


Editorial
Hello everyone, we're here again! 

After taking a year out from our 
usual schedule you may not have 
been expecting us to show up with 
a 2014/15 edition, but Black Flag 
bounces back more often than a 
polybutadiene rubber ball and so it 
is today.

One of the reasons we weren't 
able to come out in 2013 was down 
to our reviews editor Ade Dimmick 
being unavailable, and as of this 
issue he is still off so our usual Hob's 
Choice series of pamphlet reviews 
is temporarily on hold.

However Ade is hoping to be back 
for issue 237 and there will certainly 
be plenty to look at by then.

In the meantime other people 
have jumped on board to write 
this year and many thanks go to 
our contributors, who have come 
up with some cracking articles, our 
thought-provoking interviewees 
and the Anarchist Federation for 
continuing to contribute content.

It is not, on the face of it, looking 
to be a fantastic year for radical 
magazines and papers. With SolFed 
concentrating on one-off works 
and the sad demise of Freedom 
Newspaper (though not their website, 
which has been revamped and is well 
worth keeping an eye on), the torch is 
being largely carried by the Anarchist 
Federation's Organise, the excellent 
Occupied Times, Strike and Plan C's 
unofficial publication Bamn.

All of these outfits operate on a 
shoestring, and your support, be it 
through buying, making or selling 
is vital to keep open a free press 
that gets out beyond the filters and 
white noise of online activism.

Specifically with Black Flag, we 
think we have it's important to 
keep this little project alive, and 
with luck, to grow it.

The model of class struggle 
anarchist groups contributing 
key longer-form articles to a 
non-denominational magazine 
alongside individual writers is an 
important project to get right, and 
the AF's work with us is a good 
starting point.

If other organisations wish to get 
involved on a similar basis, let us 
know and we'll be happy to work 
something out. We also invite people 
who prefer to see their name in print 
to submit via the details on the right. 

Onwards and upwards!

Rising again: The red and black ladybird is back baby, and charging over leaves like there's 
no tomorrow. Picture: Anya Brennan
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Dislodging sexism.

monotheistic

on fighting patriarchy within anarchist circles.

•

a common 
unequal and

over-arching and 
successful early 
of

Sexism and patriarchy are so deep-seated 
as to be more difficult for political radicals 
to dislodge. Racism, homophobia and so 
on are more likely to be challenged within 
those circles. They aren’t always challenged, 
certainly, but it is more acceptable and 
straightforward to do so.

Racist attitudes, for example, are 
relatively easy for white people to identify 
in others and even in themselves, once 
we make the decision to try to be aware of 
them. Patriarchy operates in ways that are 
most often too subtle to notice.

Racism and homophobia are relatively 
modern forms of hatred. I don’t mean that 
there was no racism, homophobia and so

on at all before the formation of the modern 
state. But the denigration and oppression 
of women, or at best the concept of their 
inate inferiority, was an
ubiquitous feature of
societies, an obsession
cultures, for example.

Patriarchy is not just 
feature or by-product of 
hierarchical societies, but has been a key, 
institutionalised basis for inequality in the 
first place, present where other forms of 
oppression were more marginal.

Anarchists must work towards the 
destruction of all aspects of white privilege, 
for example, and homophobia. But I think 
that the end of racism and homophobia in 
their most obnoxious forms could happen

narchist theory holds that nothing 
meaningful can change without 
the destruction of capitalism and 
the state by the people oppressed

by them, and gender-oppressed people must 
play a key role in driving the process.

As with the struggles of people of colour 
and other oppressed groups with which 
our fight intersects, serious steps towards 
gender equality cannot wait until after there 
is political freedom and economic equality. 
Meaningful social change ultimately has 
to come from a revolutionary analysis 
and process - politically reformed or 
“feminised” states and economic structures 
will not eradicate patriarchy any more than 
they will bring wider freedom or equality. So 
we initiated a project to put the anarchism 
into feminism.

But we nonetheless have to defend 
feminism within wider ‘radical’ politics, 
where working class women are involved. 
The formal structures within the Socialist 
Workers Party were such that sexual abuse 
and rape-denial thrived, and this influenced 
the timing of our project. Few anarcha- 
feminists felt like leaving those women 
without support just because they weren’t 
anarchists.

