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CrimethInc.’s Lifestyle Anarchism:

Is it Revolutionary or Just a Petty-Bourgeois Prank?

Peter Seyferth

Today we start with CrimethInc.’s lifestyle anarchism. Is it revolutionary, or is it just a petty bourgeois prank? And who is CrimethInc. anyway? The name CrimethInc. is a pun on a Newspeak term coined by George Orwell in his famous dystopia Nineteen Eighty-Four; you commit a thoughtcrime when you have thoughts and desires that are forbidden in the dystopian world we live in. CrimethInc. is the attempt to be free of ideological correctness. Therefore,  in early works, the CrimethInc. collective strongly criticized ideologies of all sorts; they refer more to anarchy than to anarchism, positioning themselves in the post-left end of the anarchists’ spectrum. “Inc.” means incorporated, but CrimethInc. is not a corporation in the strict sense: [there are no Articles of Incorporation filed with the state, there is no board of directors, there is no organizational structure.] In fact, CrimethInc. is notorious for their anti-organizational stance. The “Inc.” in CrimethInc.’s name is presumably also a pun on their main business: The production and selling of anti-consumerist commodities.

CrimethInc. is a collective of anonymous authors, inviting every reader to freely participate. “It could be anyone,” they claim. I do not know any of the original authors, but their background in anarcho-punk is easily to identify. Anarcho-punk deliberately has no mass appeal. CrimethInc. agents report on their own activities in the realm of Earth First!, Reclaim the Streets, Food Not Bombs, Critical Mass, and other protest forms. Of ELF and ALF actions they give only very discreet accounts, possibly to avoid contemporary Green Scare prosecution.

I will not be concerned with what anyone has actually done, revolutionary or not, but will concentrate on the available CrimethInc. material: Books, magazines, pamphlets. The sheer quantity of output in more than 10 years is stunning. Just look at the table with the print runs. [They produced and distributed at least 10 books totaling over 100,000 copies, the last 7 issues of the magazine Inside Front at 3000 copies each, 5 issues of the journal Rolling Thunder at 3000 copies each, 5 issues of the free paper Harbinger at 100,000 copies each, 600,000 copies of the free pamphlet Fighting For Our Lives, and other papers, booklets, posters and ‘zines totaling at least further 680,000 copies. Plus the heavily visited websites, the CDs and DVDs, contributions to independent media, translations in other languages and so forth.] And everything is copyright-free—anything else would show double standard, since CrimethInc. authors rely heavily on plagiarism, referring to Situationist uses of détournement. 
CrimethInc.  started in 1996, succeeding the hardcore punk fanzine Inside Front. Their first major publication was Days of War, Nights of Love in 2001 [, where they integrated some of the texts that originally appeared in Harbinger and toed the “party line” that emerged in Inside Front.] It is composed of more than two dozen essays that add up to a “CrimethInc. Contra-diction-ary”. It chiefly criticizes the evils of modern society—evils that alienate people from each other and the environment and thus make life dull, meaningless, and vile—but the main task of the book is to urge the reader to get active. Days of War, Night of Love centers on personal feelings. Meaning and pleasure today are crippled by cultural restraints that therefore have to be fought. This fight is a political one, but political movements are not adequate tools for it, because social constructs are antithetical to the joys of feeling free and generous and alive; they are alienating standards for what desire should be like. When radical politics is boring, tedious, or ritualized, they repel people. Since radical politics is so important, though, “it must be fun in itself.”

