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THIS IS A CURIOUS Boo 
but an interesting one. Comprising essa 
written and rewritten over the last dec~s 
and more by Graham Purchase, it offers e 
in-depth look at the intertwined roots 811 

anarchism and ecology. I expected a si~~ 
plified rehash ofBookchin's ~ocial ec01_ 
ogy, but was pleasantly surpnsed. 

There are really two books here· a 
ideological and an historical. Purcha;e t 
a committed anarchist and, when he adv: 
cates for his chosen faith, he sometirnes 
resorts to puerile rhetoric. However, when 
he focuses on unravelling the intercon. 
nected intellectual history of the two Phi-
losophies indicated in the title, the r~suJts 
are often fascinating. 

What is revealed is that while Marx. 
ism, in order to 'green' itself, has had to 
accept ec'ology as an alien graft, anar. 
chism ( or at least some strains of it) is 
more intrinsically green. While Bookchin 
has always acknowledged the influence of 
Fourier, Kropotkin, and Reclus on his 
thinking, Purchase reveals the magnitude 
of that debt. To do this intellectual history 
full justice, one would also have to con
sider the close links between the 'vision
ary' regional planners and the anarchists, 
as John Friedmann, Clyde Weaver and 
others have done. In reality, we are deal
ing with the interweaving of three, not 
two, strands. 

L i k e 
Mumford, Purchase 
harkens back to an 
era in which town 
and country existed 

· ina healthful synthe
sis - a symbiosis 
breached first by the 
rapacious Roman 
Empire, and then re
established in medi
eval Europe prior to 
the rise of the great 
monarchies and our 
own industrial era. 

As with 
Bookchin, Purchase 
envisions the "redis
tribution ofour popu
lation into smaller 

· and more modest
sized cities that are 
more closely inte· 
grated with the eco· 
logical region in 
which they are lo· 
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' cated ... (p. 11)." Unlike Bookchin and the 
l early garden city proponents, he seems to 

believe that these could be quite large, 
while arguing against this scenario on 
grounds that it would sterilize ecologi

rn. cally productive land under a veneer of 
>I "inorganic urban sprawl" (p. 12). 

Like his mentor Bookchin, Purchase 
pushes the city to a prominent front and 

i centre position in his anarchist utopia of 
o. !he future, while remaining deferential to 
cs !he need for a bioregional re-orientation of 
:n human culture. As with the latter, his 
n- understanding of the need for decentral
u. ized cities stems from the desirability of 
h "fully utiliz[ing] locally-available clean 

energy and bypass[ing] the need for huge 
l· and concentrated amounts of energy ob
:o tained with ... difficulty from alternative 
r- [or standard] energy sources" (p. 20). 
~ He ignores recent research on the 
n feasibility of alternative energy systems 
11 in large cities, and the fact that the desir
s ability of reliance on alternative energy 
c must be balanced against minimizing the 
r dispersion of the human population over 
· remaining agricultural and wilderness ar
. eas. 
, Bioregionalists and anarchists are also 
I prone to forget that cities have their own 
· 'organic' evolutionary dynamics; that city 
1 economies cannot be plunked down in the 

middle of anywhere, like the artificial 
: administrative capitals created by the Eu
• ropean monarchies of which he is so criti-
1 cal. 

Purchase also seems to believe that 
electronic communication will remove the 
need for face-to-face agglomeration and 
Will bring the benefits of urbanity into the 
rnost remote corners of the _ world. He 
forgets that, in the cultural and economic 
realms, there is no substitute for face-to
face contact. 

In Chapter 2, aftera philippic against 
the state and capital, Purchase traces the 
historyoftheecocommunitarian-anarchist 
tradi-tion from Charles Fourier and the 
Russian Nihilists, through the anarchist 
geographers Kropotkin and Reclus, to the 
modern-day green movement via 
Schumacher and Bookchin. The outstand
ing continuities in this tradition are a con
cern with bringing town and country, in
dustry and agriculture, into a productive 
synthesis, and the deployment of appro
Priate technologies , such as the organic 
agriculture and solar and wind power fa
voured or anticipated by the authors men-

VoLuME .17, NUMBER 4 

tioned. This group of authors was con
cerned with overcoming alienation be
tween people and nature, and of people 
from one another. 

In his heavy reliance on French and 
Russian sources, Purchase neglects to re
flect on the cultural prerequisites for com
munalism - .namely, that the instinct for 
community and the will for self-govern
ance may be stronger in some culture;> 
than others. This raises the question: how 
do we implant ~uch traditions if they are 
lacking? 

