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In ‘Is the state our enemy?’ Andrew Kirby challenges us to acknowledge that the state is 

not a natural or permanent institution. Rather. the state is socially constructed, created h) 

powerful social actors to serve certain political and ideological functions. Kirby therefore 

urges LIS to seriously consider those who challenge not just the form. agenda, OI 

personnel of the state but who question its WY-); existence as a governing institution. Kirby 

asks that we reject the dominant designation of these groups as futile. individualistic, 

utopian. irrational, or marginal. To support his point. Kirby directs our attention to the 

recent struggles of several anti-statist groups in the Lrnitecl States. These groups gcj 

beyond confronting the specific policies of the ruling ITS government; they dispute the 

authority of the state-any state-to intervene in their members lives. 

Like most provocative works of scholarship, Kirby’s article, 1,!, raising one question. 

inadvertently raises several others as well. By suggesting that the state is a contestccl 

institution he directs our attention to the anti-statist movements as potential agents ot 

radical change. Hut beca~~se the focus of his article remains the state. questions about the 

anti-statist mo\rements remain not just unanswered, hut unasked. This commentary raises 

~veral of these unasked questions. regarding the agendas of am-statist movements ris- 

&rY.s traditional definitions of politics. the parameters defining the movcnit‘nt\ 

‘extremism‘. and the movements‘ historical. geographic. and political specific&). 

The left, the right, and the myth of the liberal state 

The first of my comments on Kirby’s paper concerns the politics of anti-statist mo\‘ementx. 

Kirby identifies a general orientation of the state to\vard the suppression of individual 

liberties. The myth of the liberal state, for Kirby, is an ideological construction passed 

dcnvn from John Locke to his bourgeois intellectual successors. Kirby acknowledges that 

the protection of property rights may at times coincide Lvith the social agenda of the 

disempowered and that in certain instances the state may he pressured into temporarily 

adopting a progressive stance on a particular issue. Nonetheless. for Kirby, the state is 

most frequently encountered by the masses as a force of oppression. So long as the state’s 

primary mission is one of defense and security it u ill not hesitate to intenenc in 

individuals’ lives in the interest of maintaining the hierarchical status quo. Since Kirby’> 

state is implicitly, and perhaps structurally. oppressive. anti-statist movements arc 

implicitly liberatory. There is an implied progressivism when individuals claim the 

autonomy of their community from the clutches of Federal state power and instead 

empower institutions of governance at the scale of thr local state. the community. or the 

survivalist compound. 
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Of course, Kirby notes that some of these localist groups have a tendency to adopt ‘the 

politics of hate’ and he is quick to distance himself from these positions. But he fails to 

detail where this ‘politics of hate’ comes from and why some groups adopt it while others 

do not. Indeed, the specific political agenda of localist groups appears secondary in 

Kirby’s analysis. For Kirby, the key element of these groups’ politics is that they resist 

central state power and are therefore in some sense progressive. Some groups, according 

to Kirby, travel down a regressive trajectory, but this shift is portrayed as secondary to the 

formation of the groups’ original, essentially progressive, anti-statist politics. 

Kirby’s failure to interrogate the oppositional groups’ politics, their essential belief 

systems, and the structural locations associated with their emergence is potentially quite 

dangerous. On the one hand, oppositional groups are proposing an alternative to an 

oppressive system. On the other hand, they may advocate intolerance. Kirby proposes no 

means for identifying regressive tendencies in groups, except for their use of hateful 

rhetoric. This failure of analysis leaves room for leaders and organizations to avoid 

detection as they go about building institutions of hate, while masking their exclusion& 

agenda behind the rhetoric of populism. Kirby asserts that critical social scientists must 

develop tools for analyzing the state and critiquing its appearance as a benign institution 

of consensus and pluralism. I concur, but we must also develop tools for analyzing the 

tendencies within localist oppositional movements that lead some to associate themselves 

with exclusionist agendas. 

To further investigate the politics of these movements, I would suggest that Kirby expand 

his study beyond movements of the far right. What is the difference between a localist 

movement led by white men in Nevada fighting Forest Service management of their 

county’s land and a localist movement led by women of color in Louisiana fighting a 

Federally sponsored low-level nuclear waste site? Perhaps there is no difference. Perhaps, 

in a world where localist forces are pitted against large-scale interests aligned with the state, 

traditional labels of ‘left’ and ‘right’-defined, as they are, around different ways of 

organizing state power-are not useful categories for distinguishing localist, populist 

movements. Fukuyama (1992) has proposed that the liberal, modernizing state is now 

‘beyond history’ (or ‘beyond politics’). If the liberal state has truly reached perfection, then 

the significant challenges of the contemporary era are not those movements of the ‘left’ and 

‘right’ seeking to influence state policy or seize state power. Rather, according to this view, 

our attention should be directed toward ‘new social movements’ that, instead of seeking 

state power, promote a ‘radical democracy’ facilitated by transnational solidarity, anti- 

liberal exclusionist organization, or sub-state axes of citizenship based on territorial or non- 

territorial communities of affinity (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985). 