In CrimethInc.’s view anarchism is “a personal approach to life”. Following this definition, most people are anarchists most of the time (because they do not want to be pushed around); they just don’t adopt the name. To become an anarchist in this fashion, you just have to exclusively accept those rules and values that make sense to you, and not let anybody tell you different. The rules and values of other individuals play a role, too, but are to be valued by your own, not by standardized norms. CrimethInc.’s highly individualist anarchism in Days of War, Nights of Love does not ground on the antagonistic view of classes and their struggles prevalent in many older styles of social anarchism and in Marxism. Capitalism is not seen as a conspiracy of the rich against all others, and therefore the struggle against capitalism is not one against the rich. In fact, the rich are, in spite of all their possessions and privileges, unhappy, too, and should be won as fellow combatants. CrimethInc. does not deny that the working class is being exploited and therefore has an interest in establishing a classless society. But they append that the ennui and disorientation of the middle and upper class points to a poverty inherent in the western lifestyle as such; today’s problems cannot be reduced to class conflict alone. They say: “we all, rich and poor, must band together to transform our situation.”

CrimethInc. criticize the practice of many radicals to breed hate against the evil originators of human suffering, a practice that divides people along lines of class, color, gender etc.—for CrimethInc. this division is a red herring. The “real enemies” are not human beings (or categories of human beings), but the social forces and patterns at work between them. CrimethInc.’s revolution is in the present, in our daily lives. So “we must seek first and foremost to alter the contents of our own lives in a revolutionary manner, rather than direct our struggle towards world-historical changes we will not live to witness.” [Revolution should be a game with high stakes, and its success should not be measured by quantity (number of followers) or abstract principles (progress of “the cause”)—] revolution is not a product, but an action. Its success should be measured by our own and our fellow’s feelings. Not surprisingly, ideological pureness is no objective for CrimethInc. Regarding movements, a volatile behavior is suggested, unexpected shifts and the subversion of expectations are assessed as more useful than trust or commitment.

But what specific actions and activities can be classified as revolutionary in CrimethInc.’s fashion? The issue of work is crucial for CrimethInc., as it is for all post-leftist anarchists and even the neo-Marxist John Holloway. Working and buying enrich capitalists. Time spent working is time wasted, time in which one could have fought for freedom or at least have done something pleasant. It is the book Evasion that depicts a life devoted to zero-work, and since Days of War is focused on criticizing the modern world and deprives the reader of ready-made solutions, Evasion is often understood as a commandment for a true CrimethInc. lifestyle. It is full of descriptions of dumpster diving as means to “save the world”, homelessness, shoplifting, train hopping, scams, squatting, and other “joys of poverty.” Since it is also full of formulations that seem to make fun of the involuntary poor and that even seem to applaud the wastefulness of capitalism (on which dumpster diving, after all, relies), Evasion has annoyed many readers, especially from left anarchist circles; this rejection has implicated the whole CrimethInc. collective. In Days of War, dumpster diving is hardly ever mentioned; the most advocated strategy for non-symbolic assaults on the system and no-work sustenance at the same time is theft from corporations. Shoplifting not only rescues resources: It gives the feeling of freedom and power, it is an attack on consumerism, and it is better than boycotting, because it directly harms the corporations (more precisely: their stockholders). CrimethInc.-inspired drop-outs hope that fighting and stealing and living determinedly and desirously might be infectious, so others would join in to reclaim the resources of the society, ultimately leading to transformation. 

Let’s see what reviewers of Days of War and of Evasion have to say to these tactics. CrimethInc. is heavily criticized for a number of reasons. First, and worst, is their missing or wrong class analysis. CrimethInc. purportedly reduces society to the tension between boredom and excitement, while they should reduce it to the conflict between exploiter and exploited. They do this because they have adopted middle class values—in fact, they are privileged petty bourgeois themselves. They are not aware of the white supremacy that enables them to adopt a petty criminal lifestyle that would subordinate people of color under severe legal prosecution. By the way, grift, scam, and petty theft are not revolutionary at all: This behavior changes nothing; shoplifting, for example, has been a customary tactic of poor people for a long time, but has not finally liberated the oppressed. In this respect, CrimethInc.’s critics are certainly right. Some reviewers from the left recommend mass organizations, since CrimethInc.’s focus on individual spontaneity leaves the rebel isolated and, even worse, leaves the working class without defense against state socialists or fascists after the revolution. One reviewer from the post-left, however, acknowledges CrimethInc.’s refusal to work within the system—or within any system—as part of the revolution, but warns that the state will use its  monopoly on violence to force us all back in line if we dare to all withdraw from the capitalist system. So it is necessary to encourage insurrectionist tendencies in society and cause real trouble, for example by bombing police stations. 

