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introduction

disappointing vision

Our ability to see means “forgetting” our inability to 

see the gaze. We see, when we start seeing, with-

out being able to see from the blind spot; unlike the 

prisoners in the Panopticon, who are conscious of 

being seen from the blind spot, most of us forget that 

 there is a point from which we are seen but which we 

cannot see. — Maria Aristodemou, Law, Psychoanalysis, 

Society: Taking the Unconscious Seriously

twO pArABLes By frAnz kAfkA, taken in sequence, de-
scribe the creation and maintenance of what I call archism, that is, a form 
of politics based on rule and hierarchy, on phantasmal authority structures 
that supersede and replace any par tic u lar or horizontal and collective forms 
of politics that I refer to as anarchism.1 The first parable is called “The City 
Coat of Arms.” In that parable, Kafka describes a circle- shaped city built 
around what is intended to be the foundations for the Tower of Babel, a “tower 
that  will reach to heaven.”2 Given that by definition this  will be a multigenera-
tional undertaking, Kafka tells us that the planners of the tower  were never 
in any kind of hurry to build the tower itself but that in the end, this lack 
of urgency meant that it never even got started. Anxiety and conflict about 
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how to build a perfect tower (given its exalted destination) proved fatal to 
the proj ect. Kafka explains, “Such thoughts para lyzed  people’s powers, and 
so they troubled less about the tower than the construction of a city for the 
workmen.”3

A circular- shaped city grew around the site of the proposed tower, never 
quite forgetting its collective and original purpose but not  doing much of 
anything about it  either. Kafka writes: “To this must be added that the sec-
ond or third generation had already recognized the senselessness of build-
ing a heaven- reaching tower; but by that time every body was too deeply 
involved to leave the city.”4 Kafka ends the story with the following passage: 
“All the legends and songs that came to birth in that city are filled with long-
ing for a prophesied day when the city would be destroyed by five successive 
blows from a gigantic fist. It is for that reason too that the city has a closed 
fist on its coat of arms.”5

In this parable, we see the power of collective phantasm and hence a pos-
si ble origin story for archism. The non ex is tent tower in the center of the city is 
the heart of the community, its veritable raison d’être. Without the tower,  there 
would, it seems, be no city at all. In some sense, the dream (or perhaps desire) 
of the city to be annihilated by a  giant fist represents a wish that the fictive 
basis of the city could be real. The community’s worship of nothingness— 
the non ex is tent presence that anchors its collectivity— apparently extends 
to seeking its own nothingness, its own annihilation, by a force that exists 
only in its collective imagination. By wishing its own destruction, the com-
munity is looking for some evidence that the emptiness at its center is real 
and manifest, that this emptiness is truly “higher” and “better” than the 
community is. The fact that the  giant fist would act so manifestly in contra-
diction to the community’s own desires for life and safety “proves” in a sense 
that this power is real and not just a figment of the imagination.

The second Kafkan parable to consider in this context is “The Refusal.” 
This parable can be considered to be an efective sequel to “The City Coat of 
Arms,” insofar as it shows not the birth of a city but its aftermath, the way 
that the archist authority represented by the blank center has moved else-
where without ceasing to serve as an anchor for a po liti cal community based 
on an utter subservience to this invisible source.

The story that this parable relates takes place in a small unnamed town 
far from the center of power and authority. Most of the time this town is left 
to its own devices, but it remains in thrall to a capital city— perhaps Babel 
itself— whose existence is communicated purely through representatives 
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who claim to speak on its behalf. Critically, the gaping hole at the center of 
the city is no longer in evidence, so the ephemerality of the power it gener-
ates is of a dif er ent kind, both less evident and more amorphous, yet no less 
power ful and compelling.

The top official in the town is the chief tax collector, who is also a col o nel, 
a man whose link to the capital is extremely tenuous even as it is also abso-
lute and unquestionable. Kafka says that the col o nel “commands the town. I 
 don’t think he has ever produced a document entitling him to this position; 
very likely he does not possess such a  thing.”6

Presented with a petition by a group of citizens for some form of tax re-
lief, the col o nel whispers something in the ear of another official, who then 
tells the petitioners, “The petition has been refused. . . .  You may go.”7 At that 
point, Kafka writes, “an undeniable sense of relief passed through the crowd, 
every one surged out, hardly a soul paying any special attention to the col o nel, 
who, as it  were, had turned once more into a  human being like the rest of us.”8 
He further explains: “In all impor tant  matters . . .  the citizens can always 
count on a refusal. And now the strange fact is that without this refusal 
one simply cannot get along, yet at the same time,  these official occasions 
designed to receive the refusal are by no means a formality. Time  after time 
one goes  there full of expectation and in all seriousness and then one re-
turns, if not exactly strengthened or happy, nevertheless not disappointed 
[enttäuscht] or tired.”9

In this parable, as in “The City Coat of Arms,”  there is a desire on the 
part of the community to be dominated, ruled, and controlled by some out-
side, external agency.  Whether it lies in the dreams of destruction of the city 
dwellers surrounding the empty site of the Tower of Babel or the relief that 
the  people of the community in “The Refusal” feel when anyone’s petition is 
denied, some anxiety is assuaged by the thought of a higher, archist author-
ity that manifests itself precisely and only by  going against what ever it is 
that the  people in  these communities might actually choose for themselves. 
In this way,  there is a need for the townspeople to petition, to test the archist 
structure to make sure it is still intact, still willing and able to refuse what 
they ask for.

In part, the community’s anxiety seems to stem from the  simple fact that 
the power in question, that which they are subordinating themselves to, has 
no  actual basis in real ity. The Tower of Babel never exists except as an idea, 
and the capital city in “The Refusal” seems infinitely far away (Kafka notes 
that “whereas we do get news of the frontier wars now and again, of the capital 
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we learn next to nothing—we civilians that is, for of course the government 
officials have very good connections with the capital; they can get news from 
 there in as  little as three months, so they claim at least”10).

In this way, we see that the citizens of both towns are deeply invested in 
making this invisible power as palpable as pos si ble. With no  actual physical 
object to see, nothing that is precisely that power or source of authority as 
opposed to its lieutenants and representatives, the citizens of  these places 
“see” this power through  those intermediaries. They understand in some 
sense how the  thing they wish to see  isn’t  there, but they invest the symbols 
of that authority with a visual power that serves, as it  were, to link ordinary 
sight to the special sight required to see and believe in this other, higher 
power or place (the Tower of Babel, heaven, the capital, or what ever other 
agent of power they seek to obey).

