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Background   
On Saturday November 16th, 2019, I set out to do an ethnographic observation of the 

one-year anniversary of the Gilets Jaunes protest. Their classic protest spot is the Champs 
Elysees, so that’s where I planned to go, but my efforts were swiftly blocked, literally and 
physically, by the closure of 24 metro stations in the city and rows of police preventing people 
from getting anywhere near the protest sites. After discussing with several police about how I 
could get access to the area for research purposes, I was widely advised to go to Place d’Italie 
officers.  

Place d’Italie was a shock to the senses. My sight immediately fogged up, yet I saw so 
much. My hearing muffled, yet I heard some of the loudest sounds I had ever heard. I touched 
nothing, yet I could feel the touch of the air on my skin grow thicker, hotter. I could taste it. It 
tasted like something was burning. Indeed, cars and garbage cans had been set on fire, and 
the people were burning with anger and frustration. They smashed windows, graffitied walls, 
and tore up metal barriers. At the same time, they showed profound acts of care, kindness 
and solidarity, making sure everyone around them was okay, helping each other by applying a 
spray that dampened the painful effects of the tear gas and pepper spray being fired by riot 
police. They cheered on their injured comrades and the brave medics there to help them. Yet 
what was most shocking, was that only a handful were wearing their recognizable bright 
yellow uniform. The rest were dressed from head to toe in all black. I learned later that this 
was not simply the Yellow Vests. This was a Black Bloc.  
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Introduction 

This essay aims firstly, to answer the immediate questions that arose from this 
experience: what is a Black Bloc and what does it have to do with the one-year anniversary of 
the Yellow Vests? In doing so, this paper will provide a broader analysis of how and why the 
Black Bloc rise out of a vast array of protest movements globally that are, at first glance, 
seemingly disconnected. The ubiquity of the Black Bloc, coupled with their relationship with 
violence, has brought outsiders and the media to understand and portray them as having no 
real cause or concerns, just a group whose goal is to wreak havoc and ravage everything, 
whatever the occasion. The aim of this essay is neither to support nor to oppose the Black 
Bloc, rather, its purpose is to academically, and seriously, examine the logic and reasoning 
which drive Black Bloc participants, no matter what one may perceive of them in terms of 
ethics or effectiveness. Ultimately, the essay will argue that it is precisely the ubiquity of the 
Black Bloc and its violent tactics—the two  factors which are so often used as indicators of 
their irrationality and lack of purpose—that are actually a testament to their dedication to a 
coherent and concrete ideology and objective.   

The Black Blocs: Everywhere and Anywhere?  

Most recently, Black Bloc has been reported in the media in protests in both France1 
and Hong Kong2—one a socio-economic protest, and another driven by the quest of non-
interference from China. At the Yellow Vest/Black Bloc protests in Paris, I saw posters 
expressing solidarity with protesters in Hong Kong, as well as yellow extinction rebellion 
flags, French student union (‘Union Syndicale Solidaires’) banners, and other signals that 
point to this protest being an incredibly interconnected movement of movements. Of course, 
this is not unique to this place or time, the Black Bloc are known for their presence in a wide 
variety of protests, from the Battle of Seattle in 1999, to the 2011 anti-cuts marches in 
London and the 2013 protests in Brazil and Egypt, among dozens of others world-wide.3 

How could the Black Bloc have an ideology that is consistent with all of the specific 
protests that they are involved in? To answer this question, it’s first important to have a 
concrete understanding of what exactly a Black Bloc is. Black Bloc is not a permanent 
organization with branches around the world, it is a tactic, a way of behaving in protests.4 In 
other words, Black Blocs are ad hoc assemblages of individuals or affinity groups that last for 
the duration of a march or rally, and perhaps surprisingly, their actions are often—if not 
usually—peaceful in nature.5 All black clothing is their defining characteristic, which shows 

 
1 Kim Willsher. “Black-Clad Youths Clash with Police as Gilets Jaunes Mark Anniversary,” The Guardian, 

November 16, 2019.  
2 Pepe Escobar. “Behind Hong Kong’s black terror.” Asia Times, September 15, 2019.  
3 Francis Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs: Anarchy in Action around the World (Oakland, CA: PM 

Press, 2014).  
4 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 1.  
5 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 2.  
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their solidarity, “metaphorically speaking, it is a huge black flag made up of living bodies, 
flying in the heart of a demonstration.”6 Their primary objective is to show support for a cause 
and mass resistance to a global economic and political capitalist system deemed structurally 
unjust, oppressive, violent, and even deadly.7 In concrete terms, “a system which rests on the 
principles of the right to private property and the pursuit of unlimited profits to the detriment 
of the essential needs of the have nots.”8 Moreover, contrary to popular belief, their proposed 
alternative is not ‘anarchic’ chaos: 