While the political agendas of Fukuyama on the one hand and Laclau and Mouffe on 

the other differ greatly, there is a common strand to their analyses. Since the state is the 

repository and guarantor of order and hegemony, any localist movement that promotes 

autonomous control (of the sub-state community or even of the individual) is a potential 

challenge. The locus of order in the system (the state) is unitary and all-inclusive, a closed 

arena beyond history. Opposition, therefore, is decentered and external to the social 

ordering system. Thus, there is no available political criterion for judging the movements 

of decentered democracy. The terms for assessing systemic politics cannot be applied for 

understanding movements that challenge the modern structure of governance. Propo- 

nents of the status quo see little need to investigate these movements’ ideology: all such 

movements are to be suppressed, even when their rhetoric closely resembles that of the 

hegemonic powers.’ Advocates of change, including Kirby, similarly see little reason to 

pay attention to the groups’ rhetoric. The groups’ assertions of their own existence, 
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outside the hegemonic assemblage associated with state power. are themselves anti- 

systemic outbreaks of radical democracy. A range of scholars from the left and the right 

agree: the key aspect of the ‘new social movements’ is that, simply by existing, they 

challenge the world order and the authority of the state system that is an essential 

component of that order. The ‘old’ politics of ‘left’ and ,right’ struggling for state power is 

over; the ‘new’ politics is one in which a unified state rules and those opposing state 

power rebel not necessarily through discrete ‘political’ actions but through assertions of 

alternative identities and through attempts at self-governance outside the state-organized 

system of hegemonic rule. 

Kirby is thus one of a number of scholars suggesting that we turn away from a focus 

on the traditional descriptors used for understanding a group’s politics: its agenda, its 

policy programs, and its positions vis-d-vis the ruling government. Kirby treats the 

agendas of anti-statist groups as secondary, incidental, and contingent to their essential 

anti-statism and, as has been noted, this may lead to the underestimation of some of thehe 

groups’ regressive potential. It can also lead to marginalization of groups worthy of 

support. By downgrading the groups’ agendas, Kirby unwittmgly reproduces the 

modernist myth of the disgruntled deviant, desperately searching for an axis of opposition 

to protest the rational incursions of the developmentatist state. If an anti-statist 

movement’s agenda is mere strategy. chosen not for its substantive programmatic 

implications but because it seems to offer the best prospect for organizing the alienated 

masses, than why should we take seriously the movement‘s proposals for restructuring 

society? Kirby’s conceptualization of these groups’ politics contmdicts his call to treat 

them as legitimate social actors. 

The defining politics of oppositional movements is more than that of anti-statism. Each 

movement’s politics revolves around specific programmatic positions and agendiis. 

I jiscerning ‘good’ politics from ‘bad‘ can at times be difficult, particularly \\hen the 

articulated message of a group is locat autonomy, rather than a substantive programmatic 

agenda. Identifying a localist group’s ‘politics is further coniplic2ted by coalitions of 

convenience between groups with very different agendas but u ho may cooperate to 

further community control.’ Nonetheless, localist movements do generally have 

programmatic agendas, and the difference between different mo\.ements’ agendas goes 

beyond the difference of whether or not they choose to link their struggle nitI a 

rhetorical appeal to the ‘politics of hate‘. To fully appreciate both the progressive and 

regressive tendencies in these groups (and many groups contain elements of both 

progressive and regressive politics), one must treat their politics not as incidental but :IS 

tying deep within their members’ social positions, Kirby may respond that this analvsis is 

not the subject of his paper. or that this analysis depends upon an ultimately xut+‘tiW 

determination of what is progressive and what is regressive. Hut when he raises the point 

that swll groups must be taken seriously he commits himself also to de\4oping :I 

perspective for critically analyzing the groups’ political potential. 

The question of extremism 

A second concern with Kirby’s paper is his use of the term ‘extreme’ to define these anti- 

statist groups (‘[The Oklahoma City bombers] are the most active and most extreme 

representatives of a broader political trend taking an extreme position that the county 

i\ coming under the control of a government of occupation’). The term ‘extreme‘ recluircs 

further elaboration. Is it the anti-statists‘ methods that are extreme, their analysis, their 

program, or all three? Where does one draw the line between extremism and internal 
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opposition? When is a group challenging the existence of the state as an inherently 

oppressive institution, and when is it merely trying to reform the state or replace it with 

a state more to its liking? 

