Moral Fieldwork: Understanding the Anti-Civilization Movement
[Student’s name has been removed]

I attended a Panel Discussion with political extremist Ward Churchill, environmentalist singer/songwriter Dana Lyons, and Endgame author Derrick Jensen. Before, during, and after the event, I interview attendees, all of whom turned out to be extreme leftist activists -- some anarchists, some extreme environmentalists, some both. They agreed that society is coming to an end, and that we ought to urge it along. For example, I spoke with one woman, about “Environmentalist Rebellion,” a “nature-based, earth-friendly” form of anarchy, one that recognizes that “nothing is working out -- chiefly civilization and medicine.” I attempted to determine what exactly was not “working out,” but I received mostly general responses. “Everything,” “this and that,” and “you know” were popular. 
I next attempted to understand what exactly was causing the purportedly self-evident societal failings. Machines were to blame. The representative from Environmentalist Rebellion offered me many different flyers and pamphlets about such topics as the “Myth of the Machine” and “the Culture of Technology.” One of the flyers said only “Another World is Possible” in large letters. According to a fourth flyer, aptly titled “The Present,” the present is “civilization. It is the most destructive event the world has ever seen. It does not care about you. It does not care about anything. Except the GNP…” Another pamphlet, “I don’t believe in machines,” stated simply that “I believe the earth knows what we are thinking.” One of the more interesting pieces of literature was the “Primitivist Primer,” which outlined the fundamental tenets of primitivism, “also known as rewilding, green anarchy, or simply the anti-civilization movement.”
I began to ask general questions. Where did “primitivism” fall in today’s politics? She said, “It’s in a third category that needs a name in politics.” And what was the first step toward successfully deconstructing civilization? “Acknowledgement.” 
Next, I asked an activist in another association about the nature of the organization and its beliefs. He replied, “The word organization makes me a little nervous,” but went on to describe his beliefs. Food ought to be a right to all people, and it is only a matter of re-organizing distribution. “The system is screwed up,” he said.
At my prompting, he also offered the basis of his morality, saying we must help others, we can make the world better, and we must do it (others will not); we must be inclusive and diverse. This last tenet also fueled his vegetarian mindset. Meat, he said, requires a lot of grain to grow, making it “kind of an anti-feeding-hungry-people kind of lifestyle.” 
Next, I asked an adamant Derrick Jensen fan if she could place herself on our current political spectrum. After three attempts, she said she could not and that true political divisions must exist across a spectrum from “humanism” to “animism.” She explained that the humanistic perspective is myopic and one-dimensional because it fails to see the greatness of the animistic perspective -- that the earth and the various parts of nature all have lives as well, and that those parts are as important as our lives. She offered one important caveat though: whether one chooses the humanist perspective or the animist perspective does not really matter because we are “running out of time.” We need to act, she said. But after a bit more questioning I was unable to determine exactly what that would look like. Throughout our conversation, she spoke in platitudes – an air of frustration in her voice after I did not immediately understand and agree. She was firm in her conviction. 
In addition, she explained that Churchill’s ideology was based on an animistic perspective. I further asked her to define his morality, or the morality of her group, if possible, and the only moral distinction she offered was one of violence vs. non-violence. Churchill and the others advocated violent resistance, and anyone that advocated non-violent resistance had not seen the necessity of violence. Her justification was based on “turning androcracy on its head.” She defined “androcracy” as a male-dominated society, and she defined “androcratic” as “man’s power over.” She introduced the words as if she were initiating me into something mystical, and she explained that the powers, historically religion and government, have always been “androcratic.” Therefore, she said, the only way to overcome them is to use similar power against them. Violence is the only effective means. Therefore, we must actively and violently “critically question all tenets of contemporary civilization, deconstructing all of our culture.” 
I also spoke with a man from the School of Arts and Environmentalism. I asked him plainly: What defines your morality? That of your group? He offered two moral tenets: “First, do no harm,” he said. And second, “understand the importance of cognitive dissonance.” To explain the latter he said that we have to listen to our emotions more. So often we find ourselves in places where we are not happy and do not know why. He said that Churchill’s philosophy was based on acting when “every bone in your body says no but you can’t explain why.” And he went on to say that “the heart is a more effective tool, but I’m afraid tonight is head-oriented.” Finally he explained that the human tendency to reconcile itself with a broken world, the human tendency to handle cognitive dissonance without action, tends to “save an individual and doom a population” because it breeds complacence. 
The panel discussion, the main event, was a series of questions posed both by members of the panel themselves and members of the audience. The first question, posed by Derrick Jensen, which overarched the entire discussion was: “How much longer do you think this insane culture will last before it collapses, whether it’s through external collapse or whether we bring it down? And how much more open does the repression have to get, how much worse do things have to get before a more effective resistance movement emerges?”