Purchase's treatment of the fascinat
ing anarchist geographer, Elisee Reclus 
- a strong influence, along with 
Kropotkin, on regional planner, Patrick 
Geddes - is interesting, but a bit exces~ 
sive. Direct quotations fromReclus' work 
run to five pages long, where we learn 
abourhis faith in the liberating powers of 
science and his belief in the ennobling 
powers of direct nature experiences, as 
practiced today by Outward Bound and 
Rediscovery International. Purchase also 
makes reference to the ecological and 
regional experiments of the all-too-brief 
Spanish Revolution. Finally,_ he gives 
credit to the anarchists for inspiring the 
counter-cultural experiments of the 1960s, 
without supplyi11_g sufficient evidence of 
their direct influence. 

Like Bookchin, from whom he quotes, 
Purchase sees the ecocommunitarian vi~ 
sion as not just ethically compelling, but 
as a practical necessity. This stems from 
his belief that hierarchical society, with its 
ecologically and socially destructive ten
dencies, is now imperiling our survival 
and that of the biosphere. 

Purchase runs into trouble with this 
insistence that anarchism is as relevant 

· today, if not more so, than when it was first 
articuiated. We now Ii vein a world which 
is very different than the one thatProudhon, 
Bakunin, and Kropotkin were writing 
about. It is true that Kropotkin wrote pre
sciently about the potential contained 
within turn-of-the-century technologies to 
permit the decentralization of human set
tlement- a theme long close to the hearts 
ofregional planners:But the other side of 
that is that these technologies have also 
permitted - indeed, encouraged - a 
greater centralization of control. 

We live in a society highly integrated 
organizationally, technologically, and eco
nomically_:_ at a variety of scales, includ
ing globally- and this makes it difficult 

to envision the sort of self-reliant 'eco
communities' so strongly advocated by 
Bookchin and Purchase. The vision itself 
is beautiful, · and it is one that we should 
always aspire to, but with a clear-eyed 
realism about the obstacles that stand in 
our way. 

First of all, there is the fact of our 
burgeoning numbers. Decentralizing the 
human population out of mega-cities might 
have been a good idea when there were 
only a couple of billion of us. But, from an 
ecological standpoint, it becomes highly 
problematic in an era of nearly six billion 
people. It may well, in fact, be less eco
logically damaging to keep the majority of 
humanity in cities rather than extirpate the 
last forests, farmland, and wilderness in 
the name of eco-communalism. 

Moreover, we lack enduring models 
of bottom-up federalism that would en
able power be vested in the bottom of the 
pyramid. This was easier to imagine when 
most of us lived in villages and small 
towns which could be relatively self-gov
erning. In articulating his vision of a non
statist world, Purchase places his faith in 
the large number of non-government or
ganizations that have arisen in recent years, 
but some of his examples (e.g. cat breed
ers) are rather prosaic. He forgets that 
many of these NGOs ar~ themselves highly 
bureaucratized, with numerous paid staff, 
only nominally more responsible to their 
'members' than a corporation is to its stock
holders or a politician to the electorate. 

Like the bioregionalists, Purchase ar
gues for the artificiality and ecological 
irrelevance of many nation-state and ad
ministrative boundaries, but recognizes 
the powerful momentum of'national' (as 
opposed to nation-state) sentiments, be
lieving that these cannot be simply ig
nored. Purchase acknowledges the impor
tance of national identity without also 
underestimating the obstacles this places 
in the path of the "peaceful, eco-regionally 
integrated and globally harmonious evo
lution of our species" (p. 97). As he notes, 
"international and intertribal wars have 
been as prominent a feature of human life 
as [has] cooperation" (ibid.). 

This suggests that some overarching 
state structure may be needed to prevent 
regional conflagrations, such as future out
breaks of 'ethnic cleansing.' Like the 
bioregionalists, Purchase believes that "if 
everyone in every ecological region came 
to care, preserve, and deeply identify with 
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the natural ecology of their region, then 
the planet as a whole would be much more 
likely to survive the onslaught of our 
present profoundly destructive industrial 
and social system" (p. 5). He is adamantly 
opposed to the way in which capitalism 
has divided the world's land mass info 
"agro-industrial regions" for · the maxi
mum exploitation of particular commodi
ties and resources, and emphasizes the 
desirability of moving toward a more car
bohydrate-based economy in the future. 

Purchase at least acknowledges, 
contra the bioregionalists, that "a region is 
always based upon a core of human and 
nonhuman geographical features (cultural, 
economic, ecological and political), all of 
which are of equal importance and rightly 
influential in our perception and classifi
cation of regional differences and bounda
ries" (p. 91). As he says, "[s]ocial-eco
logical anarchism, in advocating the idea 
of the bioregion, does not ask us to subject 
all cultural and economic life to bioregional 
dictatorship" (p. 107). To do so would be 
to 'arrest' nature in an unchanging stasis. 
He admits that "[u]nless we are looking 
into the very distant past or very distant 
future, the realization of ecological re
gions is highly unlikely, except in very 
special circumstances '(e.g. on small and 
isolated islands) to ever serve as the sole 
criterion for the demarcation of politieal 
and regional space" (p. 105). 