This question is of particular interest because most of the localist groups identified 

by Kirby are not extreme in a traditional way of identifying political extremism: they 

neither seek to seize state power nor do they seek to secede from the polity. To the 

best of my knowledge, the Michigan Militia does not advocate the secession of 

Michigan from the United States (although the position of other groups, such as the 

Freemen of Montana, on secession may be less clear). Furthermore, most of these 

groups subscribe to a US nationalist ideology and many utilize nationalist iconography; 

many members of the Michigan Militia likely have American flag stickers on the backs 

of their pickup trucks. 

I propose that these groups’ extremism lies in their divorcing of nationalism from the 

state. A major force behind social cohesion in the modern era has been the creation of the 

unitary entity, the nation-state, ‘the pre-eminent power-container of the modern era’ 

(Giddens, 1985: 120). While most localist groups do not propose the complete 

dismantling of either the nation or the state, they do propose that the two be de-linked. 

These groups are not saying, ‘It is American to be against the ruling state’; such a 

formulation would likely lead to an agenda premised on rebuilding the American state 

around their particular interest-group priorities or toward reconstituting their national 

identity at a smaller, more controllable scale. Rather, they are saying, ‘It is American to be 

anti-statist’; it is American to define oneself outside the paradigmatic political construct 

that has defined and granted stability to social life in the modern era. The modernizing, 

liberal nation-state linking the community of the nation with the power of the state has 

provided the political foundation for the organization of modern political economy. Any 

movement that challenges the validity of this construct truly is ‘extreme’. 

Questions of specificity 

My third set of comments revolves around the nature of these anti-statist groups: to what 

extent are the movements politically specific, to what extent are they geographically 

specific, and to what extent are they historically specific? The question of political 

specificity follows from the earlier discussion of extreme left-wing and extreme right-wing 

movements. There I pondered the differences (and similarities) between the right-wing 

localist movements discussed by Kirby and left-wing environmental justice struggles. The 

radical anti-statism of the right-wing localists also resonates with the ideology of the 

Yippies, or Youth International Party, a movement that blended the CJS cultural revolution 

of the 1960s with a radical, anti-statist political agenda. Well-known Yippie events such as 

throwing dollar bills on the trading floor of the New York Stock Exchange and attempting 

to levitate the Pentagon were not aimed directly at overthrowing the power of dominant 

institutions. Rather they were efforts to discredit these institutions through disrespect and 

through revealing the illusiveness of their actual power. Instead of directly confronting the 

system, the Yippies attempted to construct alternative axes of identity based on 

organizing principles that ignored the hegemonic system of social organization (e.g. the 

establishment of a ‘free store’ where one deposited unneeded items and acquired items 

according to one’s needs rather than one‘s means). 

The Yippies, like today’s right-wing anti-statists, embedded their radical anti-statism 

within an aura of nationalism. Yippie activist Abbie Hoffman was famous for literally 

wrapping himself in the American flag. Hoffman, a native of central Massachusetts, 
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frequently situated his politics within the American ideals of freedom and liberty, noting 

that having grown up thirty miles from Lexington and Concord he lrad been taught that it 

was goodto be revolutionary. The Yippies and the right-wing localists both label the state. 

in any form, a hulking bureaucratic system, and so the movements’ members resist the state 

through subtle acts of civil disobedience, audacious snubs. or destructive acts of violence. It 

is no coincidence that Hoffman’s books are sold in right-wing survivalist catalogues like 

Loompanics CJnlimited, alongside such titles as Kitchen Improvised Plastic Ejcp1o.sitv.s: Ca?i 

You Surwiue?Guidelines,fot-Resistance to ljv-awzy.for YCXL and Your Family; and Manualo/‘ 

the Mercenary Soldier: A Guide to Mercenary War. Monc~y, and Adl ~entum. 

As the example of the Yippies demonstrates, the kind of anti-sratism identified by Kirby 

is not associated solely with the right. Just as it is critical to recognize that each anti-statist 

movement has a political agenda (a point stressed in the first section of this commentav). 

it is also critical to recognize that the nature of this agenda varies greatly from group to 

group. To restate a point made earlier. if one draws attention to these anti-statist 

movements as critical alternatives to the state one must also interrogate the specific 

politics of each movement. 

Having considered the issue of political specificity, we can no\\’ consider the issue of 

geographical specificity. Are movements like those identified by Kirby specifically 

American? Tabor. in his commentary on Kirby’s article in this issue of Political Geograph.v. 

considers this question at length as he discusses the peculiar role of religious utopianism 

in American thought and political organizing, so I will consider it here only briefly. I 
propose that if Europe brought us, through a perversion of the concept of socialism. the 

construct of national socialism (Naziism). America has invented :I \,aridnt of anarchism 

that we might call national anarchism. Anti-statist localists espouse a libertarianism that 

cyan be located at a distinctly American intersection of such ideologies asJeffersonian anti- 

urbanism. Know-Nothing xenophobia. and progressive-era populism, all encompassed 

by the rugged individualism that rhetorically constitutes the masculinist American spirit. 