Thus, in “The Refusal,” Kafka writes that in fact “it does happen now and 
again that minor petitions are granted, but then it inevitably looks as though 
the col o nel had done it as a power ful private person on his own responsibility, 
and it had to be kept all but a secret from the government— not explic itly of 
course, but that is what it feels like. No doubt in our  little town the col o nel’s 
eyes, so far as we know, are also the eyes of the government, and yet  there 
is a diference which it is impossible to comprehend completely.”11 In this 
way, when the col o nel seems to return to his “ human status” and actually 
grants an occasional petition, his edicts are understood as stemming from 
within the community itself, from the acts of a fellow, private individual (al-
beit a most power ful one). But wherever a petition is substantial enough to 
threaten the balance of power, it must be denied. On  those times especially, 
the “col o nel’s eyes . . .  are also the eyes of the government.” He is not com-
pletely the same  thing as that power itself (“ there is a diference”), but he 
serves as the avatar, as it  were, of that power, a tangible, audible, and perhaps 
above all visual— and visualizing— object that stands for a power that  can’t 
other wise be seen and may not even (actually does not) exist at all.12

Critically, as we see in the passage just quoted, the col o nel lends his own 
eyes so that the townspeople can see, as it  were, through them. This be-
comes a way to render something magical and external into something en-
tirely and banally  human. In this way, the col o nel ofers his own  imagined 
access and insight to a community that is other wise wholly shut out from 
and deprived of  those viewpoints. It is from such a perspective, from an as-
sumed perch of judgment and knowledge, that the  people come to see them-
selves. They are taught how to “see” what the state or other forms of archist 
rule want them to see, ordering their lives and the entire world accordingly.
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Just as impor tant, Kafka explains that the town’s citizens,  after experienc-
ing one of  these denials, return to their homes, “if not exactly strengthened 
or happy, nevertheless not disappointed or tired.” It would be disappointing 
indeed if the col o nel  were to grant an impor tant petition  because it would 
hint at the very  thing that  these citizens seem to fear most: the absence of a 
power to order and determine them. In other words, they fear an absence that 
acts like an absence, a nothingness that is actually, and evidently, nothing. In 
this sense, it behooves us to think about what it would mean if  these citizens 
 were to be disappointed and what form that disappointment would take.

This book begins with this question of disappointment  because it demon-
strates the way that power— the same power that the citizens of Kafka’s two 
parables proj ect onto blank and unavailable spaces and which they receive 
in turn in an alienated form—is seen, related to, and also how that power is 
potentially resisted and taken back by that community.

Disappointment, in this instance, can be taken in at least two senses. 
First, it would be disappointing, in the emotional sense, to find out that 
the archist power that  these citizens count on, a power that promises so 
much— including safety, health, well- being, and maybe even eternal life (or 
a semblance of it anyway)— could turn out to be nothing at all. Such a state 
of events would imply that  human actors are forced to rely on themselves 
and on one another instead of on  these forces that seem so perfect, so much 
stronger, better, smarter, and wiser than they are. This realization leaves 
 people sad and dejected, even if it means they are freed from lies they have 
come to believe and count on, as well as from the vio lence and hierarchies 
they have incorporated as necessary for some kind of order.

But  there is also the possibility of disappointment in a second sense, as in 
dis- appointment, removing the appointment or power that the townspeople 
have been giving to  these invisible powers (and their vis i ble representatives) 
all along. To take away that appointment is, in efect, to disappoint, not 
themselves but their would-be rulers, and, in that second sense of the word, 
disappointment takes on a radical and anarchist character.

 There is even a third sense of disappointment if we leave the En glish lan-
guage  behind for a moment. The German term that Kafka uses, enttäuscht, 
is perhaps even more helpful than its En glish equivalent of disappointment 
 because it suggests the taking away of an illusion. The German verb täuschen 
means to deceive and the prefix suggests taking that away, meaning something 
like “undeceive.” Accordingly, we can think of disappointing vision as a way 
of getting  people to recognize that what  they’ve been worshipping, what 
 they’ve been basing their entire existence on, is purely ephemeral. Exposing 
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that ephemerality as such serves to ruin it as a fount of authority, to return it 
to its original nothingness, allowing the  human actors who  were in its thrall 
to see the world anew. More accurately they are able to return to their own 
ordinary forms of sight, to cease overwriting that sight, as the citizens in 
Kafka’s parables do, with other sorts of vision.

Disappointment in this sense is not merely an emotional response but 
a po liti cal one as well. An archist form of vision is replaced by an anarchist 
one. Whereas the first form, one that is imposed by the col o nel and the ab-
sent center of the city in Kafka’s parables, is hierarchical and commanding, 
this other form is collective and open ended. This other vision, the power of 
collective seeing, what results from radical instances of disappointment, is 
what this book is all about.

Imagine if, for a moment, someone in the city of Babel said, “Did you 
all notice that the center of the city is absolutely empty, that  there is no 
tower and never  will be one? Why do we venerate an empty spot? Why do 
we obey  those who claim to speak for that invisible power? Why do we wish 
that spot to materialize and actually destroy us?” Or if someone in the col o-
nel’s town said, “Why are we happy when our petitions are rejected? Why do 
we follow this person who is,  after all, no dif er ent than any of us?” This person 
would not be speaking from any kind of divine inspiration or special sight. 
She would have no access to knowledge that anyone  else  didn’t also have. She 
would not be “special” in any par tic u lar way, not predestined to save her com-
munity. And,  because she was clearly embedded in the community, was “one 
of them,”  because she shared a language and vocabulary, a common and col-
lective way of seeing, her fellow citizens would also tend to agree with her 
(even if they  didn’t want to).

Anyone could say this, and in fact it is far more likely that a random and 
average person would say this than anyone who had special powers or author-
ity, since  those figures tend to do very well  under archist forms of politics 
and would have  little incentive to ruin or expose the sources of that power 
and authority.

The main focus of this book is to recognize, recuperate, and foment this 
other kind of vision, the power of collective sight. As I  will argue throughout 
this book,  there is nothing special about collective forms of vision. They  aren’t 
“truer” than archist forms of vision per se; they  aren’t based on an obvious 
and absolute real ity that archism ignores or hides. While it is the case, for 
example, that the center of Babel has no structures within it, the meaning 
of that space, even the determination that it is “empty,” remains a collective 
decision. In this way, collective vision determines how a group decides to see 
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something, how it takes it in, how it responds. And this response may well 
not be (usually is not) unitary and uniform the way that archist forms of vi-
sion always are. It is always a work in pro gress, a conversation, an argument, 
and even sometimes (actually almost always) a fight.

Collective forms of sight go on all the time, even  under the strictest of 
archist regimes. This is a kind of sight that archism itself cannot utterly sup-
press  because it is what actually makes life and  human relations pos si ble 
in the first place, something that archism, which is entirely parasitical, can 
never do. If archism  were to eliminate or supersede this form of sight en-
tirely, then  human life would be as empty and as nihilist as archism itself.13

We engage in collective forms of sight  every day when we collectively de-
termine what, for example, our words mean and how they relate to what we 
perceive as happening in the world around us. We engage in collective vision 
when we treat certain objects in certain ways and not in a myriad of other 
ways that we could treat them. We do so in terms of how we relate to and 
treat one another. Collective vision amounts to what Hannah Arendt calls 
“a world,” but this world is occupied territory, subject to a force— archism— 
that exploits and preys upon that world for its own purposes.14 Even as it 
can never strip collective vision away from our eyes, archism superimposes 
itself over that form of vision, efectively transferring the concreteness or 
sedimentation of that vision to itself, as if it itself  were part of or even the 
essence of that world. This is how archist vision manages to seem so “real” to 
us, actually becoming prior and superior to our own collective forms of sight.

The denizens of the city of Babel and the occupants of the unnamed 
village in “The Refusal” are neither unsighted nor crazy. They see the gap-
ing hole in the center of power. They see the naked humanity of the col o-
nel. But they also see something  else. That something  else is what archism 
commands them to see. It not only gets them to overwrite what they see 
together (that is, once again, what they collectively decide that they are see-
ing) with its own phantasms, but it further gets them to want that overwrit-
ing to occur, to the point where they become anxious that this overwriting 
may fail, that they might actually get what they want instead of what it (i.e., 
archism) wants them to want. Why does this happen? Why are the  people 
in  these narratives allowing, even facilitating, this transformation of vision?

