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This week, we’re pre-releasing an interview with James Stout on his up-
coming AK Press book: Against The State: Anarchists and Comrades at
War in Spain, Myanmar, and Rojava, due out early January. You may
recognize James as a contributor to the Cool Zone podcast It Could Hap-
pen Here (including the recent four parter, “Darién Gap: One Year Later”
December 1-4th episodes, 2025), distributed by TheartMedia.

For this episode, we talk about the idea of anarchist armies, discuss those
three conflicts, left libertarian approaches to formalized armed resistance
beyond a guerrilla unit, some of the novel technologies and international
solidarities that have developed and a lot more.

More podcasts that James has worked on include:
* Migrating To America: A Dream Worth Dying For
www.iheart.com/podcast/1119-migrating-to-america-a-dr-289559915
* Myanmar: Printing The Revolution
www.iheart.com/podcast/1119-myanmar-printing-the-revo-289559181

Scarch for this interview title at https://thefinalstrawradio.noblogs.org
to find links to further resources on this topic, featured music, the audio
version, and files for printing copies of this episode.
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excited to hear that I had been to Kurdistan. They wanted to say “Jin, Jfiyan, Azadi”
(Women, Life, Freedom), which I thought was beautiful. The two scripted podcast
series are things that I worked very hard on. If there’s anything I'd like you to listen
to or read that I've done, it’s those, because so often migrants get talked about but
not talked to, and I’ve spent the last few years of my life talking to migrants. And so,
I would like people to listen to those. Also, because their stories are about mutual
aid, and there are stories about people all along the way helping migrants. Because
migrants are people, and when we debase the value of human beings in the way
that the migration system does, we debase the value of all of us. The way I've coped
with the current era of fascism is to look at people all over the world who have gone
out of their way to help other people, even when things are difficult for them. I
hope you’ll take some hope from that. It’s also quite sad. Those are the things that
I would really like you to listen to. We can drop links to those.

If you are currently in the US, you should support migrants in your community,
look after them, take care of them, and keep them safe.

TFSR: Awesome. Thanks a lot again for the conversation. It’s very nice
meeting you, and thanks for the book.
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nities. If they say that they’re not going to continue doing the activities of
ISIS and have shown themselves to be trustworthy, being released back into
the general population. Not the general population — that’s a US prison
term — but the wider population outside of the detention centers.

James: Yeah, if that community is willing to accept them back and to take responsi-
bility for the process of reintegrating that person after a period of probably being in
pretty dehumanizing situations. That’s happened a lot with people who are Syrian
or Iraqi nationals. It’s harder when it’s the foreign fighters who are, in some cases,
stateless.

TEFSR: And particularly when a lot of these people were conscripted into
this world by ISIS. They were forced into it. They were forced into mar-
riage. It’s more complicated.

James: They were taken advantage of at a young age and propagandized, too. And
they were coming from situations where they feltisolated or alone. But the commu-
nity to which you could return them doesn’t want them, or the state from which
they’re from doesn’t want them. And they sometimes don’t have the language skills
or community roots. You can’t just dump them in a community in Syria and be like
“This is your problem now.” Itis an issue where the states of the world have failed.
It’s not purely a choice of the self-administration.

TESR: Yeah, I was meaning more the example of the people from the Levant
who were being resettled back into their communities. If you get pulled in
at a certain age, or forced into this marriage, or forced to do work for the
administration, depending on what you’re doing, it’s a slippery slope. It’s a
spectrum, I'm sure, and it’s up to those communities.

James: Yeah, right. It’s not a black-and-white thing.

TESR: Thank you for this very, very long conversation. I’ve really enjoyed
it. Thank you for the book and for the journalism that you do. I really ap-
preciate it also. James, are you working on anything else now, or any projects
you want to point listeners to that we can put in the show notes afterwards?