1995, that is one year before the alleged founding of the CrimethInc. collective, Murray Bookchin published his disquisition on lifestyle anarchists whom he accused to “eschew any serious commitment to an organized, programmatically coherent social confrontation with the existing order.” The three main currents of anarchism Bookchin criticizes are individualism, aesthetic anti-rationalism, and primitivism. Since CrimethInc. is strongly influenced by all three of them, Bookchin’s criticism might apply to CrimethInc.’s approach to revolution, too. 

Individual anarchists allege that “a collectivist society entails the subordination of the individual to the group,” therefore majority decisions are authoritarian and must be replaced by consensus. This is a mistake, says Bookchin: individual freedom is the product of long social traditions, autonomy can only be exercised in certain social conditions. And Bookchin has had bad experiences with consensus himself: it precludes dissensus, whereas dissensus prevents the community from stagnation.

The second source of CrimethInc. that Bookchin criticizes is Hakim Bey’s Temporary Autonomous Zone. Bey calls attention to the festive character of rebellion and extols the immediate feeling of freedom attainable even at transient events of playful revolt or through nonordinary consciousness. For Bookchin this is just a nonsensical simulation, concerned with radical aesthetics instead of radical transformation of society. Romantic homelessness, as lauded by Bey, is for Bookchin just a part-time adventure for affluent juveniles. He judges: “With its aversion for institutions, mass-based organizations, its largely subcultural orientation, its moral decadence, its celebration of transience, and its rejection of programs, this kind of narcissistic anarchism is socially innocuous, often merely a safety valve for discontent toward the prevailing social order.” 

The fundamental critique of western civilization and technology that is the basis of anarcho-primitivism is the third source of CrimethInc. Bookchin attacks. The prevalent romanticization of prehistoric hunters and gatherers is based on plain misapprehensions of how prehistoric life in the Paleolithic really was. The primitivist denunciation of technology as such serves to distract the reader from “the all-important social relations that determine the use of technology,” a trick also used by the  anti-rational conservative German technophobes [Friedrich Georg] Jünger and Heidegger. For Bookchin, it is capitalism and not technology that exploits humans and the environment. 

All things considered, Bookchin denies lifestyle anarchists the ability to accomplish anything meaningful. He concludes: “The sporadic, the unsystematic, the incoherent, the discontinuous, and the intuitive supplant the consistent, purposive, organized, and rational, indeed any form of sustained and focused activity apart from publishing a ‘zine’ or pamphlet—or burning a garbage can.”