Sexual predation was also taking place 
within the often misogynistic “free spaces” 
opened up by groups such as Occupy and the 
wider anti-capitalist movement. Attempts 
by anarcha-feminists and other feminists 
to introduce codes of behaviour addressing 
sexist behaviour were often unwelcome.

In both of these examples, official and 
unofficial hierarchies maintained gender 
inequality and oppression. Coercive power 
over women is exercised by men who not only 
control material resources, but who experience 
more abstract forms of privilege, difficult to 
define but surviving both within centralist, 
explicit hierarchies (the SWP) and informal, 
unacknowledged hierarchies (Occupy).

Both kinds of organisation will inevitably fail 
gender oppressed people, and people trying to 
operate outside of the state and capitalism 
will not necessarily produce egalitarian social 
relationships. They will often reproduce 
oppressive aspects of the society they reject, 
such as racism, able-ism, homophobia, as well 
as sexism and patriarchy.

Cover story: An AFem 2014 organiser writes
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Sexism in the anarchist 
movement.

possible. This makes 
and how we operate 
movement of vital 

to the success of

of 21st century 
are part of the 

those perpetrating 
casual misogyny,

the wider working class. Because we 
have an anti-oppressive analysis, it is 

our responsibility to get as close to 
a free and equal pre-revolutionary 

k movement as
L what we do
■ within our
K importance 
I anarchism itself.

But elements
anarchism itself

problem. Many of
abuse, or simple 

call themselves anarchist and consider 
themselves part of the movement and even 
its formal, membership organisations.

These have included the Anarchist 
Federation, in a couple of examples. It is not 
possible to write an article about sexism and 
abuse in the anarchist movement that is 
transparent or honest without conceding this.

But however well the AF has dealt with 
it - and I think we have dealt with it well 
- it is clearly not enough to simply have 
entrance criteria which should mean that 
all members are actively anti-sexist, or to 
have an autonomous caucus for gender- 
oppressed people, or to have a zero­
tolerance, survivor-believing policy when it 
does happen, resulting in resignations or 
disassociation of abusers.

I would argue that formally constituted 
anarchist organisations are better equipped 
to deal with such incidents, when they do 
take place, than some other parts of the 
anarchist movement are, although that’s 
another discussion. Maybe organisations 
need a specific officer for gender-oppressed 
people, who pro-actively approaches new 
members and makes such that they know 
what to expect from us.

Certainly the movement as a whole needs 
to do more than pay lip-service to “doing 
more to confront sexism”. Who is supposed 
to be doing more of this confronting? If you 
experience sexism and gender oppression, 
you are constantly confronting it. Having to 
confront it within our political movement as 
well is not acceptable.

In fact anarchists have been talking 
about “confronting sexism” within the 
movement for decades. It’s time that we 
“imposed anti-sexism” on the movement. 
And there is the problem. “Imposing” is 
authoritarian, right? Let’s try “refusing to 
tolerate sexism”. That’s too passive, given 
the stakes. How do we “not tolerate” in an 
effective way if compliance is considered

without a social revolution. I don’t think we 
can or will eradicate patriarchy and many of 
the aspects of sexism without a revolution, 
any more than we can abolish social class. 
Just because it has been this way for so 
long with patriarchy, does not mean it is 
‘natural’ or hard-wired into us any more 
than class is.

But I seriously doubt that we could have 
equal gender relationships without the 
conscious and deliberate undermining of all 
forms of hierarchy and inequality, formal or 
informal, theoretical and material, through 
social revolution. I can imagine a non­
racist and non-homophobic society, but I 
can’t imagine a non-gender oppressive one. 
I can’t imagine what that would feel like, 
because almost every social relationship is 

shaped by patriarchy, even where we don’t 
consciously recognise it. Patriarchy shapes 
racism, able-ism, ageism and obviously 
homophobia, but they do not have as strong 
an effect on patriarchy. If I can’t imagine 
what this non-patriarchal society would 
be like, then it feels no closer than social 
revolution itself does.

