directly
attentive gang rule. And, of course, a mass refugee crisis.

Today’s reactionaries often fetishize “exit” on the premise that folks can vote
with their feet and thusminimize the harms of governments, but the incentive struc-
tures of nationalism at the margins, as economists say, don’t work that way. Rather,
constructed minorities are targeted and pushed out of one region on the premise
that they have less legitimate “claim” to belonging and then no other region has in-
centive to provide them full citizenship. Elevating a stranger to equivalent political
power and rights as you is rarely worth that person’s marginal economic contri-
bution to your nation. Thus the global ratchet is towards intense hierarchies of
Nth-class noncitizens. A patchwork of democracies or populist dictatorships thus
rapidly converges on arbitrary class ladders with the enfranchised few shrinking
and the base of exploited or just suppressed constantly expanding.

It’s easy to lose legitimacy as a “native” but almost impossible to gain it.
Of course it should always have been trivially apparent that a patchwork of

states would be inclined away from freedom. A market with 200 hundred compet-
ing buyers and seven billion competing sellers is always going to be skewed to the
buyers. When what’s being sold is labor and the system iterates constantly the
emergence of essentially slavery conditions is a foregone conclusion. Even if there
were two million buyers the asymmetry in bargaining power will remain pertinent.

This authoritarian ratchet of the inter-national system was what we opposed
in the streets of Seattle fighting the WTO, a system of “globalization” that used
national barriers to reinforce power globally. The only way to stop the race-to-the-
bottom enabled by the interlocking system of “nations” is to abolish them entirely.
Sharma is quite clear that reinforcing borders doesn’t protect local workers, it is an
essential component of the overall downward spiral.

If we start from the perspective that the world is an irreducibly complex net-
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work, then it’s preposterous to think that such a network can be decomposed into
a set of discrete villages or cliques. Rather, with every subdivision forcibly sliced
through the tangled knot of humanity, lives are cut short and single threads cast
loose. Fractal secession or subdivision is thus the most damaging, most harmful,
strategy possible. It looks at the harm caused by nationalism, by borders slicing up
the world, displacement, genocide, and war, and thinks the solution is to double
down.

Instead of framing things in terms of a “right to exit” we must realize that the
modern nation paradigm is predicated on a claimed “right to eject” that is to manage
populations by violently subdividing them, by the construction of “the inside and
the outside.” The nationalist takes the nation as given but there is no such cohesive
simplistic discrete set of people. Not even a “family” has an a priori inside and
outside, lines of connection and association are always graduated and intermeshed
in complexways that defy simple accounts. The nationalist’s given is not a reflection
of reality, it is an idol he is asserting, an idol whose “rights” inherently require
human sacrifice.

It’s beyond critical that we emphasize this, because the fact that a structure
emerged out of a specific historical context doesn’t mean it wouldn’t and hasn’t
emerged in other contexts. An intellectual fascist, upon reading Sharma, would no
doubt see her argument about the historical roots in imperial bureaucratic manage-
ment as beside the point.

The specificity of “nationalism” as a word and ideological history has become
blurred out in popular perception to virtually any and all projects of usness versus
themness. The modern proponent of nationalism would look at two germanic tribes
warring with one another thousands of years ago and see two “nations.” And it is
not clear to me that such a wider definition is “objectively” wrong. For what it
lacks in congruence with the historical emergence of the term, it can be argued
the more generalized definition does a better job at cutting reality at the joints.
Beyond the relevance of popular usage, to achieve the generality and universalism
of a truly radical analysis, our words should arguably try to pick out perpetually
emergent dynamics, rather than exclusively tracing out particular usage within a
specific historical context.

William C Anderson reminds us of all this in general terms in his critique of
Ashanti Alston’s sympathies for black nationalism, writing in The Nation Of No
Map, “some of us are descended from the enslaved because of the betrayal of na-
tions, one group of people pitting themselves against another for dominance… our past
is a cautionary tale.” [emphasis added] While many horrible particular norms of
the present postcolonial nationstate system were created by Empire, that system
itself had roots in the generalized logic of nations and division. The pull of simplic-
ity driving clustering dynamics and closed communities aren’t a cure for Empire,
they’re what gave rise to it in the first place.