The answers did not attempt to state concretely how long it would take. Rather they concurred with the implication that society was on its way toward collapse, as evidenced by such terrors as genocide, ecocide, and the seemingly unavoidable creation of inner-city gangs. Churchill used the latter as a chief example. Inner-city gang communities, he said, demonstrate societal failure. They are a response to a human crisis in which “you don’t have to debate the propriety of violence or its place in the struggle. You don’t have to venture off into these domains of philosophical purity. The reality is fundamentally different.” All you have to ask is “what would work, and when do we start?” He advocated this sort of emotional mentality throughout. 
Dana Lyons offered similar sentiments, lamenting the state of the world. And both Churchill and Lyons concurred in Churchill’s final comment that. “The system is falling apart; we’re just here to give it a little push.” He continued by saying “the more you can foreclose on its perpetuation, the more minimization of the damage done. And I think -- for reasons that should be self-evident -- that is very important. In fact that’s probably the most important thing out there to be considered.”
The panel also mentioned those people who suffer social ills, “people who are not employed, or are disadvantaged, people who are ‘disemployed’ structurally, denied material things to which the rest of society has entitled itself. They are denied even the most basic forms of human dignity. They are responding to that circumstance in ways that are quite alien.” The fact that people are surreptitiously disenfranchised, “disemployed,” and alienated by society, or worse, killed for their cultural beliefs, suggests that society needs work. 
When asked how many people must realize the terror before something could be done, Churchill responded with enthusiasm. Not as many as you might think, he said. “Those who experience reality first, on the sharp end, will be ultimately those who lead the charge…a radical change.” They will bring about "a real change, not [a cosmetic one].” 
I was sometimes in agreement with the speakers, specifically when they condemned acts of ethnic violence and the systematic disregard for the crisis of poverty. I did not, however, agree with their use of these facts to establish the “self-evident” conclusion that society must and will be annihilated. 

Specifically, the speakers appeared to operate from the assumption that the fundamental principles of primitivism and anarchy would certainly obtain, and that such conclusions were incontestable. Generally, the speakers offered evidence of great hardship, but did not make explicit how that suggested society itself would crumble. They spoke of “basic human dignity – denied,” and the audience all seemed to agree with their conclusions. Often cheers would ring out when Derrick Jensen connected genocide with complete societal collapse, and voracious nods, grins, and shakings of the head (when persons such as Dick Cheney were mentioned) demonstrated emotional agreement.
The discussion then turned toward the importance of individual cultures. In response to a question on ethnocide, Jensen suggested that “cultures re-individuate as communication is broken down.” This comment met cheers, yet no one attempted to demonstrate that re-individuation of cultures is a good thing. The room appeared to understand that the flourishing of cultural identity is a primary good. The debate then shifted toward how to achieve this primary good, and Dana Lyons suggested that, in order to achieve this implicit goodness, we needed a global consensus of all cultures. I did not quite understand how one could hope to re-individuate cultures by way of a global consensus, nor how one could propose a global meeting to promote a breakdown of communication, but the discussion shifted away from this topic. 

The discussion repeatedly returned to the simplicity and importance of violence in the wake of complex societal arrangements that estrange humankind from its natural condition. And it eventually degraded into a series of incoherent questions from the audience. I am not attempting to assert a judgment as to the quality of the questions here, but rather, I am reporting the audience’s response. Even the moderator said things like, “we’re going to skip that question out of interest for everyone else here,” and “I’m sorry. We simply don’t understand the question.” 
Toward the end, one woman suggested that perhaps society was not ending, and her comment was met with ravenous dislike. Jensen adopted a look of surprised offense and began dejectedly shaking his head ravenously. The audience began to grumble, and the offender was not allowed to finish her question.
Part II: The Moral Matrix
Before I begin, I am wary of the necessity for generalization in this circumstance. I do not intend to explicate any one person’s specific morality, but rather to understand those moral elements upon which many in attendance would generally agree. 