Sadly, it follows from this that I don’t 
think that people who are gender oppressed 
socially can be completely free and equal 
even within the anarchist movement, at 
least before the wider revolutionary event.

But this is not to accept gender oppression 
as something we can’t do much about. This 
is where it is important to realise that the 
position of anarchists in a pre-revolutionary 
context is slightly different from that of 

voluntary on the part of sexists?
Here is how such issues can play out 

in practice. When we held our first open 
AFem2014 meeting, at the 2013 London 
Anarchist Bookfair, and floated the concept 
of a conference, it was interrupted by anti­
feminists and rape apologists who were 
trolling the meetings and common spaces, 
often unchallenged, trying to derail anti­
sexist activity that they did not approve of.

People had to leave our meeting in order 
to try to contain the situation, so that we 
could carry on organising. So we realised 
that it was the case that we couldn’t even



6 Cover story: Afem

talk about feminism in a formal way at an 
anarchist event without being undermined. 
Worse, there was very little we could do to 
prevent it. There is an assumption that, 
because the Bookfair is an event open to 
all, we cannot expect help in protecting 
anarcha-feminist space in future, and will 
almost certainly face the same problem in 
2014.

The attitude from the wider movement 
seems to be that the movement itself can 
handle its own miscreants. But it doesn’t. 
It could, but it doesn’t value gender and 
sexual equality highly enough to stop rape 
apologists and sexual abusers getting into 
its spaces, even when we know who they 
arel It’s commonplace to regard the pure 
philosophy of anarchism more highly 
than the experience and material reality of 
gender oppressed anarchists.

Afem2014 is determined to do as much 
as we can to create safer spaces and to 
protect them by saying up-front that there 
are certain behaviours which we will not 
accept, that we will challenge actively.

Are we really reproducing the 
authoritarian structures of society if we

state that we will not tolerate rape apologism 
and the presence of abusers in supposedly 
“anarchist” spaces? Anarchism is about 
freedom and equality for everyone, not an 
“anything goes” attitude which allows some 
people to dominate others and drive them 
from our spaces.

eing convincing as anarcha- 
feminist theorists and activists.

We also have to be more convincing. I’m 
not talking about having a responsibility to 
spend our valuable time pandering to those 
cis-men who “want to learn more about 
anarcha-feminism”.

And it’s not worth our while arguing with 
misogynistic trolls who turn up at mixed 
meetings to argue on an abstracted level, as 
though both our positions are equally valid, 
and think it is up to us to make the better case.

I think that we have to organise more 
convincingly for ourselves, like a movement 
going forward, rather than accepting to be 
regarded as a tendency forever sniping 
from the sideline, which is how anarcha- 
feminists are often seen.

Some of the
3ns of Afem 2014

This was written before Afem took place 
and as of that point, we had a huge 
way to go. But I can make some general 
comments about the thinking that went 
on while it was being organised.

Very early on we established our own 
structures and protocols to try to ensure 
that everyone could play as full-a-role 
as they wanted to. We set up an e-mail 
organising list, and this is where the vast 
majority of the decision-making took place. 
We established guidelines for using the list, 
and also a formal decision-making process. 
This enabled us to revise our invitation 
statement twice as our politics became more 
clarified through discussion on the list.

We tended to refer to ourselves as "the 
organising group". We have never taken 
a formal decision on this, but we aren't 
a "collective" or "committee" as such. 
I imagine a post conference de-brief 
will address how (and if!) we want to 
be constituted in the longer term. We 
have operated as individuals on the list, 
although of course what we say and do 
is influenced by where we are coming 
from, including organisationally.

Organising online has allowed more 
people to be involved internationally 
too, and Internationalism has been an 
important theme for us, both in terms of 
sharing knowledge and ideas about the 
situation for gender oppressed people 
in other regions, and establishing and 
drawing solidarity, for example between 
organisation around issues like abortion. 
Early on we made several very valuable 
contacts in the Americas, and as part of our 
international organising there has been a 
strong Latin American involvement, as well 
as a European and Mediterranean focus.