Archism and archist forms of vision would not be as power ful and resil-
ient as they are if they  were based on fear and threat alone. Archism main-
tains itself by promising so much to so many  people. Its promises include the 
promise of safety, of personal happiness, of success, and, perhaps most criti-
cally of all, the promise of eternal life,  whether literally or symbolically. This 
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latter promise reflects the way that archism, at least in its modern, Western 
variant, is based on a form of metaphysics that is inherently against the bases 
of  human life. It holds up a vision of life that is entirely false and non ex-
is tent yet deemed superior to the life that  people actually lead; it even 
teaches us to hate our own life, our bodies, and our mortality, in  favor of 
this false other way of being. The promise of eternal life then is a promise to 
the subjects of archism that they  will somehow connect to or become this 
other, “better,” and higher form of life, leaving their  actual life  behind. In this 
way, coming as it does out of nothing, actually being nothing itself, archism 
is not about life at all but about a form of death, one that is— unlike other 
understandings of death that are entirely compatible with collective sight— 
completely divorced from and implacably hostile to life. Consequently, even 
as it promises an exalted life for its subjects, it ceaselessly engages in causing 
death, in vio lence of both the physical and the meta phorical variety.

Of course, for many communities of color and in par tic u lar for Black and 
Brown  people, for many  women, for poor and working- class communities, 
for the queer, the trans, the undocumented, for  those with disabilities and 
so many other forms of identity that are not privileged, the failure to de-
liver on  these promises is far more evident, perhaps too evident at times, for 
the overwriting function of archism to entirely succeed. As opposed to the 
white, the rich, the male, the heterosexual, the cis- gendered, the nondis-
abled, such communities are, in some sense, always disappointed.15

This helps explain in part why the rule of archism is not utter and why 
 there are times when archist forms of sight falter and sometimes even col-
lapse. I am writing this book at a time of heightened awareness of the rac-
ism of the police in the United States given the brutal killings of George 
Floyd and Breonna Taylor, among many, many other Black  people.  Those 
participating in the current and ongoing insurrection are already deeply 
disappointed, and yet  these power systems (so far!) remain intact. Even so— 
and even if this movement  doesn’t go any further than it already has— this 
moment represents something critical, namely a time when the lies and il-
lusions of archist sight temporarily lose some of their grip, their overwriting 
power, not just on  those who are directly targeted by archist power but also 
by  others who do not face the same threat. Suddenly, the Minneapolis City 
Council considered abolishing its police department (although that did not 
actually come to pass). Suddenly, a many- decades- long ste reo typical brand 
like Aunt Jemima pancake syrup— long recognized as racist by the Black 
community— became unthinkable by the (white) business community and 
was withdrawn. Suddenly, Black Lives  Matter became extremely  popu lar 
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and more  people said that the burning of a police station in Minneapo-
lis by protesters was  either partially or fully justified (54  percent) than 
anyone preferred  either Donald Trump or Joseph Biden as presidential 
candidates.16

Yet, at the same time, we also experienced what appears at first glance 
to be a dif er ent form of collective vision, namely that of the right- wing 
fascists who attacked the US capitol on January 6, 2021. While this form of 
insurrection may seem to be similar to that which animated the somewhat 
 earlier George Floyd uprising, I would argue that they are exact opposites; 
the George Floyd uprising is an example of collective (and anarchist) vision, 
a refusal to keep seeing the authority that stands over the community as any-
thing but a predator and a killer. The attack on the capital shows the lengths 
to which some  people—in this case almost entirely white  people— may still 
hold onto archist forms of vision no  matter what. The crazy paranoia of 
QAnon, the response to the COvid-19 pandemic (masks are a plot to enslave 
us!), and the absolute conviction that the 2020 election was stolen show the 
extent to which archist vision and, more particularly, the desire for archist 
vision and what it promises (power! superiority! superhuman status!) can 
supersede not so much “real ity,”  because that is a  thing that is itself always 
up for grabs, but a much larger sense of common vision.

 Here, I am making a dif er ent argument than liberals do about the nature 
of this far- right- wing mob and their motivations. In the liberal claim,  there is 
a clear- cut set of truths and the mob is  either crazy or ignoring  those truths 
in pursuit of its own agenda. In my understanding, even that original “truth” 
is itself a set of decisions that are often determined by archism itself. In my 
view, the very idea of truth is an endlessly po liti cal question, a site of contes-
tation that is always in flux.

Furthermore, although it seems as if, yes, the ideas coming from Trump 
and “Q” are crazy, many ideas that are widely accepted are no less insane. For 
example, the idea that shareholders in a corporation should be privileged 
above all  else even (or especially) to the extent that a corporation makes 
decisions that destroy  human life, even causing the planet to become in-
creasingly inhabitable, is just as crazy, just as pernicious (maybe even more 
so) than the idea that certain Demo crats are pedophilic, cannibalistic Satan 
worshippers who congregate, among other places, in an under ground cham-
ber beneath a certain pizzeria in Washington, DC. The one idea (cap i tal ist, 
certified, normative) strikes us—if we think about it at all—as objectionable 
maybe but not “crazy,” while the other (given without the stamp of approval 
of most experts and authorities) seems nothing but pure lunacy.
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This is itself a function of archist sight.  There are innumerable candi-
dates for the kinds of “truth” that archism pedals. Some succeed and some 
fail. The jury is out on the QAnon conspiracy as well as the “truths” that 
Trump is pedaling.  There is nothing to prevent us from sliding into a society 
where  those kinds of truths are widely held and acted upon. Or rather  there 
is nothing except our own resolve to come up with counternarratives, based 
not on a verifiable and uncontestable real ity but on a collective pro cess of 
coming to terms with what we want our po liti cal and social lives to look like.

In fact, it is archism itself that is “crazy”; it involves, as Kafka shows, be-
lieving in  things that  aren’t  there and holding them in higher regard than 
 things that are. Contra Samuel Johnson, the mere fact of existence does not 
in and of itself amount to a firm sense of real ity.  Here again, the determina-
tion of real ity is a collective and po liti cal proj ect. What makes QAnon (and 
capitalism!) crazy is not that it is unrelated to real ity but that it seeks to sup-
plant a general, collective, and ever- changing way of thinking about the world 
with some specific, permanent, and hierarchical ordering, thereby curtailing 
or eliminating any kind of public engagement (except for the adoring, obedi-
ent sort).

For this reason, rather than seeing the events following the 2020 election 
in the United States as a question of truth versus lies as liberals do (and, for 
that  matter, the right- wing mob as well), I see it as a  matter of truths that 
come from the top versus truths that are determined from within the larger 
community. The fact that this right- wing and fascistic vision is always ori-
ented outside itself (this is what Trump/God/Q told us to do) is a sign that 
we are not dealing with what is often misleadingly called “pop u lism” but a 
crowd in search of a master (and, paraphrasing Jacques Lacan, this is a mas-
ter that they can readily find).

For all the threat posed by fascist modes of archist vision, this moment in 
time shows that archist forms of vision are not fated or absolute and that ar-
chism itself is vulnerable (the frenzy of that mob may suggest as much). Sud-
den changes in vision as we are currently experiencing, when  things that are 
previously inconceivable suddenly become very conceivable indeed, point 
to the ephemerality and vulnerability of archist forms of vision, despite its 
claims to the contrary.  These archist forms of sight are pre sent, seemingly 
forever, seemingly absolute and unquestionable and then, quite suddenly, they 
are gone or at least severely weakened. Even the mayhem on the right suggests 
this vulnerability  because the  mental gymnastics required to remain faithful 
to some perceived truth has become increasingly and legibly grotesque, con-
torted and incredible.  Whether this pre sent moment leads to further leftist 
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insurgency (as I certainly hope it  will) or a fascist takeover (as I certainly 
hope it  will not), it demonstrates that each moment is a chance for a radical 
rupture with archism as such.