Despite these critical caveats, Pur
chase falls into the trap of believing that, 
in pre-industrial societies, "cultural dif
ference was... distributed upon an 
ecoregional basis" (p. 93). The ethnic ter-

. ritories of Europe were, in almost all cases, 
the product of a shifting movement of 
migration and conquest. When halted by 
nation-state development in their present 
configuration, they bore little relation to 
biophysical entities. As compelling as the 
vision is of a confederation of regions 
based upon natural and cultural features 
- as with the distinctive 'provinces' of 
France - it is hard to imagine such a 
vision taking hold in the physically mo
bile and 'placeless' context of contempo
rary North American society. 

Even Purchase himself acknowledges 
that "it would not be desirable (or even 
possible) to organize life solely on a terri
torial-cultural basis" (p. 98). While agree
ing with his emphasis on the desirability 
of seeking to 'bioregionalize' human cul
ture, he gets into muddy waters when he 
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. ~ 
attempts to convert bioregionalism into a but it is too simplistic. Reformist efti 
'science.' As I have noted elsewhere, de- changepoliciesandlegislationareas0rtsto 
termining bioregionaJ boundaries is not a part of the 'ecology' of social chan much 
an objective or scientific exercise. It is are efforts to remould consciousne ge as 
dependent almost entirely on human sub- promote radical alternatives. ss and 
jectivity and the exercise of conscious, WithhispreferenceforfuUparti . 
and hence problematic,judgement. tion and direct democracy, Purchas cipa-

1 eh 3 . h' . I ts t k · F' · e ne. n apter on anarc 1st organ1za- g ec wo ey pomts. irst, in our 
tion, Purchase offers as an alternative to plex society, people cannot (or rna;orn. 
hierarchy the naive scenario of "ordinary wish to) participate in all decisions afti not 

. h . 1· d . . ect-working people" organizing "their affairs mg t eir 1ves an societies, but inst 
from the bottom upwards, running indus- may need to participate 'selective!/~ 
try through the development of demo- specific sectors they feel passionate abo in 
cratic workplace practices and industrial Second, direct democracy is still ut. 
trade unionism" (p. 88). As he says: eth~o':entric concept. In m~y aborigin~ 

"[a]narchistshopethattheorigi- soc1eti~~• persons ~ere tramed, alrnost 
nal aims and ideals of the inter- from birth, to. exercise leadership in spe. 
national trade union movement cialized areas (natural resource manage-
will once again inspire the work- ment, the maintenance of cultural and 
ing-classes to self-activity and, spiritual practices) on behalf, and in the 
guided by a renewed faith in interests, ofall the members of the tribe or 
their ability to directly manage group. It may well be that, in certain areas 
human affairs, [they] will not we need to place our faith in elders 0; 

only 'inherit the Earth' but sue- leaders who exercise the wisdom of a 
cessfullyandsustainablyorgan- Solomon or a Moses, much as we cur-
ize economic and industrial life rently put our (often, at the present, mis-
forthebenefitofthemselves, their guided) faith in 'impartial' judges, juries, 
industry, and their fellow work- a.nd tribunals. Some issues may simply 
ers" (pp. 89-90). not lend themselves to collective adjudi-
One can only say, 'don't hold your cation. 

breath.' Theclosestapproximationtosuch The last chapter, "Patterns of Con-
a model at the present time is the system of trol," is a rather esoteric discourse on the 
Mondragon co-opsin the Basque region architectureoforganization,completewith 
of Spain, which derives its cohesion from computer illustrations that purport to show 
a strong sense of ethnic solidarity, a fea- various institutional patterns and struc-
ture lacking in many parts of the 'devel- tures in a diagrammatic form. This part 
aped' world. failed to keep my interest. 

In Chapter 4, he continues his theme A weak ending notwithstanding, 
· of hierarchy vs. cooperation, attempting Graham Purchase has written a stimulat-
to correlate the spontaneous 'order' of an- ing book, one that fills in many holes in the 
archy with the self-organizing tendencies intellectual history of anarchism and ecol-

. in nature, in contrast with the entropic · ogy. As a work of political science at-
propensities of hierarchical society. This tempting to break ground in elucidation of 
is ground previously covered in the writ- our current probematique, it falls some-
ings of Murray Bookchin and Kirkpatrick what short. 

· Sale. · · 
· His fifth chapter is an attack on the 

concept of an Australian Green Party on 
the grounds that such an endeavor would 
replicate the accommodationist and re-

. formist errors of the labour movement. As 
he notes, "Free people do not need a party 
to achieve their ends-free people achieve 
it by themselves" (p. 142). 

In his view, 'radical' political parties 
wind up buttressing the established order, 
drawing attention away from the radical 
transformations needed in favour of cos
metic cha~ge. There is a lot of truth to this, 
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