We have received funding from 
organisations and individuals, ranging 
from large grants to smaller donations, 
and several fundraising initiatives were 
put in place. We are REALLY grateful to 
everyone who has put their hands in their 
pockets, including people who are not 
covered by our invitation statement.

Finally, we have been really tight on 
making sure that everyone involved with 
the conference actively agreed to our 
invitation statement and our Safer Spaces 
protocols. At the time of writing I think 
we have done as much as we reasonably 
can so far to ensure the safe involvement 
of all gender-oppressed people and that 
we have made it clear that we are not 
open to discussions in which transphobic 
ideas or rape apology will play a part.

We were not open to cis-men coming to 
make a case that they should have access 
to the conference. Of course cis-men suffer 
because of sexism too, and may feel that 
elements of their oppression relates to their 
gender. But they also benefit from sexism 
and gender oppression. Lots of us have had 
less-than-good experiences of discussions 
where cis-men involve themselves, including 
at the London Bookfair last year, which is 
one thing that helped us arrive at a policy 
which excludes cis-men, for 2014 at least. 

Given the experiences of the sort of people 
who were likely to attend, many of whom 
would be survivors of abuse, a Safer Spaces 
policy was defined as not being there 
in case there was someone present who 
could be triggered by a discussion, but 
assuming that there would be someone 
present who could be damaged if things 
were discussed clumsily, and that care and 
concern for all participants was essential.

We need ongoing structures to enable and 
support and our ongoing discussions and 
activity in the range of struggles we face, 
including inside our movement. Ultimately, 
we have to be convinced that it is “our” 
movement, and that we are making it an 
offer it cannot refuse. If we can’t do that 
for ourselves, how can we convince non­
anarchist feminists to become anarchists?

This sort of talk is threatening to people 
who dominate our movement, and they find 
all sorts of ways to marginalise and trivialise 
it. Amongst the most insidious that we can 
identify is their apparent suspicion that 
anarcha-feminists harbour “identity politics”, 
that we put our desire to liberate ourselves 
gender-wise ahead of the working class.

It is as though, when we identify ourselves 
as gender-oppressed, we somehow stop 
being working class, or lose our focus on 
the class war. In other words, anarcha- 
feminists need to be guided back to the 
true path. Left to our own devices, we are 
counter-revolutionaries who have more in 
common with people suffering other forms 
of oppression than class. We want to “take 
over” the revolution, it seems, conspiring 
with other oppressed people to take power 
away from white working class, straight, 
able-bodied, young cis-men.

It follows from this that we are often not 
taken seriously when we theorise or act 
on questions other than that of sexism 
or gender oppression. When independent 
theorising takes place in an anarcha- 
feminist context, but does not exclusively 
restrict itself to addressing the situation of 
gender-oppressed people, it is not seen as 
anarchist theorising or organising, but as 
feminist.

This is because it does not come from 
forums to which cis-male theoreticians have 
“equal” access (that is, to say, the freedom 
to dominate the discussion). It is as though, 
without cis-men, we cannot come up with 
ideas or conclusions that are applicable 
to the rest of the working class, or make 
a contribution to anarchist theory beyond 
questions of our own oppression.

This misses the fact that it is simply not 
possible to divorce our experience as gender 
oppressed people from our experience under 
the state and capitalism. It is our material 
reality. Equally, cis-men have an experience 
within the system that they cannot divorce 
their ideas from. Their experience too is 
gendered by external forces, and they may 
feel gender restricted, pre-judged and even 
oppressed.

The difference is that their material 
reality is one in which they far more usually 
benefit, and experience a privileged position 
over working class cis-women and trans* 
people.

Cis-men may indeed be ideological 
feminists, and very often and very actively 
support our agenda and activity. But they 
still benefit from male domination of society 
and apparently can’t help but reproduce 
this within our movement, often in ways 
which they don’t even spot in themselves, 
let alone acknowledge or challenge.

Therefore we can and will theorise and 
agitate from the perspective of gender- 
oppressed working class people, and what 
we come up with may indeed turn out 
differently from the theorising that takes 
place in cis-male-dominated - anarchist 
environments.

There is not one simple, generalised way



afed.org.uk
mailto:info%40afed.org.uk