James: Yeah. While I was writing this, I went to the Darién Gap and spent time
there with people who were then making their way to the United States. I made
a scripted podcast about it, and a year later, I made another one about their out-
comes. Actually, I met some young Iranian women in the Darién who were very
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TFSR: Would you please introduce yourself to the audience with any name,
pronouns, affiliations, or other details that you want to share for this con-
versation?

James: Yeah, sure. Nice to be here. My name is James Stout. I use he/him pro-
nouns. Relevant affiliations for this: I work for Cool Zone Media. If people have
heard of me, that’s where they’ve heard of me. I suppose the other relevant affilia-
tions would be that I’ve spent time with rebels fighting against Burmese junta, with
the Kurdish freedom movement, and doing a lot of mutual aid and reporting along
the so-called border between Mexico and the United States.

TEFSR: Cool, thank you so much for having this conversation and for writ-
ing this book and being willing to talk to me about it. I much appreciate it.
We’re here to talk about the upcoming AK Press title — or it might actu-
ally be released by the time this comes out — that you authored and titled
Against the State: Anarchists and Comrades at War in Spain, Myanmar, and
Rojava. You’ve mentioned spending time with rebels in various situations.
Let’s talk about your journalistic and academic background that provides
the groundwork for this book and why you chose to write on these subjects.

James: Yeah, certainly. Academically, I did a PhD in what they call modern Euro-
pean history. But my interest was specifically in the Spanish Revolution, and more
specifically in the Catalan revolution, and more and more specifically in the use of
sports and physical culture to create an anti-fascist identity within that revolution.
I'had always been very interested in the way that anarchism played into conflict. Be-
cause you have this big debate within the CN'T going into the civil war in the years
before it, being like, “How do we prepare for this?” They have this moment in the
early Republic where they do have uprisings, and they do secure liberty very briefly,
and then they get crushed. Then you have these moments before the Republic,
where they are fighting, but it’s— During my undergraduate studies, we were al-
lowed to do a dissertation. Because the place I did my undergraduate was a very old
university, you can upgrade that to a master’s if you want, not that I’m particularly
concerned with it. But I wrote about violence in the Catalan Builders” Union, and
I wrote about armed violence there. I was interested in this.

Generally, anarchists have been opposed to war. They’ve seen it and denounced
it as a racket, and it was a very good reason. I don’t think that anything I’ve writ-
ten or said in this book should ever lose count of that and I tried to be very clear
about that throughout the text. But I was interested in how they met it. Then I was
reading some other stuff. I’'m reading Gracber and these things, and secing there’s
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this line in the New Anarchist where they say that essentially, conflict is a domain
of state communism and always will be. We have to cede the ground of warfare to
the Stalinists. I just thought that was odd, because if we believe that people can
organize themselves, and that people don’t need to be compelled through violence
from the state to do good things, to do the right thing — which is the sine qua non
of what anarchism is — why don’t we think they can organize themselves in this
specific place? Why is it different? That has hung out in my mind for a while.

Then in my reporting, I have been very interested in recent years, in 3D-printed
firearms, because I think that they represent a significant change in the ability of
the state to have a monopoly on violence. Not necessarily in this country, where
firearms are readily accessible to most people — not all people, of course, but to
many people — but in other parts of the world. So, I was keeping an eye on those.
As someone who’s reporting a lot of conflicts, I saw all the reporting on 3D-printed
firearms focusing on crime in the United States. I thought that was a lame framing,
because there is a potential here for someone to liberate themselves, for someone
to defend their community or another community from violence. So, when I saw
those being used in Myanmar, that immediately became interesting to me, and
that’s how I began reporting on Myanmar five years ago.

The third element of this is a revolution in Kurdistan, which had always been very
interesting to me. It was something I'd followed closely and taken a great inter-
est in, both as someone who was interested in organizing and building democracy
without the state, and as somebody who was interested in the topic I grappled with
in my dissertation, this Catalan national project, which tried to cast itself as an an-
ti-fascist project. Ultimately, now, I wouldn’t say it has become fascist, but there’s a
very conservative vision of Catalan identity which is not compatible with a progres-
sive one that I was interested in in the 1930s. So, I'm interested in how the Kurdish
freedom movement balanced these things, and we see the answer to that in the way
that they’re conducting themselves and in the writings of Ocalan.