Having said this, I must admit that the ways of seeing imposed by archism 
run deep and not just for  those on the far right. Archist vision is hard to shake 
even to some extent for  people who directly sufer from archism’s inequities, 
its murderous vio lence. That’s  because, to quote Frantz Fanon, the realities 
produced by archism are “ontological.” By this I do not mean, nor do I believe 
Fanon meant to suggest, that they are eternally and always true (although 
archism makes that claim) but that they are true to the point that they have 
a power ful, almost irresistible efect on what passes for real ity itself.

Fanon tells us that “the black man has no ontological re sis tance in the eyes 
of the white man.”17  Here, he acknowledges the visual aspects of power, the way 
that seeing determines real ity not just for the privileged white viewer but 
also for the Black person, the colonized subject or other par tic u lar targets of 
archist vision.18

For Fanon,  there is no  going back to an au then tic past before the imposi-
tion of the white gaze; colonialism has taken up the past as one of its weapons, 
reshaping it to suit its own purposes. The only way to resist white ontology—
or, as I would also put it, archist ontology, which makes whiteness one of its 
prime categories—is by re sis tance itself. He writes: “The colonized subject 
discovers real ity and transforms it through his praxis, his deployment of vio-
lence and his agenda for liberation.”19

For Fanon, “discovering real ity” does not mean finding the truth that co-
lonialism has buried beneath its lies. For Fanon,  there is no “au then tic” truth 
that the collective is returning to. Colonialism has ensured that even the past 
of a given community is thoroughly saturated with lies and distortions: in 
other words, yet more archism. By looking to re sis tance itself as the only form 
of collective decision- making, Fanon is acknowledging that the content of 
 those decisions comes from nothing other than the collective pro cess itself, 
a pro cess that has anarchist implications as well: “Even if the armed strugg le 
has been symbolic, and even if they have been demobilized by rapid decolo-
nization, the  people have time to realize that liberation was the achievement 
of each and  every one and no special merit should go to the leader. Vio lence 
hoists the  people up to the level of the leader. . . .  When they have used vio-
lence to achieve national liberation, the masses allow nobody to come for-
ward as a ‘liberator.’ ”20  Whether you choose to read Fanon’s call to vio lence 
literally (he says it can be “symbolic” but he surely was not a pacifist), any 
break with the ontological involves a reclamation of authority and agency. 
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Vio lence—as well as re sis tance more generally— serves Fanon as both a strat-
egy and a dramatization of the fact that collective life now recognizes only 
itself. Fanon shows us that the outcome of such acts of re sis tance does not 
readily allow for yet more hierarchy; collective forms of re sis tance enable 
and produce collective forms of judgment as well. The hallmarks of archism 
are abandoned only when that collective form of judgment is allowed its full 
expression.

If many communities are already disappointed by the vio lence and lies of 
archism, they are not, however, always disappointing, that is, they have not 
always learned to translate their perspective into a form that truly threatens 
archism in the way Fanon suggests. My claim in this book is that the disap-
pointment of living  under archism can only be fully achieved if  those com-
munities that live  under it can better learn to decide for themselves what it is 
that they are seeing (and not seeing), seeking to transfer their disappointment 
from themselves to their archist oppressors. In other words, they might trade 
one form of disappointment, the disappointment of having their lives falsely 
determined by externalities (ones that  don’t even exist), for another, a disap-
pointment in and of archism itself.

Archist and Anarchist Forms of Prophecy

This is a book about vision and prophecy, about organ izing our ex-
perience of what we see in the world. The archist mode of seeing itself derives 
from a form of prophecy, what I would call an appointing form of vision, 
that has a long theological (and eventually secularized but no less theologi-
cal) history. Such vision appoints not just the individuals who  will stand in 
the name of the  people they rule over but also the very foundations for that 
transfer of power and authority, the visual and efectively real bases of an illicit 
and ultimately empty— but no less power ful for being empty— form of control.

Appointing vision leads to the hierarchies and taxonomies that are the 
stuf of archist power. This is a way of seeing that gives archism a form of 
existence that appears to be greater than the  actual life it rules over. We live 
in a world structured by such prophetic acts,  whether they are theological 
or secular in nature (and, thanks to Eu ro pean colonialism and imperialism, 
very much including  people who come from parts of the world where proph-
ecy per se, as well as Abrahamic models of authority more generally that are 
connected to such prophetic origins, have no original purchase). Through 
this imposition of a globalized ontology (taking that word once again in its 
Fanonian sense),  people “see” the power and authority of God, of nature, 
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of reason, of the state, and of law even though at their origins  these  things 
have no empirical or material basis.21 Like the col o nel in Kafka’s parables, we 
assume that the “eyes” of the representatives of that power are also the eyes 
of that power itself and so  people, in turn, “see” the way they are told to see, 
always at their own expense and never in ways that accord with their own 
separate and collective understandings and experiences.

In discussing  these forms of perspective, in some sense I am arguing 
for something dif er ent from what Michel Foucault talked about when he 
described the panopticon. In his telling, the panopticon is a guard tower 
with slender win dows so that the person being viewed (initially a prisoner 
but  later just about every one) must always assume that the guard is watching 
them to the point where that guard is internalized and each person efec-
tively watches (and controls) themselves.22

What I am talking about in this book is not quite the same  thing.  Here, 
the fear is not that you are being watched but the opposite; the fear is that 
at any given point, no one might be watching you. Falling out of the gaze of 
the ruler implies a kind of abyss of meaninglessness, the threat of which is a 
key part of how archism manages to maintain a hold on its subjects, how it 
gets them to desire their own submission to its ruling logics. Perhaps even 
more accurately, this fear is based on having  adopted for oneself the view 
from that tower;  people see themselves, as it  were, through the guard’s eyes, 
through what they imagine to be the perspective from inside the tower. The 
desire to be viewed then corresponds to a desire to be that guard, to be view-
ing from that perspective, taking it on as one’s own.23

 Because archism transfers the tangibility of  human life to itself, our 
 actual life begins to seem empty and shapeless and so we begin to proj ect 
onto that life the very ephemeral nature of archism that now appears to 
us to be firm and utterly real, efectively swapping our life and agency for its 
deathliness and nihilism. This is a key way by which archism comes to domi-
nate over anarchist life. Yet the fact that this transfer is not  actual means that 
archism can never fully replace anarchist life  because its own sense of tangibil-
ity is only generated from the transfer of that sense of real ity from anarchist 
life itself. This is a transfer that is never complete but always ongoing and 
therefore reversible.

As a result of this, in the face of the desires that archism creates in its 
subjects,  there is an answering anarchist form of desire as well: not so much 
a desire to be seen but to see together with  others in one’s own community. 
This other desire helps prevent archism from becoming totalizing. The de-
sire to see together, to determine collectively what it is that is being looked 
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at, what it all means, and what to do about it— even if a community  doesn’t 
end up producing some harmonious consensus (which is itself a phantasm 
of archism)— allows  people to engage in anarchist politics even  under condi-
tions of archist power. This other desire, this other way of seeing, is always 
pre sent but largely unrecognized  because the mechanism of recognition is 
itself so deeply bound up with archism. In this book, I try to change the 
focus from the spectacularity of archism to the collectivity of anarchism as a 
way to trace this other way of seeing and wanting.