“for anarchists, the only legitimate economic system is one whose primary 
objective is to satisfy the fundamental needs of each individual and allow 
producers to participate directly in decisions concerning production, the 
organization of work, and the distribution of surpluses and profits.”9 

As such, the Black Blocs is composed of diverse groups of people who align with this 
ideology: women, men, workers, the unemployed, all who experience or are sympathetic to 
those who experience the injustices produced by the  system.10 There are also a number of 
students and scientists who study the effects of the global political economy on people and 
the planet, on topics such as resource extraction, labor practices, Indigenous sovereignty, 
human rights, genetic engineering and more.11 Considering this, we can return to the original 
question, “how could the Black Bloc have an ideology that is consistent with all of the specific 
protests that they are involved in?”.  The media often answers this question by describing 
them as simply taking over protests for no real purpose, or for their own advantage:  

“Black Blocs have piggy-backed on the yellow vest protests to spark chaos.”12 

“For the black blocs, the burning is all about them – not Hong Kong, the city 
and its hard-working people.”13 

The answer provided by the analysis in this essay on the other hand is rather 
different: the ubiquity of Black Bloc presence actually reinforces its ideology which opposes 
the entire unjust political economic system in all its manifestations and forms and in all places. 
In the words of the “Manifeste du Carré noir” (Black Square Manifesto) of anarchists involved 
in the Quebec student strike in 2012:  

 
6 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 3.  
7 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs.  
8 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 93. 
9 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 93.  
10 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 37.  
11 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 37. 
12 Sandrine Amiel, “Yellow Vests, Black Blocs, casseurs: what’s the difference? Euronews explains.” Euronews. 

May 3, 2019.  
13 Pepe Escobar. “Behind Hong Kong’s black terror.” 
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“We are not co-opting a strike. We have been part of the movement from the 
beginning, one of its facets, on a par with all the others . . . We do not infiltrate 
demonstrations, we help organize them, we bring them to life. We are not 
sabotaging the strike, we are an integral part of it, we help organize it, we 
make its heartbeat.”14   

Whether protesters (such as peaceful non-violent protesters in France and Hong Kong) 
perceive Black Blocs in this way, whether the public do, or whether the Black Bloc is effective 
or not, is beyond the scope of this paper. What is clear from and the purpose of the analysis 
in this section, is that despite how we may see them, the Black Blocs do see themselves as 
having a concrete ideology, purpose, and place in the social movements they are involved in. 
The following section will explore the concrete tactics that they use, namely violence, and 
how it fits within this purpose.  

Violent Tactics with a Message?  

More misunderstood than the Black Blocs involvement in a vast array of protests, is 
their use of violence. Accompanying the confusion of why the Black Bloc is there at all (as 
analyzed above), the use of violence furthers the belief that the Black Bloc have no purpose 
beyond violence in and of itself.  The convergence of these two factors can be observed in 
recent quotations in the media such as:  

“Dozens of masked and hooded anarchists hijacked Paris' May Day rally on 
Wednesday, burning bins, smashing property and hurling bottles and rocks.”15 

“The climate rally saw sporadic confrontations between police and masked 
demonstrators who had infiltrated the march. Groups wearing black clothing 
associated with the so-called black bloc anarchist movement formed 
barricades, set fire to bins and a motorbike, and threw paint over the front of a 
bank”.16 

 This type of rhetoric is nothing new, since their first big media breakthrough in the 
Battle of Seattle in 1999, Black Blocs have constantly been described as violent hooligans 
and thugs engaging in criminal activities for their own ends with nothing to do with the actual 
protests.17 In reality, there is no consensus among Black Blocs participants on the use of 
violence.18 Some argue that they would rather use peaceful means but that their experience 
in peaceful activism has failed and played into the hands of those in power, so they have had 

 
14 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 37. 
15 Sandrine Amiel, “Yellow Vests, Black Blocs, casseurs: what’s the difference?” 
16 “French Police Break up 'Yellow Vest' and 'Black Bloc' Protests in Paris”, CNBC. September 21, 2019.  
17 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs  
18 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 53 
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to resort to violence in response to the violence of the system.19 Most argue that they are not 
being violent at all because they do not hurt people, they vandalize buildings and physical 
structures which represent those who actually commit violence against human beings.20  

 At the Yellow Vest/Black Bloc protests in Paris, I was there but I had never heard of 
the Black Bloc, I knew nothing about them, but I saw them break the windows of an HSBC, 
metal barriers around public works, bus stations, and set garbage cans and a car on fire. On 
the other hand, not only was the local boulangerie left untouched, it provided welcome 
shelter for protesters from the tear gas and pepper spray being fired by police outside. Black 
Bloc violence is in fact very targeted. To illustrate, a Black Bloc communiqué which was 
disseminated following the Battle of Seattle listed targets along with the reasoning behind 
them:  

