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1
At long last we have learned that power – the state, understood as a privileged locus of change – is not
the site, par excellence, of the political. As Spinoza stated long ago, such power is the place of sadness
and of the most absolute impotence. Thus we turn to counterpower. For us, emancipatory thought does
not look to seize the state apparatus in order to implement change; rather, it looks to flee those sites, to
renounce instituting any centre or centrality.
Struggles for dignity and justice continue: the world, in its entirety, is being questioned and reinvented
again. It is this activation of struggle – a true counteroffensive – that encourages the production and
diffusion of the hypotheses of counter power.
Popular struggle has recently re-emerged in Argentina. The piquetes[i] and the insurrection of December
2001[ii] have accelerated the pace of radicalization.*(1) Commitment to and questions about concrete
forms of intervention are once again crucial. This counteroffensive works in multiple ways and confronts
not only visible enemies, but also those activists and intellectuals that intend to encapsulate the social
practices of counter power in preestablished schemes.
According to James Scott, the point of departure of radicality is physical, practical, social resistance.[iii] Any
power relation of subordination produces encounters between the dominant and the dominated. In these
spaces of encounter, the dominated exhibit a public discourse that consists in saying that which the
powerful would like to hear, reinforcing the appearance of their own subordination, while – silently – in a
space invisible to power, there is the production of a world of clandestine knowledges (saberes) which
belongs to the experience of micro-resistance and insubordination.
This happens on a permanent basis except in epochs of rebellion, when the world of the oppressed
comes to public light, surprising both friends and strangers.
Thus, the universe of the dominated exists as a scission: as active servility and voluntary subordination,
but also as a silent language that allows the circulation of jokes, rituals, and knowledges that form the
codes of resistance.
It is this precedence of resistances that grounds the figure of the ‘researcher-militant’, whose quest is to
carry out theoretical and practical work oriented to co-produce the knowledges and modes of an
alternative sociability, beginning with the power (potencia)*(2) of those subaltern knowledges.[iv]
Militant research works neither from its own set of knowledges about the world nor from how things ought
to be. On the contrary, the only condition for researcher-militants is a difficult one: to remain faithful to their
‘not knowing’. In this sense, it is an authentic anti-pedagogy – like what Joseph Jacotot wanted.[v]
Therefore, the researcher-militant is distinct from both the academic researcher and political militant, not to
mention the NGO (non-governmental organizations) humanitarian, the alternative activist, or the simply well
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intentioned person.
As far from institutional procedures as it is from ideological certainties, the question is rather to organize life
according to a series of hypotheses (practical and theoretical) on the ways to (self-) emancipation. To work
in autonomous collectives that do not obey rules imposed by academia implies the establishment of a
positive connection with subaltern, dispersed, and hidden knowledges, and the production of a body of
practical knowledges of counter power. This is just the opposite of using social practices as a field of
confirmation for laboratory hypotheses. Research militancy, then, is also the art of establishing
compositions that endow with potencia the quests and elements of alternative sociability.
Academic research is subjected to a whole set of alienating mechanisms that separate researchers from
the very meaning of their activity: they must accommodate their work to determined rules, topics and
conclusions. Funding, supervision, language requirements, bureaucratic red tape, empty conferences and
protocol, constitute the conditions in which the practice of official research unfolds.
Militant research distances itself from those circuits of academic production – of course, neither opposing
nor ignoring them. Far from disavowing or negating university research, it is a question of encouraging
another relation with popular knowledges. While knowledges (conocimientos) produced by academia
usually constitute a block linked to the market and to scientific discourse (scorning any other forms), what
characterizes militant research is the quest for the points in which those knowledges can be composed
with popular ones. Militant research attempts to work under alternative conditions, created by the collective
itself and by the ties to counter power in which it is inscribed, pursuing its own efficacy in the production of
knowledges useful to the struggles.
Militant research thus modifies its position: it tries to generate a capacity for struggles to read themselves
and, consequently, to recapture and disseminate the advances and productions of other social practices.
Unlike the political militant, for whom politics always takes place in its own separate sphere, the
researcher-militant is a character made out of questions, not saturated by ideological meanings and
models of the world.
Nor is militant research a practice of ‘committed intellectuals’ or of a group of ‘advisors’ to social
movements. The goal is neither to politicize nor intellectualize the social practices. It is not a question of
managing to get them to make a leap in order to pass from the social to ‘serious politics’.
The trail of multiplicity is the opposite to these images of the leap and seriousness: it is neither about
teaching nor disseminating key texts, but about looking into practices for the emerging traces of a new
sociability. If it is separated from practices, the language of militant research gets reduced to the diffusion
of a jargon, a fashion, or a new pseudo-academic ideology deprived of situational*(3) anchoring.
From the perspective of its materiality, militant research develops in the forms of workshops and collective
reading, of the production of the conditions for thinking and disseminating productive texts, in the
generation of circuits founded on concrete experiences of struggle and in nuclei of researcher-militants.
Since 2000, we have sustained a specific path within the magma of social practices, encounters, and
discoveries that have come to be called the “Argentine laboratory”, known above all for the insurrection of
a new type that took place on the 19th and 20th of December of 2001. In order to disseminate the
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elaborations that emerged from this path we created our own publishing house, De Mano en Mano, **(4)
and we have published a series of dossiers, drafts, and books that have nourished research with their
effects. The following section picks up a series of hypotheses about the notion of researcher-militant,
which emerged at different moments of this path, and which maintain a provisional character since they
are still under elaboration.
