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. “The New Face of Liberation” an essay by Ward Churchill

. The Art of Leadership by Oba T’Shaka (Note: This book was

written in 1990 and a little of it is outdated however it con-
tains an excellent blueprint for grassroots organizing and
concludes that ultimately leadership is not an individual but
the collective voice/will of the people)

. We Are Everywhere by Notes From Nowhere (This book pro-

vides examples of autonomous movements from around the

world.)

. Maroon Societies by Richard Price

“The main threat to humankind, the flora and fauna
and our entire biosphere, is capitalist imperialism: a
totally out of control, predatory, global system of ac-
cumulation and oppression that’s on a collision course
with the limitations of our planet: daily devouring chil-
dren, women, people of color, the poor, workers of all
stripe, wildlife and the environment in pursuit of prof-
its”

Russell Maroon Shoats, The Dragon and the Hydra: A
Historical Study of Organizational Methods

“Two features of the new mass movement must be the
intention of creating dual power institutions to chal-
lenge the state, along with the ability to have a grass-
roots autonomist movement that can take advantage
of a pre-revolutionary situation to go all the way. Dual
power means that you organize a number of collec-
tives and communes in cities and towns all over North
America, which are, in fact, liberated zones, outside of
the control of the government. Autonomy means that
the movement must be truly independent and a free
association of all those united around common goals,
rather than membership as the result of some oath or
other pressure.”

Lorenzo Kom’boa Ervin, Anarchism and The Black Rev-
olution

In the city of Philadelphia in response to the unprovoked brutal
beating of a Black man the Askia Coalition Against Police Brutality
was created to educate the community about police brutality and to
confront police repression while prisoners and their families united
to form the Human Rights Coalition, an organization committed to
defending the human rights of prisoners. In Miami the Take Back
the land movement, a Black collective, moves homeless families
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in the individual and collective spheres is the cornerstone of
autonomous movements.

To quote Che, “At the risk of sounding absurd, I will say that the
true revolutionary is guided by feelings of great love” In this con-
text autonomous movements and communities are not automated
enclaves, they are vibrant enclaves with positive and progressive
energies where conservatism, patriarchal, or homophobic attitudes
should have no place. These traits being stagnant and in the path
of personal and communal development. The values of our soci-
ety are not rigid moral codes that place us in judgment over one
another but are righteous moral values that respect the individual
and the community—they are communal values. The environment
we seek to create will allow for the full development of an individ-
ual’s potential and a new culture and society that releases the full
potentialities of human beings. While this may sound like a simple
goal, when you think about it, it is truly revolutionary considering
we inhabit a society that is completely in opposition to the values
we hold and strive to replicate within our communities.

So the culture we are building is an empowerment culture, a com-
munal culture as opposed to a consumer culture and this can only
be built through action and mutual cooperation amongst ourselves:

“One of the great strengths of traditional Afrikan so-
cieties was their communal democratic composition.
This great communal tradition was founded on the
deep understanding of the unity of life. Our Afrikan
elders understood that the land, the air and the water
are God’s gift (or natures gift) to all living things. God
and Mother Nature did not invent the idea that land,
the airwaves and the water are private property. Put
another way, the great Afrikan communal tradition
teaches us that true liberation cannot exist under a
system that allows a few to control the land, water
and airwaves”.
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I. HISTORICAL CONTEXT

It is in the spirit and tradition of Black Resistance and Liberation
that these communities act. They are the legacy of the Black Lib-
eration Movement (BLM) which at one time represented a strong
force within the Black community demanding Self-Respect, Self-
Determination, Community and Individual Empowerment and the
peoples’ control over the resources of their own communities. The
BLM was exemplified by Malcolm X, the Black Panther Party, Stu-
dent Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, the Revolutionary Ac-
tion Movement, the Congress of Racial Equality, the Republic of
New Afrika, Black Liberation Army, etc. These organizations shook
the foundation of the empire as their members challenged the racist
status quo of America by demanding not only the recognition of
Black people’s human rights but also our human rights and right
to self-determination, community liberation and the complete re-
structuring of the system through revolution, not integration. They
didn’t want to accommodate with capitalism, they wanted to de-
stroy capitalism and build a new community and society based on
revolutionary values and culture.

These movements of local resistance in the tradition of Black
Liberation constitute the legacy of not only the BLM but also the
legacy of COINTELPRO, the U.S. government’s internal counterin-
telligence program that systematically destroyed, through assassi-
nation, false imprisonment and disruption, the national Black Lib-
eration Movements of the 1960’s and 70’s that had by 1968 gained
legitimacy and mass support within the Black community. Con-
trary to popular impression the movements did not gain mass sup-
port by shouting Black Power or strutting around with guns threat-
ening armed confrontation with the police. These are images the
state publicized to create the impression these movements were
criminals hell bent on violence and destruction. These false impres-
sions allowed the state to justify its repressive actions towards the
movement, actions which included assassination and false impris-
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munity. Also any decisions the leadership arrives at would be the
collective decision of the movement after consensus meetings and
debate. So the concept of leadership in autonomous movements
does not involve a leader directing—rather she/he is being guided
by the informed decisions of the movement’s members.