Those were the three areas that were of interest to me. I've been fortunate to travel
through work to all those places, to talk to people. I kept coming back to that Grae-
ber piece and thinking a lot when I was in Spain; the scars of the civil war, both
physically and emotionally, are very present. I am lucky enough to have been of the
last generation, probably, that got to spend significant time talking to people who
fought in the conflict there. I was just always thinking about their stories and their
experiences. At the time, I was cycling a lot, so I'd be riding around Spain being like,
“There’s so much here that we don’t talk about.” I just felt that little line in that lit-
tle essay just bothered me, because these people had been capable. Sometimes when
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it to his partner and was executed for that. But we also see often Durruti and other
anarchists inveighing against summary justice or against, specifically, lethal punish-
ment, a lot of different times.

I thought one really interesting anecdote from Paz’s book is when Durruti is mov-
ing from the front lines back to Barcelona and needs fuel for his vehicle. So, he has
to go to a village and ask a village committee if they have any fuel that they will be
willing to share. And he goes in, and he sees what’s going on in the village, and he’s
talking to these people who presumably don’t know who he is, and they’re explain-
ing to him that “The church is over there, and that’s where the committee meets
now. We didn’t need to burn the church, because it’s a perfectly useful building,
and the priest is over there. Why would we hurt the priest? He stopped being a
priest. That’s what we wanted him to do.”

TEFSR: “He’s working in the fields, and God doesn’t live in that building
anymore,” or something like that, is what you had written in the book.

James: Yeah, “God doesn’t live there anymore, the committee does. The priest is
married now, and he’s working in the fields, that’s all we wanted him to do.” We
don’t need to engage in wanton violence and destruction, even at a time when vi-
olence is commonplace. We should find every chance we can to deescalate. And I
thought that was a very good example of that.

Or very often in Myanmar, I’ve spoken to junta soldiers who were conscripted
against their will. And the resistance or revolution will often pay them a certain
amount. They’re paid a bounty if they bring a weapon when they surrender. And
then they receive a kind of wage or a stipend, through money that they raise, so that
they can exist, they can feed and clothe their families and such. Or, in the case of the
Karen, the Karen trained, equipped and deployed a unit of people who had left the
junta, a unit of people who had surrendered to the revolution and now fight for the
revolution. There was no need to kill those people. They’d stopped fighting against
the revolution, which is what they wanted. And that is a great model — you want
to remedy the harm. A goal should not be to punish people. It should be to remedy
the harm and stop the harm from happening again. And there are positive examples
of that that we can look at.

TEFSR: ’'m forgetting which of the conversations that I had about this, it
might have been someone from TA. They were talking about with some of
the ISIS families, how the administration has, when it sees fit, when it seems
like this can happen with them, been releasing individuals back to commu-
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that unit. So, if the unit decides that somebody has done something that has led to
harm, they can attempt to remedy that harm that way.

In the Durruti Column, we see some practices which are just bad and problemat-
ic. Durruti finds some people who are abandoning the front line, and so he puts
them to stand up against a wall, and then says, “All right, well, take oft your shoes.
Someone else should have these shoes, because you’re not anarchists. You’re a pile
of garbage” — essentially, or something, I can’t remember the exact quotation, —
and “take off your unit patches, because you’re not going to behave as anarchists,
and you shouldn’t represent yourself as such.” So, I thought you don’t want to be
staging a mock execution. It’s not a consensus base. It’s not horizontal. It doesn’t
treat those people as worthy of dignity and respect, it’s wrong. That is not the way
to approach that.