This is not the place to analyze why these political currents ha\.r surfaced in the 1’5, 

suffice it to say that disdain for the urban bureaucracy of the Federal state has :I spfx’i3~ 

plxe in American nationalist discourse, and that the anti-statist localists continue this 

tradition. As Baudrillard (1988: 90) notes. ‘In their collective consciousness, lAmc3ricansl 

are closer to the models of thought of the eighteenth century, \vhich are utopian and 

pragmatic, than to those that were to be imposed by the French I-e\,olution, Lvhich were 

ideological and revolutionary’. Liberation in the American imagination does not mean 

seizing the state or constructing a new state; rather it invol\,es summoning one‘s moral 

rectitude and building a new society, free from bureaucratic restraints. I w~~uld suggrst 

then that a further research project would be to consider to bvhat extent Kirby‘s 

framework for interpreting localist. anti-statist social movements i\ applicable outside 01 

hc ITS. 

The final question concerns the historical specificity of these movements. Kirh!, 

mentions the Whiskey Rebellion and the Civil War draft riots. Is the ‘new’ anti-statism 

fundamentally different from these events? Is the context different? If today’s locahst anti- 

statism represents a new political strain, N,hy is it emerging now? Likely answers would 

rely upon the emergent pressures of an increasingly ‘globalized’ political economy. On 

the one hand, the cultural character of individual places is being homogenized; on the 

other hand. material differentiation within and among places is being intensified. Such an 

environment would likely provide fertile ground for the current wave &anti-statist action, 

a wave of resistance that resembles but is fundamentally different from the historic 

mo\‘ements noted by Kirby. 
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Alternately, one might propose that today’s localist anti-statism is not new at all but 

rather represents the continuation of a long-standing axis of opposition in the US political 

arena. But if this is the case, why has the state, a frequent and powerful agent of 

intervention in Kirby’s vision of the world, not been able to suppress the opposition? The 

answer here, as Kirby begins to formulate in Power/Resistance (1993) may lie in the state’s 

need for a mediating, but potentially subversive, local state. Whichever position one takes 

in this debate, the question of the ‘newness’ of the current wave of anti-statist movements 

is an important topic for further investigation. 

Conclusion 

In summary, Andrew Kirby’s paper moves our thinking about the state in important 

directions. Kirby is to be commended for heeding Taylor’s (1993: 83) suggestion that we 

‘explore negations of this European legacy’ in order to consider possibilities for the 

organization of world-society that no longer revolve around the centrality of the sovereign 

nation-state. 

The points I raise are not so much critiques of the paper as a whole as critical 

expansions on several of the concepts raised within. I challenge Kirby to extend his 

critical analysis of the state to anti-statist movements, of the left as well as the right, abroad 

as well as in the US, in the past as well as the present. Such an analysis might contribute 

to our understanding not just of the contemporary US state but also to our assessment of 

the potential for anti-statist groups to generate social transformation. 

Anti-statist movements are a powerful force on the contemporary American political 

scene, and Kirby is correct in urging that we move beyond our state-oriented prejudices 

and treat them as legitimate social actors with potentially practicable agendas. But, if that 

is the case, then their agendas must themselves be subject to investigation. The history of 

anti-statism is littered with flirtations with and, at times, wholesale adoption of the ‘politics 

of hate’. This coincidence, while not an essential feature of anti-statism, is not merely by 

chance either. It is imperative that as we take seriously the challenges to the state raised 

by anti-statist movements we also take seriously, and analyze critically, their proposals for 

a reconstructed political order. 

To conclude, Kirby raises an important point by placing the challenge of anti-statist 

movements on the agenda of pOhtiGil geographers. Now, it is critical that we follow 

Kirby’s lead and continue to seriously study these groups, interrogating their politics, their 

extremism, and the specificity of their agendas, And in that sense, I am precisely in accord 

with the mission promoted by Kirby in his conclusion: ‘[To] examine the ways in which 

individuals and groups resist the state and [to] take their struggles at face value’. 

Notes 

1. Groups on the border between hegemonic right-wing libertarian ideology and counter- 

hegemonic right-wing anti-statism pose a particular problem for the forces of order. Witness, for 

instance, the Republican Party’s tentative support for the National Rifle Association, a group with 

both pro-hegemonic and counter-hegemonic tendencies. 

2. See, for example, the cooperation in the early part of the twentieth century between the Ku Klux 

Klan and the African-American-led ‘Back to Africa’ movement. A more recent example of 

cooperation between localists (although not anti-statists), with very different political orientations 

is the redistricting struggles of the early 1990s in which suburban white Republican communities 
and urban African-American Democratic communities at times cooperated, each under the 
banner of self-determination, to divide districts in a way that would empower both groups at the 

expense of white Democrdcs. 
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