Accordingly, in what follows, I  will try to think about a resistant and an-
archist form of prophecy, one that has no special sight, that only sees what 
the community (also) decides that it sees. Such a form of seeing is messy; 
it does not have the top- down unity of archist forms of sight. It is never 
harmonious or fully coherent. For this reason, the insights of such a form 
of vision tend to be quieter and more subsumed than archist forms of sight. 
Anarchist vision is always pre sent but usually overwritten by the spectacle 
and pomp of archist vision.

Collective sight is itself a form— really the form—of anarchist prophecy, 
but for much of this book I  will focus on a transitional figure, not the anar-
chist prophecy of the community per se but of a specific individual within 
that community. The role of the individual anarchist prophet is to hold the 
form of collective sight when the community does not recognize it itself, 
much like the intrepid citizen of Babel that I previously envisioned. Her job 
is to spread disappointment, to ruin archist forms of vision, and to return 
the power of collective sight back to the community. This anarchist prophet 
brings such sight from the background to the foreground, so that it com-
petes with and even displaces its archist rival and predator.

Yet I want to be clear from the outset that, although much of this book 
 will focus on individual anarchist prophets, figures that I  will draw from 
 actual history as well as from lit er a ture and philosophy, they are not actually 
what lies at the heart of this book. For me,  these prophets are only meant to 
 counter the false, archist prophecy that has structured our sight for so very 
long. They are meant, like Moses, to get us to the promised land but cannot 
join us  there themselves. They are a transitional figure. In fact, they must be 
transitional. To be efective, anarchist prophets often look very much like 
archist ones; they may even share some ele ments of archism itself. This gives 
them a critical advantage in that they (therefore) have the same access to the 
subjects of archism as their fully archist counter parts. Working from within 
the confines of archist authority, they can usurp that authority for anarchist 
purposes. Their form of vision seems to come from the same exalted heights 
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as that of archist vision itself. In a sense,  these prophets serve to betray and 
undermine archism from within and by its very own devices.

This ability, while critical, also poses a threat to the very collective vi-
sion that they serve to promote. For one  thing, it is a very easy  thing for 
an anarchist prophet to cease her subversion of archist vision and join the 
ranks of  those who promote and perpetuate archism as such. I  will provide 
a few examples of this happening in  later chapters in this book. But even if 
she does not do this, even if she remains true to her original and subversive 
purpose, an anarchist prophet always poses a threat to her community. This 
is  because if an anarchist prophet was always required for a community to 
see for itself, that would in efect make her an archist prophet  after all. The 
community would efectively be seeing with her eyes instead of its own. For 
an anarchist prophet to  really succeed, she must make herself entirely re-
dundant. She holds collective sight for a community at a time when it fails 
to realize the way that it is itself continually engaged in such a form of vi-
sion, but she does not— nor could she— form that vision by or for herself. 
Insofar as anarchist prophetic sight is always collective, one person cannot 
by definition constitute that collective on her own. The anarchist prophet’s 
role is to disappoint the community from the false sight, the lies and vio lence 
of archism, and, by that act, permit that vision to return to the  people from 
whom it was stolen.

Layout of the Rest of the Book

In the chapters that follow, I describe the nature of anarchist 
prophecy, what it is, how it functions, and how it might be enhanced. Each 
chapter adds something distinct to the argument and, as the book develops, 
so does the overall argument about the nature and possibility of anarchist 
prophecy.

The following four chapters of the book form part I. In each of  these 
chapters, I look at an anarchist response to and undermining of the theo-
logical and philosophical functions of archism.

Chapter 1 details archist prophecy, its connection to the Hebrew and 
Greek prophetic tradition, and the corresponding form of anarchist proph-
ecy that arises in response to that tradition.

Chapter 2 is about how Thomas Hobbes— ordinarily considered one of 
the key architects of modern sovereignty and therefore the con temporary 
face of archism as well— demonstrates that language and theology, which 
are two main foundations for archism, are themselves actually anarchist and 
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prophetic functions, reflecting the ferment of life itself in all its variety. In 
this way, Hobbes undermines his own archist tendencies. Hobbes also ofers 
us one of the purest forms of anarchist prophecy in his understanding of the 
figure of the Holy Spirit, a figure that is wholly and only about interpreta-
tion and the refusal of one central and organ izing truth.

In chapter 3, I argue that Friedrich Nietz sche’s Zarathustra is a prophet 
who has all the appearances of being an archist prophet (and sometimes is an 
archist prophet) and who thereby manages to ruin that position from within, 
causing maximum damage. I also claim that the overman is a figure of ulti-
mate disappointment in that so much is promised with this figure but we 
come to see that this is a messiah who  will never actually arrive, depriving 
the would-be subject of their salvation of any hope and thereby throwing 
them to their own devices.

In chapter 4, I look at the way Walter Benjamin ofers us both a disap-
pointing prophet, the angel of history, and an understanding of a God who is 
herself anarchist so that the very origins of appointing vision become a basis 
for anarchist re sis tance. Benjamin’s focus is always on what he calls “the liv-
ing,” that is, that vast ferment of anarchist life that is deeply connected to 
the material world around us.

In Part II of the book, chapters 5 and 6 demonstrate how the central 
promises that archism makes are undermined and disappointed by a series 
of real- life as well as literary (including tele vi sion) prophetic figures.

Chapter 5 engages with the question of how anarchism can fight with 
and thrive  under ongoing archist conditions, how anarchist prophecy deals 
with its own entanglements with archism. I look at four “case studies,” as 
it  were, to do this: anarcho- syndicalism during the Spanish Revolution of 
the 1930s; the con temporary Rojavan Revolution in northeastern Syria; and 
then, turning to lit er a ture, José Saramago’s two- novel sequence, Blindness 
and Seeing; and Octavia Butler’s two- novel Earthseed series. The two pair-
ings, one po liti cal and one literary, are meant to contrast an ideal, or near 
ideal, case (Spanish anarchism; Saramago’s Seeing, which describes a “plague” 
of anarchism) with a more compromised and problematic case (Rojava and 
the Earthseed series), demonstrating varying methods of re sis tance, with 
varying results as well.

In chapter 6, I also look at four case studies, this time focusing on the 
question of  whether archism can be defeated and eliminated, at least for a 
time.  Here again, albeit in reverse order, I pair more and less perfect examples 
of anarchism, focusing on how they reduce or eliminate archism entirely. I 



Introduction 17

begin with a reading of Baruch Spinoza, who ofers a homegrown Western 
form of re sis tance to archism via a doctrine of radical immanentism. I then 
look at the case of Yali, a prophet from the Rai Coast of New Guinea who 
lived in the first half of the twentieth  century and whose culture had no 
sense of the transcendent, making the usual lies of archism difficult, if not 
impossible, to sustain. I then turn to two literary readings, first Mary Shel-
ley’s Frankenstein, which steals from archism its greatest conceit, that it can 
ofer (and control) eternal life; and then the tele vi sion show (and novel) The 
Leftovers, which imagines a complete breakdown of archism and what might 
possibly result from that loss.  Here too, the somewhat more problematic or 
entangled case (Spinoza and Frankenstein) is paired with a more successful, 
“purer” example (Yali and The Leftovers).