There are good reasons for stripping leadership of corporate-
style decision-making processes. How many times has the com-
munity’s interest been compromised or betrayed by national Black
leaders like Jesse Jackson or Al Sharpton swooping in to take the
lead of a protest that local activists initiated only to have them
hold a photo-op press conference with local politicians, push aside
the local activists and cut a deal that leaves the core grievances
in place while highlighting themselves as responsible negotiators
then they hop in a plane and fly off back to their headquarters.
These great compromisers take the steam and the initiative out of
local activists campaigns and protests. They are more interested in
symbolism than substance. Autonomous movements and activists
on the other hand focus on substance as opposed to symbolism.
Also this critique should not be interpreted so broadly as to imply
that no national movement or national movements should exist
but rather that movements that possess national structures should
allow for autonomy at the local and regional level.

In leading ourselves and developing our own generational ideas
and solutions, we should not hesitate to look to other regions of
the world that have a history of autonomous struggle. At this
moment Latin America is the region with the most dynamic exam-
ples of autonomous movements carving out spaces for themselves
within urban and rural societies traditionally neglected by their
governments. A recommended book to read on these movements
is Dancing With Dynamite: Social Movements and States in Latin
America by Benjamin Dangl. Another idea from Latin America
that activists operating within autonomous radical organiza-
tions/collectives in the United States should adopt is networking
through an umbrella organization similar to the People’s Global
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to scattered formations across the United States” urban colonies
(Black communities).

Yet as we see today the spirit of the movement lives on as every-
day in every urban colony there are ordinary people of color, ac-
tivists, organizing and mobilizing their communities around issues
such as police brutality, political representation, control of com-
munity resources, education, mass imprisonment, etc. The same
issues that our communities mobilized around in the 60’s and 70’s.
The potential of Black resistance therefore still remains within our
communities. Although these local formations of activism are not
formally connected they are interrelated nevertheless and speak
to the new ethos in the Black liberationist tradition and that is
local autonomous movements challenging state repression within
their own spaces and with their own ideological positions based
on the challenges they face. These autonomous movements consti-
tute a Black Autonomous Movement, though no one has formally
adopted that name, their actions constitute such a movement in
this phase of our people’s struggle within the United States.

II. AUTONOMOUS STRUGGLE

The concepts of autonmy and autonomous struggle actually are
not a new experience within our people’s history of collective
struggle. Within traditional Afrikan society, specifically West
Afrikan culture, villages ruled themselves autonomously within
larger tribal and ethnic federations. In the United States during
slavery escaped slaves, commonly referred to as “Maroons” cre-
ated autonomous fugitive communities within the dismal swamps
of Virginia and North Carolina. Autonomy therefore is nothing
new within our collective experience of resistance and struggle.
While the origin of the word autonomy has its roots in the Greek
language meaning “self ” plus “law” its concept is universal and is
based on the foundation of all democratic movements: consensus.
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Understanding autonomy includes community owned
and run health care, education and social support, di-
rect democracy in zones liberated by the people who
live in them, not as enclaves to withdraw to, but as
outward looking communities of affinity, engaged in
mutual cooperation, collective learning, and unmedi-
tated interaction.

This is autonomy and every day that we confront injustice and
initiate solutions to our problems, collectively and individually, we
are creating liberated spaces within our neighborhoods and most
importantly within our minds because we rid ourselves of the men-
tality that some leader has to swoop into our communities and save
us from injustice. Autonomy therefore first starts in the mind, it is
the governing of self based on the revolutionary ideas and princi-
ples that the community and I can address and solve our own prob-
lems. This should not be interpreted as neighborhood separatism or
a reason to carve our neighborhoods into enclaves, that is not au-
tonomy. Autonomy unshackles the mind from reliance on govern-
ment or outsiders to solve our own affairs. It breeds a confidence
of self-determination and creates innovative solutions to problems
we are confronted with by placing the people on the frontline in
charge of uniting to liberate our own spaces.

Anyone involved in present day community advocacy will rec-
ognize this image of people power in motion. Anyone who has
ever been in a community center or neighborhood living room, or
even a prison cell, brainstorming with fellow activists on how to
mobilize people, protests and programs with limited resources, vol-
unteers and time understands the feelings of empowerment these
experiences breed. This is autonomous struggle that liberates the
individual while he or she empowers the community. It is actual
empowerment, it is something tangible that we can feel while trans-
forming our lives and communities.
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that would hold revolutionary potential and experience should one
day in the future the conditions become ripe for revolution or local,
regional or national uprisings. Again this ties in with the concept
of the Panthers Survival Programs. The Panthers labeled them sur-
vival programs because they were programs to provide until the
revolution while simultaneously building community support and
empowerment. The community is relying on itself, not the state or
local government.

Other examples of dual power and autonomous infrastructure
that support community needs are community gardens created
on abandoned or vacant lots/fields within our neighborhoods that
would develop empowering relations among neighbors and could
also be used to grow organic food that could be distributed (free)
to community members. After school programs and child care (by
responsible community members), food co-opts that would pro-
vide a space to purchase healthy foods at discount charges (or free
if possible), Adult GED and Adult Basic Education classes, Alterna-
tive Schools (not Charters!) that could operate after school to offer
a education that promotes free thought, cultural/community pride
and responsibility, etc. Another empowering tactic that should
be considered is the occupation of abandoned houses—there is
no excuse for people to be homeless or neighborhoods lacking
community centers when there are so many abandoned houses.
Activists should seize these abandoned houses and turn them into
community center hubs that provide programs that will unite the
community. In turn the support these programs will generate from
the people will make it difficult for the city or police to enforce
an eviction order because we will have turned something that
was run down, abandoned and considered worthless into a vital
component of the neighborhood that the people could take pride
and collective ownership of.

In developing these autonomous programs it must be empha-
sized that the objective is not to secure nonprofit funding or corpo-
rate sponsorship, that undermines the purpose of autonomy. Cor-
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