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Struggles against colonialism and imperialism helped define the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. The world today reflects the profound 
influence of these struggles, as well as the imprint of the old empires 
on the borders, economies, racial and social divisions and regime types 
of the post-colonial regions. The “national question” (i.e. the racial, 
ethnic, and national stratifications within societies and classes, as well 
as racial, ethnic, and national oppression), remains a potent source 
of conflict, and is in many cases directly related to the colonial and 
semi-colonial past.

It is tempting, in retrospect, to view anti-imperialism and decolo-
nization as inevitably and naturally leading to the formation of new 
nation-states, and to the stewardship of nationalist parties over the 
nascent nations. It is also tempting to assume nationalism as the pre-
eminent mode of national liberation and independence, and as the 
most natural approach to the national question.

tempting, but teleological, reductionist, and mistaken. Multiple 
trajectories existed in all national liberation struggles, and multiple 
answers to all national questions.

People responded to colonialism, imperialism, and the national 
question in a wide range of ways, among them millenarianism, reli-
gious fundamentalism, collaboration with empire, assimilation, racial, 
ethnic and national mobilization across class lines, and class mobiliza-
tion across racial, ethnic and national lines; nationalism was only one 
possible response, and by no means self-evidently the most obvious or 
even the best solution, even to those constituencies that the national-
ists sought to mobilize.

Although a growing literature has started to draw attention to these 
complexities, noting for example the influence of Marxism-Leninism 
in East Asian decolonization, the role of anarchism and syndicalism 
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in these matters remains largely ignored. This omission is all the more 
striking when one considers that major anarchist and syndicalist cur-
rents permeated large swathes of the colonial and postcolonial world 
in Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe, Ireland, and Latin American and the 
Caribbean from the late nineteenth century until the 1940s—and, let 
us stress, also into the present.

A central aim of this volume is, then, to explore the (overlooked) 
influence of anarchism and syndicalism in the colonial and postco-
lonial world, and, in particular, their role in anti-colonial and anti-
imperialist struggles from the 1870s to the 1940s. This influence, which 
assumed multifarious forms, has been largely obscured in conven-
tional North Atlantic- and nation-state-centered studies of anarchism 
and syndicalism. It has also been obscured by the tendency in the lit-
erature to assume that the exclusive goal and ineluctable outcome of 
national liberation struggles was and is the formation of new indepen-
dent states—a perspective that anarchists and syndicalists viewed with 
skepticism and powerfully challenged.

Focusing on the colonial and postcolonial world, the studies in this 
volume fundamentally challenge, in different and striking ways, the 
standard narrative of anti-imperialism and decolonization. They show 
how anarchists and syndicalists, acting on internationalist principles, 
forged transnational and transregional networks of anti-colonial and 
anti-imperialist resistance and solidarity. It is the articulation of this 
transnational and internationalist dimension, with anarchism’s and 
syndicalism’s diverse responses to the national question, nationalism 
and imperialism, that we stress are in need of greater scholarly atten-
tion and analysis.

With respect to anti-imperialism and the national question, the 
chapters illustrate that anarchists and syndicalists actively participated 
in national liberation struggles. Without abandoning their anti-statist 
and social revolutionary aims, anarchists and syndicalists were gener-
ally inclined to collaborate with radical nationalists and other Leftist 
forces in national liberation struggles. Sometimes they followed the 
lead of the nationalists; more often, they sought to actively displace 
them, in order to direct these national liberation movements toward 
social revolution and the creation of anarchist/syndicalist modernity: 
an international, libertarian, classless, self-managed socialist society, 
free of social and economic hierarchies, including those of empire, 
nation and race.
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In other words, they often participated in national liberation strug-
gles, seeking to cooperate with—yet ultimately defeat and supplant—
nationalism, including its politics of cross-class alliances, and its statist 
aims, in order to fuse national liberation with class struggle to achieve 
libertarian social revolution.

The chapters in this volume also highlight the interconnections 
of anarchist and syndicalist movements across continental divides, 
national and racial boundaries, urban and rural spaces, and varie-
gated geographic terrain. They demonstrate, as well, the multinational, 
multiracial, and multiethnic social composition, and the cosmopoli-
tan character of anarchist and syndicalist movements in colonial and 
postcolonial contexts. Contrary to what might be supposed of class-
based movements like anarchism and syndicalism, they did not con-
strue racial and national oppression in strictly economic terms, nor 
did they shy away from forthright opposition to these types of oppres-
sion. Rejecting social Darwinism and “scientific” racism, they stressed 
an ethics of universal human rights and dignity, and of cultural toler-
ance and diversity; the anarchist and syndicalist modernity was a uni-
versal human society, rooted in class-based internationalism, yet never 
a monolithic or a narrowly Western or European one.

By demonstrating the cosmopolitan, global and transnational char-
acter of these movements, the papers also challenge the tendency 
in histories of anarchism and syndicalism to present this history as 
confined to the North Atlantic. In doing so, they underscore the vast 
imprint that anarchists and syndicalists made upon working class, 
peasant, indigenous, and anti-imperialist movements in the colonial 
and postcolonial world.

They also challenge the literature’s predilection towards Spanish 
exceptionalism, that is, the claim that anarchism and syndicalism built 
a mass base in Spain alone. Instead they show that Spain was only 
link in a red-and-black chain of anarchist and syndicalist strongholds 
spanning the globe. And finally, they provide a necessary corrective to 
the standard chronology of anarchism’s and syndicalism’s decline by 
highlighting their durability and vitality well beyond 1914, both in the 
North Atlantic and in the colonial and postcolonial world.

No volume can be sufficiently comprehensive to cover all issues, and 
an edited volume by its nature lends itself to authors’ variable treat-
ments and conceptualizations of the issues under debate. Yet that same 
variation also provides an indication of the richness of approaches to, 
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and experiences of, anarchism and syndicalism in the colonial and 
postcolonial world. It might be argued, for example, that the volume 
did not pay adequate attention to anarchism’s intersections with Marx-
ist currents during the period under study. Perhaps, but that was not 
its aim; nor should it be anachronistically insisted that Marxism was a 
significant force in most colonial and postcolonial regions before the 
mid-1920s, for it was not.

Though a great deal of work remains to be done to reconstruct the 
histories of local anarchist and syndicalist movements, especially in 
Asia including the Middle East, and in Eastern Europe and Africa, we 
remain convinced by the mounting evidence that global anarchist and 
syndicalist networks, movements and currents, from the 1870s into 
the 1940s (and often, beyond), played a pivotal role in anti-colonial 
and anti-imperialist struggles, in promoting internationalist solutions 
to the national question, and in shaping the colonial and postcolonial 
world. Rather than overstating anarchism’s and syndicalism’s influ-
ence in anti-imperialist struggles relative to other radical movements, 
we have only touched the surface of this critical history.

Since our hardcover edition was published, several notable research-
based historical studies on anarchism, syndicalism, and anti-imperial-
ism have further demonstrated the profound impact of anarchist and 
syndicalist transnational networks and movements on colonial and 
postcolonial political cultures and anti-imperialist movements.2 We 
applaud these important new contributions to anarchist and syndical-
ist historiography. And we hope that the trend to explore anarchism’s 
and syndicalism’s engagement in anti-colonial and anti-imperialist 
struggles continues.

Steven Hirsch
Lucien van der Walt
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