CrimethInc. agents have dived more than one garbage can and published more than one zine or pamphlet—tremendously more. But their high print run is not necessarily something meaningful. In their own words: “We set out to raze Western civilization to the ground, and stocked its libraries instead.” The CrimethInc. collective is engaged in a self-critical discourse throughout their later publications [especially the journal Rolling Thunder and the books Recipes for Disaster and Expect Resistance]. They revaluate a lot of the agitation in Days of War, Nights of Love as “muddled or just plain juvenile;” but then they also appraise everything autonomous and unorthodox in the revolt of upstart dissidents, because that ensures a diverse and anomalous resistance. To evoke unusualness, they often tried to make new dissidents by provocative formulations instead of drawing them to a certain movement, which occasionally offended certain movements’ sensibilities. This outreach has been an “abject failure” in their own words, particularly because they did not provide opportunities for people to connect to each other: “We have counted on anarchist communities at large to be available to those who are inspired by our projects, but all too often this has not been the case. The focus on lifestyle as an end in itself among passive consumers of CrimethInc. literature, which has maddened its authors as well as their critics, has probably stemmed from this dearth of other points of departure. This is the great failure of the past ten years, the one that has perhaps made the difference between agitation and insurrection.” 
That CrimethInc. manage to be self-critical does not mean that they are not principled. In their new publications, they still reject class antagonisms as foundation of revolution, and they are still seeking to fulfill their desires. But now their arguments have advanced.  They do not call for a class war, but for a war against class itself. This strongly reminds of John Holloway’s “struggle against being working class, against being classified” in his highly influential book Change the World Without Taking Power. For CrimethInc., all roles must be abandoned, including the worker’s. “This will take different forms for different individuals, according to the classes they are escaping and the details of their lives.” On the one hand, this declassing cannot be purely individualistic, because it may include losing a regular income and other inconveniences that are best overcome in networks and communities that can provide for “all the needs we’ve relied on institutions to handle.” And the pursuit of desire is impossible for isolated individuals, too, because desires are constructed socially—so in CrimethInc.’s revised view, an autonomous individual is an oxymoron. On the other hand, unions are definitely the wrong approach for CrimethInc. Firstly, because workplace organizing is outdated: today the economy is changing from production to service, job insecurity is increasing, jobs and workers are more frequently relocated and so the workforce is demoralized and atomized. It isn’t better workplaces that CrimethInc.’s revolution is after. The “déclassé war,” as they call it, aims at the everyday activities people participate in: here it is decided, after all, what kind of social forces triumph: domination and submission or cooperation and consensus. Secondly, unions tend to place emphasis on unity. But unity makes sense only if there is one objectively right way for everyone to transform the world, or if at least all participants can reach a consensus. Neither of this is the case. In place of unity, CrimethInc. recommend solidarity between  autonomous groups to ensure diversity of tactics. One might call that relativistic; Bookchin surely would call it incoherent.

If neither the individual nor the class, what is CrimethInc.’s fundamental unit of revolutionary activity? It is the affinity group. In stark contrast to capitalist, fascist, and communist structures, affinity groups do not require hierarchy or coercion and answer only to themselves. Many groups can coordinate their actions in spokescouncil meetings; there activity is not directed, principles are not dictated. The affinity group is not only an effective means of revolution, CrimethInc. claims it is also prefigurative of the ends: “the affinity group/cluster/spokescouncil model is simply another incarnation of the  communes and  workers’ councils that formed the backbone of earlier successful (however short-lived) anarchist revolutions.” The book Recipes for Disaster is an 600 pages anarchist cookbook that is stuffed with instructions and propositions for affinity groups and what they can do. There are many symbolic and lifestyle tactics, but some tactics are really serious direct actions, including well-directed property destruction and sabotage, as well as security culture, prisoner support, cop watch programs, the building of collectives and coalitions. Here I cannot go into detail, but some of the accounts of the advised tactics are characterized as “domestic terrorism” by the FBI. 

CrimethInc. does not claim that they have found the one and only way to revolutionize the world—in fact they claim that there is not one such way. What they provide is a guideline for annoyed middle class adolescents like themselves to become anarchist activists and potential allies for other communities in struggle. They are not in the position to give useful or inflaming advice to the really poor in the global south or other groups of oppressed people they do not share common experiences with.  But they work towards solidarity bonds with such communities and cover their struggles in their publications. They revolutionize their own lives for sure, and they have affected many people, at least in my personal circle of acquaintances. Now if the anarcho-syndicalists would do the same with the proletariat, and other schools of anarchist thought would have a comparable impact on people of other lifestyles and walks of life, a vast revolutionary network might emerge that amongst itself already lives out anarchy. There remains only one relatively simple task: to overthrow government. That might include the bombing of police stations some insurrectionists are so crazy about, or maybe they should have a closer look at some of the primitivist literature they hint at in their bibliographies; but at the time CrimethInc.’s publications nothing of that last step. 