Other times you see things like consensuses. This person has abandoned the front
line, and they will do X. And other times, there just appear to be really no means
of resolving harm done, people would just leave and come back when they felt like
it. But then you also see the issue of accountability for enemy combatants. This ap-
pears in all of the instances, most notably in Rojava, where we have this very unsat-
isfactory resolution — and they would tell you this is unsatisfactory — where they
are in charge of detaining not only former Islamic State fighters, but also their fam-
ilies, and also people who have, in some cases, been born in these detention camps.
They believe that there should be tribunals and repatriation. Many countries are re-
fusing to receive people who went to fight for the Islamic State back. Famously, the
United Kingdom has done this. It has removed the citizenship of British citizens
who went over there and joined the Islamic State. I don’t think that’s a situation
that anybody wants. I don’t think that’s a situation that the self-administration is
happy with, because, if nothing else, it’s like holding a grenade with the pin out.
We’ve seen ISIS prison breaks. I wrote about one in the book. But also, it’s not
really compatible with the general concept of restorative justice, which is what they
apply in their own communities. It’s not really a justice system if it’s two-tiered —
it’s an injustice system. And so, no one is really happy with that outcome. It is an
outcome that still needs a solution to be found.

We saw the same things in Spain. At times, you see spies being caught and people
deciding that they shouldn’t execute them based on a committee of the unit that
captured them. There are a couple of stories of executions in my book. One of them
was a member of the Iberian Anarchist Federation who had been stealing some
jewelry that they themselves, I don’t quite know how they got it, maybe they raided
a jewelers, I can’t remember. But instead of giving it to the collective, he had given
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we talk about anarchism and Spanish anarchism, specifically, we do it in terms of
heroes and saints, and I don’t think we should. We should do it in terms of peo-
ple and the things they accomplished, and also the mistakes they made. We should
learn from them. So I sort of brought all those experiences together, and that was
what led me to want to write the book.

TEFSR: Graeber — according to the Anarchist Library, that essay came out
in 2002. I read it years ago, I think. But when I think of Graeber and we
have this conversation about where Rojava is a part of it, then I think about
Graeber’s promotion of the organizing as an interesting project. He must
have had reflections at some point where he was like, “Well, let me rethink
this.”

James: Yeah, I think he did because he went to Rojava, and he supported what
happened in Rojava. To be clear, I don’t see myself as opposed to his work. 'm a
huge enjoyer of his work. I found the way he phrases things to be really beautiful
in its simplicity. I frequently turn to his work for understanding, and his termi-
nology, particularly, I find perfectly well-suited to what I’'m trying to do, which is
make these things accessible and not try to write like an academic. It was more than
that line of thought — it’s not just his line of thought, that’s not a unique line of
thought — it’s an assumption that many of us have made. The other thing is that
it appears all the time in the Spanish Civil War literature. Everyone talks about the
anarchists when you read these big histories of the Spanish Civil War, and it’s just
like, “Oh, yeah, the anarchists were over there.” Or like, “Oh, huh, the anarchists
managed to do very well. Oh, well, moving along.” There’s never a why or a how,
outside of movement texts, obviously things like Paz is excellent work, for example.
But in the general histories, they just appear as this closed box, when we’re looking
at Beevor’s work and stuff. Even late in the war, you see these units after militariza-
tion — which we can explain what that means later — you see these things like,
“Huh, at this point, when this battle was particularly gruesome, particularly hellish
and difficult, there was this militarized unit of anarchists who were particularly ef-
fective, or particularly courageous.” Even if you’re not interested in the movement,
you’ve got to look at that as a historian and be like, “Why? What were they doing?
How were they doing that?” Because there’s this received wisdom that to be ef-
fective in conflict, there has to be extreme discipline, with the extreme threat of
sanctions and punishment for any breach in that hierarchical order, and I don’t
think they would do that, so how did they do it? What I became really interested in
knowing is specifically that, because I’'ve been in situations of great physical danger,
and it wasn’t particularly somebody who had a different badge than me telling me
what to do, which allowed me to emerge from them safely. And so, I was very inter-
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