In the conclusion, I argue that anarchism is the only pos si ble source of po-
liti cal authority (archism merely steals or “borrows” from it) and then look 
at a few more real- life anarchist prophets who are, in each case, connected 
to some specific community or set of communities: José Carlos Mariátegui’s 
notion of Inca communism, Emma Goldman and her connection to the US 
anarchist movement(s), and Frantz Fanon and his connection to the Black 
Power movement in the United States in the 1960s and  today. Fi nally, I end 
the book by further considering the connection between anarchism and life 
as well as archism and death.

The anarchist prophets that I describe in  these chapters are as dif er-
ent from one another as could be. Some of them are works of pure fiction, 
while  others are very real, figures from anarchism’s own long history. The 
mixture of philosophy, po liti cal theology, lit er a ture, and real- life analy sis al-
lows me to get at the phenomenon of anarchist prophecy from a variety of 
 angles. The philosophical and theological readings allow me to get to the 
conceptual roots of archism and challenge it at that level. The real- life ex-
amples show us what is actually pos si ble, how anarchism works and how 
archism can be, and has been, defeated, as well as what obstacles and limita-
tions anarchism  faces in its confrontation with archist power. The literary 
examples show how we can think diferently about the nature and last-
ingness of archism, including imagining the death of archism, something 
that other wise seems unthinkable from our own current position. Collec-
tively,  these chapters are intended to serve as a kind of map of the strugg le 
with archism, the way that its seeming absolute grip on collective life may 
be thwarted, and also some of the dangers and pitfalls inherent to that 
strugg le.
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Seeing like an Anarchist

In order to set up the chapters that follow, some basic points must 
first be explained in greater detail. The first point has to do with modes of 
seeing and how anarchist sight actually works, what it “looks like.” In Seeing 
like a State, James C. Scott shows how the state requires vast modes of en-
forced homogenization, to make the citizens, lands, and objects of the state 
uniform and thereby taxonomizable. In this way, the state can “see” all that 
it surveys;  those homogenized bodies become legible to the state on its own 
terms and thereby more subject to its control.

I want to be clear from the outset that I do not consider the state to be 
the only or even the prime mode of archist expression.  There are myriad 
forms that Western- style archism takes, ranging from capitalism and white 
supremacy to more amorphous  things like par tic u lar forms of culture and 
ideology. But, at least for the time being, the state is a key example of ar-
chism and so its form of sight is impor tant to understand and  counter.

In this book, I  will consider how to “see like an anarchist,” that is, to see 
and engage with the messy, competing, contingent, and episodic moments 
of action, decision, and collective forms of vision that constitute the very 
same communities that archism seeks to control. In a sense, anarchist sight 
organizes just as much as archist sight does, but it organizes horizontally, 
among and between the community rather than from above. Rather than 
seek to homogenize all that it surveys, anarchist sight seeks to allow and in-
corporate the messiness of life, the complexity and heterogeneity of selves, 
to assert their own forms of mutuality and their own complexity (unlike 
archist vision, anarchist vision is never one but always many).

The good news about this point is that anarchist vision happens all the 
time; as Hobbes  will show, communities are always engaged in collective, 
and prophetic, acts of seeing  whether they want to do so or not. But with 
the overarching spectacle of archist authority eclipsing  those forms of vision 
and sight, communities lose a sense of their own power to judge and see 
and defer to  those archist modes of sight that always seek to replace and 
overwrite them.

The Naked Emperor

A second point to stress at the outset has to do with what, exactly, 
the individual anarchist prophet does through her act of seeing. As  will be-
come clearer in the subsequent chapters, the role of the anarchist prophet, 
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the one who brings disappointment, is very challenging. It might seem as 
though her job is merely to point out that the “emperor has no clothes,” 
but this is an overly simplified and misleading rendition of what she does. 
In fact, the point is not that the emperor has no clothes; it’s that  there is no 
emperor without their clothes. In his work on German trauerspiel (mourning 
plays), Benjamin tells us that when it comes to kings and other leaders, “the 
purple must cover it.”24 It is not their self or their body but the color purple 
in this case— a color associated with royalty— that makes the king or em-
peror an authority figure; it is their endowment with the transitive ele ments 
of authority and power that lets us know this person has been marked as spe-
cial and “better” than the rest of us (just like the col o nel in Kafka’s parable is 
marked as superior in ways that are both vis i ble and invisible).

 There is therefore no “truth” revealed in the notion that the emperor 
has no clothes  because in shedding his clothes, the emperor has also shed 
this marker. In some sense, a naked emperor is not an emperor at all, so 
that the king’s authority is not actually about his body— all two of them!— 
after all but about the signs and markers by which that body is deemed to 
be kingly.

 Here again, we see that the role of the anarchist prophet is therefore not 
to tell the truth (“the emperor is naked!”) but to show how untruths are 
constructed around  human bodies, architectural symbols, and other objects 
that become sites of archist projection. By identifying and exposing that 
projection, the anarchist prophet seeks to ruin or subvert the archist efect, 
canceling out its projective power with a counterprojective form of sight. 
Hers is less a power of seeing and more a  matter of unseeing and teaching 
 others how to unsee as well. Every thing that follows, all the responses, deci-
sions, and so forth— that is, the efects of disappointment— must occur at 
the level of the community as a  whole and not, once again, at the level of the 
anarchist prophet herself.25

The Master Sense

One related point that I want to make concerns treating vision as 
the archon of  human senses. As with all  things archist, this form of sight 
does not involve the physicality of vision so much as a false sense that it 
superimposes over that and all other senses.26  Here, as with all aspects of ar-
chism, a real  thing (in this case, vision and seeing) becomes associated with 
an unreal  thing so that the unreal steals its tangibility from the real, super-
seding it in the pro cess. Hostile to and alien from all manners of  human 
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life, archism teaches us that sight is the most impor tant and privileged of the 
senses even as it robs us of our own collective forms of sight in the pro cess.

My focus on anarchist sight as a way to combat archist vision serves to get 
the master “sense” to be turned against itself. Since it is in fact no sight at 
all, archist forms of vision readily return to the nothingness from which they 
issue. But this nothingness is not easily achieved since we are all invested in 
it as the way that we “ really” see (albeit not all to the same degree), and hence 
sense the world around us. Insofar as we are taught that sight organizes the 
world— “seeing like a state,” among other variations— anarchist forms of vi-
sion, which we are never without, must nevertheless be made legible to us.

The difficulty  here stems in part from the fact that anarchism as such 
never privileges one sense over the  others. The anarchist alternative to ar-
chism is never as uniform or coherent as the archist model, and this means 
that, just as with every thing  else, sight is not dominant. Thus a spectacular 
and uniform mode of vision (archism) must be superseded by a medley of 
senses (anarchism) that does not possess this kind of character. Not unlike 
a former heroin addict who finds ordinary life to be without character com-
pared to what their addiction supplies and must relearn to appreciate and 
respond to the world as such and how they might experience it, the archist 
subject too must learn to recognize and appreciate the sensorium itself, the 
material context within which  human life is always suspended even as it 
does not always recognize it. More precisely, this subject must (re)learn to 
“see” in concert with  others, not in a harmonious and transcendent way but 
in a way that recognizes  human plurality and collective acts of interpreta-
tion (and prophecy). This transition is a key role for the anarchist prophet 
who both “sees both ways” (as we all do) and is in a position to do something 
about it (as we generally are not).