“Fidelity Investment (major investor in Occidental Petroleum, the bane of the 
U’wa tribe in Columbia), Bank of America, US Bancorp, Key Bank and 
Washington Mutual Bank (financial institutions key in the expansion of 
corporate repression), Old Navy, Banana Republic and the GAP (as Fisher 
family businesses, rapers of Northwest forest lands and sweatshop laborers), 
NikeTown and Levi’s (whose overpriced products are made in sweatshops), 
McDonald’s (slave-wage fast-food peddlers responsible for destruction of 
tropical rainforests for grazing land and slaughter of animals), Starbucks 
(peddlers of an addictive substance whose products are harvested at below-
poverty wages by farmers who are forced to destroy their own forests in the 
process), Warner Bros. (media monopolists), Planet Hollywood (for being 
Planet Hollywood).”21  

There is an understanding by Black Bloc participants that vandalising these targets will 
result in revolution. That is, for most, usually not the goal or the aim. Rather it is a form of 
propaganda, of sending a message that neither private property nor the state is sacred, and 
that people are prepared to put themselves in danger to express their anger at capitalism or 
the state, in solidarity with those whom the powerful institutions, private corporations and 
political systems are violent against.22  

Another component that is important to address is that not all Black Bloc participants 
use violence—this can be explained through an understanding of the organization and 
structure of a bloc.  A bloc is organized horizontally, and decisions are made on the ground by 
all participants; there is no leader, there is no one in charge, but it functions fascinatingly 

 
19 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 38 
20 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 8 
21 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 42-43 
22 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 4 
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well.23 Affinity groups are often formed, described by participants as a “safe space” where 
people help each other by dividing into different groups with different roles—some are at the 
front lines conducting defensive actions, equipped with shields, shin guards, helmets and gas 
masks. Some carry out communications operations using bicycles, walkie talkies and 
cellphones; some act as medics bringing relief to those who have been pepper sprayed or 
tear gassed and providing first aid or psychological support; some provide transportation, 
lodging, food and water supplies. Others, provide professional legal support in the case of 
arrests and some are even there to maintain group morale through music, chants, and 
songs.24 Careful consideration is put into these roles, for example, those who have higher 
potential consequences if arrested (due to immigrations status, family responsibilities, health 
consequences, etc.) often choose to take on lower risk tasks.25 It is important to note that the 
decision of whether to use force at all (by any part of the affinity group) is also made 
strategically, and that thus many Black Bloc protests are peaceful demonstrations.26  

The image of a bloc on the outside, of chaos and havoc, is very different from the 
experience described by those on the inside, as a place of collective care and solidarity 
towards a purpose.27 Whether one supports the Black Blocs use of force/violence/vandalism 
is not the question here, but whether they engage blindly in indiscriminate violence, or 
politically targeted and thought-out action. The analysis provided in this section points to the 
latter. Furthermore, the ways in which decisions are made on the ground, by all participants, 
can also be seen as a form of political organization: Black Blocs act on the ground in exact 
coherence with their ideology, demonstrating that horizontal rather than hierarchical, ways of 
organizing and cooperating are possible.28 

Conclusion  

My experience at Place d’Italie left me fascinated. This essay was an attempt to 
untangle and make sense of what I had seen, smelled, felt, heard, touched, and tasted that 
day. The news articles and the brief conversations I had with people were not enough to 
explain the complex interactions between people in yellow vests and those in black masks, 
police and protesters, medics and the injured, local bakery workers and those desperate for 
shelter, those with batons and the windows of banks. It was clear to me that what was 
happening was not happening for the sake of happening. These were complex interactions 
and actions which people participated in with a purpose. The explanation that was most 
often used to explain my experience to me were that the Black Bloc just wreaked havoc 
anywhere and anywhere for no reason beyond a hunger for violence, so in this case they 

 
23 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 81 
24 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 39-40 
25 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 40 
26 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 44 
27 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 81 
28 Dupuis-Déri, Who’s Afraid of the Black Blocs, 81 
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infiltrated the Yellow Vests protests. The analysis provided here shows that on the contrary, 
the presence of the Black Bloc in such a diversity of causes, and their violent tactics, are 
meant to send a concrete message that the global political economic system is based on 
violence and thus should be destroyed and dismantled in all places and in all forms. Whether 
it is truly effective at sending that message is beyond the scope of an academic essay, as it is 
dependent on one’s political ideology, morals, and way of seeing the world. What is clear is 
that the Black Bloc have their own way of seeing the world and a message to send, whether 
it is getting through or not.  
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