This will be difficult. Before continuing, I must outline my bias. Many of the people with whom I conversed did not seem to offer logically consistent arguments. Some seemed to be fueled by an almost irrational zealotry and a refusal to hear reason. Below, I attempt to understand the mental and moral processes that lead one to such conviction. 
My Bottom Line: The extreme leftist morality is a reconciliation of one’s existence with atrocities that outrage elements of basic human dignity, as defined by emotional intuition. 
Theirs is essentially a reactionary morality. It begins with simple observations. People are killing others en masse in Darfur. Faceless petroleum companies consume the rainforest, rampantly annihilating ecosystems and cultures, not out of malevolence, but out of indifference. And that indifference is bred into the economic system, the very fabric of modern civilization. It is specifically designed to defy humanism and promote the greatest possible increase of the Gross National Product. There is no accountability. What conclusions can we derive from such havoc? 
Conclusions made in response to these atrocities are strongly dependent on one’s vantage point. The leftist extremist view generally stems from conclusions inculcated by those who are, as Churchill said, on “the sharp end” of reality. The world seems much grimmer when you’re in Darfur, or the targeted rainforest, or the inner city without hope or a well-paying job. Modern society does surreptitiously disenfranchise large groups, and that leads to animosity. 
Thus, one could say that the belief that society itself is coming to an end stems from the desire to reconcile oneself with the cognitive dissonance that arises from these terrors. I do not mean this in quite the same way as did the man from the SAE. While he suggested that one’s attempt to overcome cognitive dissonance yields complacence, I suggest that it offers active emotional conclusions, like the belief in anarchy. It creates truths to decrease negative emotions that stem from atrocity. This would occur in much the same way that Drew Westen suggests partisan voters reconcile political decisions. Once they “had found a way to reason to false conclusions, not only did neural circuits involved in negative emotions turn off, but circuits involved in positive emotions turned on” (Westen xiv). Of course, there is always some truth and some exaggeration. The need for societal improvement is obvious, but the urgency of societal change (or deconstruction) and the depth of societal ills tend to be variable across vantage points.
The more extreme view espoused at the discussion -- the belief in complete societal deconstruction -- naturally incorporates simpler moral tenets. It seems though that the reaction to atrocities comes first and that the formulation of underlying moral codes follows -- suggesting that they are not underlying at all, but an after thought or “after rationalization.” This interpretation dovetails with the growing belief in the biological basis of morality, as espoused by E.O Wilson and many others (Wilson). We react instinctively, and then we reason. Thus, it seems that the panelists and audience members developed doctrines of morality as a result of their instinctive reaction to horrors. Their reaction gives rise to two fundamental moral tenets: 

1) The importance of the individual. This involves her freedom from harm and freedom to express herself. It also implies the importance of maintaining cultural uniqueness and purity in the face of homogenization. 