With the unmaking or at least diminishment of sight as the key sense, 
other senses and other ways of being po liti cal come to the fore. Peter Go-
odrich speaks of “proboscations,” wherein smell gets its turn as a form of 
judgment and decision (he tells us, for example, that “the genius of the 
law is in its nose”).27 Kafka’s work (as Benjamin points out) is full of vapors 
and stenches that strongly afect his characters and are key anchors of 
plot.28 Other thinkers point to the power of sound and taste and touch; 
all form part of the  human sensorium and are part of the ferment of anar-
chist life and exist (as Kafka ably shows) even amid the rule of archist vision 
and sight. In the pages that follow, I  will pay attention to  these other senses, 
including the  actual, as opposed to the phantasmic, visual, as they come to 
the fore.
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Archism and the Question of Blame

Another impor tant point has to do with the question of  whether 
communities are to be blamed for their own complicity with, or desire for, 
archism, something that may be suggested by Kafka’s parables in par tic u lar. 
I think it would be a grave  mistake to draw this conclusion. It is true that 
we are all in vari ous and difering ways invested in archism even if we hate 
its efects and the power it has over us. Even Black, Brown, and Indigenous 
 people,  women, the poor, queer, trans, and disabled  people,  those who most 
sufer from the efects of archist lies, often participate to some extent in ar-
chist forms of vision (although I also think the overlay of that vision onto 
their own collective forms of sight is less convincing and far less alluring). It 
is precisely this double form of vision that Fanon sought to address and alter.

All of this is only to say that  people are produced as subjects through 
a relationship to archism and so they come to want what it tells them to 
want, at least to a certain extent. In my view, it is not  people’s desires per se 
that are the prob lem insofar as what archism promises; safety, health, hap-
piness, tranquility, fulfillment, and maybe even eternal life are not in and 
of themselves bad  things. I think instead that the prob lem we have with 
anarchism is one of trust. Simply put,  people do not trust in their own ways 
of  doing  things; their own judgments and powers and acts are not deemed to 
be valid in and of themselves. This is  because  people are taught that the only 
guarantor in the world comes from the externalities, phantom (but “higher, 
better”) sources of authority and expertise, that serve as the basis for archist 
authority. Given the supersession of our own forms of collective judgment, 
interpretation, and vision by archist phantasms,  those forms lose their own 
luster, diminished by the vampiric transfer of tangibility that is the basis for 
archism.

Archism perpetually reproduces itself by insisting that,  were it not for the 
law, the state, and other archist institutions, we would all be stabbing each 
other within five minutes. In other words, our tendency  toward peaceable-
ness is taken as a sign of the success of archism in controlling us rather than 
something that  people are capable of on their own.

 There is no corresponding anarchist guarantor to  counter archist prom-
ises of life, riches, and happiness. Anarchism ofers no guarantees at all and in 
fact the very concept of a guarantee is itself a marker of archism as a system 
that is based on deception and illusion. I argue both in chapter 2 (on Hobbes) 
and in the conclusion that the anarchist answer to the prob lem of trust is not 
to ofer more false guarantees but to recognize that the community is itself the 
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only pos si ble source of authority and that archism has stolen that authority 
and claimed it as its own. Thus, what we are “trusting” when we turn to the 
state and other archist structures is in fact only our own, now alienated, 
collective power, robbing ourselves of our ability to relocate that trust back 
where it belongs in the pro cess.

The job of the anarchist prophet is to steal this authority back and return 
it to the community from which it was taken. The anarchist prophets that I 
 will be describing are no less compromised than the rest of us when it comes 
to desiring what archism tells them to desire.  These prophets must engage 
in the mechanisms of archism in order to be able to ruin it from within, but 
even as they do so, they feel and are drawn to its seductive power. For this 
reason, rather than show a series of perfect examples of anarchist prophecy, 
I  will show a series of flawed and inconstant characters (especially in chap-
ter 5). Some of the figures I  will treat are ever on the verge of succumbing to 
archism themselves and some actually do succumb. None of them perfectly 
and purely manage the confluences of archist and anarchist forms of proph-
ecy. Yet  these characters, in all their complexity, show us that archism can be 
beaten at its own game. What issues from that defeat is not a perfect world 
 free from archist temptation but just an opening, a moment when archism is 
not such a sure  thing that it  doesn’t even need to have a name.

Why Talk of God (and Prophets)?

Another point I wish to consider  here has to do with the question 
of theology and what kind of claims this book is making about the role of 
God and of Abrahamic understandings of God more specifically. In my view, 
this book is actually about what Maria Aristodemou calls “atheism,” not the 
false secularity of liberalism— and of con temporary forms of archism more 
generally— but a form of politics that turns to  human communities rather 
than external powers for the source of and inspiration for po liti cal life.29 To 
the faux void that archism uses for its own purposes, I would counterpoise 
a dif er ent kind of void, a negation of the (false) negation, if you  will. The 
anarchist readings of God that I am putting forth  here ofer two options: 
that God does not exist at all and the void is just that, an empty space that 
has no content whatsoever (Nietz sche’s notion that God is dead may also 
suggest this way of thinking, although this is a complicated claim); or that 
God is herself an anarchist.

If the former is the case, then it becomes a  matter of systematically find-
ing all the places where a concept of God lurks (just about everywhere!) and 
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negating them. If the latter is the case, God herself is seen as  doing every-
thing pos si ble to prevent divine emanations from becoming hijacked by 
archist projections, an idea captured well by Benjamin’s concept of divine 
vio lence. In  either case, just as Benjamin ofers a “real state of emergency” to 
 counter the false emergencies that are the bases of archist forms of power, I 
would like to counterpoise a “real void,” a true negation, to the faux negative 
that archism requires in order to seem to stand outside itself and give itself a 
privileged perch from which to judge and rule the world.30 The radical emp-
tiness of the real void shows up the false emptiness of the archist version.

This book then takes a firmly agnostic stance on the existence of God, but 
I argue that in the end, it  doesn’t actually  matter.31 So long as the position 
that God is said to hold is seen as being utterly empty and without content, 
it serves to unmake the ultimate source of archism, regardless of the ways 
that we understand that emptiness. Insofar as God is taken as the ultimate 
archon, the heart of the emanations of archist projection, to radically void 
that space is to do an end run around the entire operation of archism, in-
cluding its falsely secular models.

For this reason, we cannot leave a discussion of God out of the equa-
tion entirely  because modern secularity, wherein any concept of God is 
simply dismissed, smuggles within itself an occult archist theology. Secu-
larism therefore is not the correct model for a real atheology or atheism. 
As Aristodemou describes atheism, it consists in a form of “freedom from 
symbolic links, where the empty place is acknowledged and confronted in 
all its abyssal emptiness rather than being filled with idolatrous gods from 
laws to goods.”32 Some theological work must be done, some direct confron-
tation with the concept of God is required, in order to give us space from 
the mythic vio lence that is ceaselessly attributed to God ( whether openly 
or stealthily).

The ubiquity of Abrahamic forms of understanding God and the divine 
more generally is a related issue of concern. I recognize that sticking to a lan-
guage of prophecy, especially in terms of the way that I am approaching it, 
limits us to a largely Jewish or Christian approach to thinking about  these 
issues. It involves Muslim viewpoints too, although the authors I engage 
with do not specifically evoke Islam. I do not think that the Western tradi-
tions I am drawing upon have any mono poly by any means on the nature 
and understanding of theology. My focus on the West and particularly its 
notions of prophecy, messianism, and God are a response to the fact that the 
West has spread itself via imperialism and globalism to false claims of uni-
versality, along with a concomitantly dominant form of Western archism. It 
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is precisely this false Western universe that I would like to challenge, and so 
I go  after its origins (its arche) in my response. Insofar as an Abrahamic God 
and, in par tic u lar, an Abrahamic understanding of prophecy, has become so 
widely globalized, it behooves us to look at the institutions of such prophecy 
to think further about how such worldwide hegemony can be beaten back 
(and by its own— prophetic— devices).