2) The importance of nature and that which is natural. Artificial things, those things that do not adhere to a natural order, are de facto evil. Dams alter river flows; they are evil. Mechanization withdraws humanity from the necessity to work with the land; it is evil. 
These moral tenets are emotionally reasoned articulations of that which reduces negative feelings. When one expresses the anarchist tendencies as such, the previously incoherent seems a bit more understandable. They seem almost to stem from that righteous belief in natural rights that almost all western citizens cherish. As a result, I can see how the emotional simplification and consequent emotionally cognitive leaps could lead one toward radical conclusions.
In the first premise, one sees an understanding reminiscent of Carol Gilligan’s “Morality of Care,” (Murray 8) which includes justice and fairness as important components. But in this case the motivation to reach out and care is not a strictly humanist one. Rather it is an acceptance of one’s fellow human being as another piece of a larger natural framework and therefore a piece of the self. This may stem from the fact that most of those present at the discussion were not merely confronting genocide, but ecocide as well. When the earth is as much a victim as its inhabitants, the moral rationalization grows to include it, and empathy and sympathy -- those “pillars of human morality” (De Waal 20) -- extend beyond the human. 
Emotional reaction to atrocity and subsequent rationalization catalyzes extreme anarchist morality and this understanding meshes well with Haidt’s and Bjorklund’s Social Intuitionist Model. Reaction to atrocity is a clear and intense intuitive judgment, and the above suggestion that reaction comes before reason dovetails with Link 2 of the Social Intuitionist Model (Social Intuitionists 8). In fact, the subsequent links offer excellent analysis of what seemed to occur in the minds of those with whom I spoke. The demonstrations and discussion I encountered at the panel discussion did indeed seem like a series of “flashes of affect” (17) or at least the manifestation of post-hoc reasoning (8) as a result of those initial flashes. More importantly, the Social Intuitionist Model’s overarching demonstration of morality as a social process appropriately describes the extreme cliquishness apparent among the anarchist in-crowd. 
In addition, I found that throughout my time at the discussion, I attempted to assess certain actions and mindsets within the “moral foundations theory” outlined in Haidt’s and Graham’s “Planet of the Durkheimians” (Durkheimians 10). Within the context of the discussion, the Harm/Care and Fairness/Reciprocity foundations obviously realized. Panel members and others often explicitly enunciated these foundations. In addition, Purity/Sanctity seemed to undergird the animistic tendencies. In fact, this foundation seemed as strongly held as the first two, defining the group as more typically reactionary than leftist.
Ingroup/Loyalty also unexpectedly dominated the discussion. As I mentioned, whenever anyone would deviate from the norm of accepting societal deconstruction, she would be mechanistically ostracized with boos and shouts. In addition, praise of the “re-individuation of cultures” suggests an ingroup tendency (paradoxically with universal acceptance), one that is robustly combined with the Purity/Sanctity of cultural expression. This seeming adherence to ingroup principles, though typical of conservatives, aptly characterizes the leftist extremists because their goals stem from reaction to atrocity. In the wake of great misfortune, people must band together. 
This adherence to Ingroup/Loyalty principles seemed also to be a source of dissonance. Many members of the audience and the panelists simultaneously espoused acceptance of all yet draconically adopted the if-you’re-not-with-us-you’re-against-us mindset. This type of necessity highlighted the desperation inherent in the minds of many of those with whom I spoke. 
Thus far, the people I met seem no different from extreme conservatives, but the fifth foundation offers the all-important difference: the anarchists’ absolute rejection of authority. It defines them. And this is another source of discomfort. I encountered views that were strongly anti-authority, yet in favor of establishing counter authorities to subvert traditional authorities and reach an “a-authoritative” non-state, one that could use global agreement to deconstruct global communication. Obviously, emotion strongly mediates this type of rationale.
Given that disdain for authority defined so many people at the discussion, it makes sense that when I repeatedly attempted to plot those with whom I spoke along a typical political spectrum, I could not do so. They are four-fifths conservative, yet so radically anti-conservative that they cannot fall along the spectrum. These thoughts of not fitting into any political/societal mold combine with extreme dissonance and rejection of authority to produce an anarchist conclusion.
Disdain for authority also offers further desolation and dissonance. According to the moral foundations theory, system justification is important because “the benefits of justifying the system are not just palliative, they are meaning-providing and can often be important for human flourishing” (17). This explains the strength of the animosity. People find meaning in authority, in systems, and in governments, and their very psychological makeup turns them toward acceptance. But in some cases, specifically those of genocide, ethnocide, and ecocide, life becomes so perilous that one cannot accept that which she naturally desires to allow. And in such cases, that inability to accept rends from the individual one of her greatest sources of meaning, leaving her with an open space where it had been. In response, people seek other authorities, other meaning. Because the travesties are so great, they find greatest meaning in that which directly opposes their origin, which is, emotionally abstracted, the system. The terror is real. The emotion is real. The consequent rationalizations vary. And often the emotion is so strong that it leads to a seemingly ineffable conviction and a consequent frustration, anarchy.
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