Furthermore, I do not mean to imply that Judaism and Chris tian ity, the 
two main forms of Western theology I consider  here, are inherently and only 
archist as such. Indeed, the authors I look to often find ways to subvert ar-
chism from within theological vocabularies that come from both traditions. 
Instead, I am trying to argue that  these religions in par tic u lar have become 
the basis for con temporary archism through the pro cess of translating from 
a religion to a par tic u lar po liti cal program and through the historical sedi-
mentation of the historical relationships and efects of  these religions on 
larger po liti cal communities.

We live in a time when so many of the world’s religions are producing 
martial— and archist— forms of themselves. We see this in militant forms 
of Christian nationalism vis i ble in Trump’s United States, Vladimir Putin’s 
Rus sia, Jair Bolsonaro’s Brazil, and countless other examples. We see it too 
in Narendra Modi’s promulgation of an intolerant and aggressive Hindutva; 
in militant Buddhism in Myanmar and Sri Lanka; in Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
toxic form of Jewish nationalism; in militant forms of Islam, both associated 
with the state (Recep Tayyip Erdoğan) and without (Al Qaeda); and even in 
hybrid forms (the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria [isis]). We even see the ag-
gressive promulgation of a kind of theocratic nationalism that has no formal 
religion associated with it, as in Xi Jinping’s China.

I think it would be a grave  mistake to lump all  these forms together as 
simply variants of Western archism. Each religious tradition has its own tra-
jectory and history and its own reception of and encounter with such archist 
forms. Yet the shared features— militant nationalism, extreme forms of rac-
ism, attacks on minority religions and communities, intense chauvinism— 
all point to a globalized phenomenon and are indications (as if we needed 
one!) that the theological is not yet done with us even if many of us are done 
with it.

As I read it,  these vari ous movements share a sense of threat wherein their 
own forms and degrees of archism are  under assault. It makes sense to me 
that, as that sense of threat deepens— that is,  after de cades of neoliberalism, 
as the grave inequalities that untrammeled archism produces become more 
of a threat to its main functions in terms of capitalism and vari ous modes of 
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racial supremacy— the more its original and under lying theological nature 
comes to the fore. The disguise of secularism was always thin, but it may be 
especially so in our own time. For this reason, to avoid the language of God 
and prophets is, in some sense, to avoid the elephant in the room, the theo-
logical bases of our current dilemmas, and to miss an opportunity to think 
about what a true atheism (and corresponding anarchism) would look like.33

What Kind of Anarchism?

A final point has to do with terminology. In terms of making larger 
claims about archism per se, I am making no  grand statement about archism 
in general, which has a long and variegated history. When I use that term, I 
 will almost always be referring to Western archism. The archism that I am 
addressing  here, with its roots in ancient Greece and Israel, is the archism of 
liberal cap i tal ist universalism, the archism of con temporary modes of neo-
liberalism, state- sponsored racism, and other mechanisms that make up the 
con temporary world, recognizing that that world is changing and that other 
players like China, India, and Rus sia are working to alter that equation. I 
 don’t think this is the final and ultimate form of archism so much as the pre-
sent and most pernicious form of archism in the world  today.

The same is true for the anarchism that I am describing  here, although 
in quite the opposite way. That is, even as use of the term archism seeks to 
locate and reduce the Western variant to its origins, my use of the term an-
archism exceeds the normal use of that to become a kind of planetary, if not 
universal, point of reference. I recognize that my use of the term anarchism 
in this book may seem surprising to many readers as I associate it not just 
with the trappings of a par tic u lar po liti cal form connected to Mikhail Ba-
kunin and Peter Kropotkin and on through Emma Goldman and into the 
con temporary moment of the antifa but with life itself. In  doing so, I seek to 
unshackle the term anarchism from its narrow meaning (without, however, 
abandoning that connection entirely) and its entirely Western associations. 
In Decolonizing Anarchism, Maia Ramnath makes an impor tant distinction 
between “the concept of anarchism and the Circle- A brand.”34 While the 
latter is specific to the Western left tradition, she explains that “with a small 
a, the word anarchism implies a set of assumptions and princi ples, a recurrent 
tendency or orientation— with the stress on movement in a direction, not a 
perfected condition— toward more dispersed and less concentrated power; less 
top- down hierarchy and more self- determination through bottom-up partici-
pation; liberty and equality seen as directly rather than inversely proportional; 
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the nurturance of individuality and diversity within a matrix of intercon-
nectivity, mutuality, and accountability; and an expansive recognition of the 
vari ous forms that power relations can take, and correspondingly, the vari-
ous dimensions of emancipation.”35

Using this other description, Ramnath can associate the term anarchism 
with movements and politics that have  little to do with the West and in fact 
are often diametrically opposed to it (in her case, she describes a  great deal of 
anarchist politics with regard to South Asia). I argue that this other, broader, 
“small a” anarchism is a condition that all of us on this planet share, that it 
is a  matter of life itself and how that life is lived in all its messy and beautiful 
variety.

If the name anarchism can be used without necessarily invoking all the 
specific baggage of Western anarchist traditions, it helps draw our attention 
to our life as such in ways that do not automatically condemn us to just more 
archism. This kind of anarchism may go  under dif er ent names and have 
very dif er ent forms. Some of the examples that I associate with this larger 
form of anarchism may raise some eyebrows in that their own authors use 
other terms (like communism in the case of Mariátegui and Benjamin) to 
describe themselves and their belief systems. And it might seem peculiar or 
even perverse to speak of Yali as an “anarchist prophet” when he has nothing 
to do with the tradition coming from Bakunin (nor Abraham, for that  matter). 
But I think that the kind of collective be hav iors I am talking about are, if not 
universal ( because that is a claim that is too fraught with archist pieties, 
although I think Butler, among  others, does some good work in challenging 
that universe on its own terms), then, once again, at least planetary.36

In speaking of anarchism in this way, I am talking about a phenomenon 
that comes directly out of life itself and, as such, goes by many names but 
which shares the quality of both being ruled by and resisting, by its very exis-
tence, archist predations. It is this life that anarchist prophecy addresses. To 
the extent that such prophecy melds into that life, it succeeds, whereas to the 
extent that it holds itself aloof from that life, it just becomes another iteration 
of archist predation, setting up the central challenge that this book proposes 
to address.
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Chapter One. Appointing Prophets

An  earlier version of part of chapter 1 appeared as “Why Does the State Keep 
Coming Back? Neoliberalism, the State and the Archeon,” Law and Critique 29, 
no. 3 (November 2018): 359–75.

 1 Machiavelli, “The Discourses,” 147. Machiavelli ofers a countering image of an-
archist prophecy in the form of Appius Pulcher. In describing a Roman ritual 
where sacred poultrymen threw grain to a group of chickens as an augury 
to predict victory in  battle—if the chickens pecked at the grain, the  battle 
would be won; if they  didn’t, it would be lost— Machiavelli contrasts two 
consuls, Papirius and Appius Pulcher. In Papirius’s case, the chickens  didn’t 
peck, but Papirius lied and said they had (and had the head poultryman killed 
by “friendly fire” to silence him). Pulcher’s chickens also  didn’t peck, and 
Pulcher said, “Then let us see  whether they  will drink,” having them thrown 