2
Militant research does not have an object. We are conscious of the paradoxical character of this statement
– if there is research, something is being researched; if there is nothing to do research on, how can we
talk about research? – and, at the same time, we are convinced that this character is precisely what gives
potencia to the investigation. In fact, to do research without objectualizing***(5) already implies
abandoning the usual image of the researcher, to which the researcher-militant aspires.
In effect, research can be a way to objectualization (it is not an originality on our part to confirm this old
knowledge; yet, it is worth recalling that this is one of the most serious limits of the usual subjectivity of the
researcher). As Nietzsche reminds us, the theoretical man (and woman) – somewhat more complex than
the reading man (and woman) – is the one who perceives action from an entirely external point of view
(that is, his/her subjectivity is constituted in a way that is completely independent with respect to that
action). Thus, the theoretician works by attributing an intention to the subject of the action. Let’s be clear:
any attribution of this type supposes, with respect to the protagonist of the action that is being observed,
an author and an intention; it confers values and objectives, and, in the end, produces ‘knowledges’
about the action (and the one who acts).
In this way, criticism remains blind at least with respect to two essential moments: on one side with respect
to the (external) subject that exercises it. Researchers are not required to investigate themselves. They
can construct consistent knowledges on the situation as long as, and precisely thanks to, their being
outside, at a prudent distance which supposedly guarantees a certain objectivity. This objectivity is
authentic and efficacious to the extent that it is nothing but the other side of the violent objectualization of
the situation they work upon.
But there is still another aspect in which criticism remains blind: researchers, in their action of attributing, do
nothing but adapt the available resources of their own research situation to the unknowns that their object
presents to them. In this way, researchers set themselves up as machines that confer meanings, values,
interests, filiations, causes, influences, rationalities, intentions, and unconscious motives to their object.
Both blindnesses, or the same blindness with regard to two points (regarding the subject that attributes
and the resources of the attribution), converge in the configuration of a single operation: a machine to
judge good and evil according to a set of available values.
This modality of knowledge production puts us before an evident dilemma. Traditional university research,
with its object, its method of attribution and its conclusions, obtains, of course, valuable knowledges –
above all descriptive ones – regarding the objects on which it does research. But this descriptive operation
is in no way subsequent to the formation of the object, because the form of the object itself is already the
result of objectualization. This is so to the extent that university research is much more effective when it
best uses those objectualizing powers. In this way, science, and particularly that science which is called
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“social”, operates more as separator, and reified, of the situations in which it participates than as an
internal element in the creation of possible experiences (both practical and theoretical).
Researchers offer themselves as subjects of a synthesis of experience. They are the ones who explain the
rationality of what happens. And they are preserved as such: as necessary blind spots of such synthesis.
They themselves, as meaning-giving subjects, remain exempt from any self-examination. They and their
resources – their values, their notions, their gaze – are constituted in the machine that classifies, coheres,
inscribes, judges, discards, and excommunicates. In the end, the intellectual is the one who ‘does justice’
to the matters of truth, as administration – adaptation – of that which exists regarding the horizons of
rationality of the present.
3
We have talked about commitment and militancy. Is it that we are proposing the superiority of the political
militant with regard to the university researcher?
We do not believe so. Political militancy is also a practice with an object. As such, it has remained tied to a
mode of instrumentality: one that connects itself to other experiences of a subjectivity always already
constituted, with prior knowledges – of strategy – equipped with universally valid statements which are
purely ideological. Its form of being with others is utilitarian: there is never affinity, always ‘agreement’.
There is never encounter, always ‘tactics’. In sum, political militancy – especially that of the “party” – cannot
constitute itself as an experience of authenticity. Already at the beginning it gets trapped in transitivity:
what interests it of an experience is always ‘something other’ than the actual experience. From this point of
view, political militancy, including militants from the Left, is as external, judgmental and objectualizing as
university research.
Furthermore, neither does the humanitarian militant – i.e. the one who works within NGOs – escape from
these manipulative mechanisms. The now-globalized humanitarian ideology constitutes itself from an
idealized image of the world already made, unmodifiable, in front of which we can only dedicate efforts to
those places, more or less exceptional, where misery and irrationality still reign.
Not only do the mechanisms unleashed by solidarity humanitarianism foreclose any possible creation, but
they also naturalize – via their compassionate charitable resources and their language of exclusion – the
victimizing objectuality that separates everyone from their subjectifying and productive possibilities.
When we refer to commitment and to the “militant” character of research, we do so in a precise sense,
connected to four conditions: (a) the character of the motivation that underpins research; (b) its practical
character (elaboration of situated practical hypotheses); (c) the value of what is being researched – the
product of research can only be dimensioned in its totality in situations that share as much the problematic
being investigated as the constellation of conditions and preoccupations; and (d) its effective procedure –
its development is already itself a result, and its result leads to an immediate intensification of the
procedures that are being employed.
4
Any idealization strengthens the mechanism of objectualization. This is an authentic problem for research
militancy.
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Idealization always results from the mechanism of attribution (even if the latter is not given under the
modality of scientific or political pretensions). Idealization – as any ideologization – expels from the
constructed image anything that could make it fall as an ideal of coherence and plenitude.
As it turns out, however, any ideal, contrary to the beliefs of idealists, is more on the side of death than on
the side of life. The ideal amputates reality from life. The concrete – life itself – is partial and irremediably
inapprehensible, incoherent and contradictory. As long as it persists in its capacities and potencias, life
does not need to adjust itself to any image that gives it meaning or justifies it. It is the other way round: it
is in itself the creative source – not object or depositary – of the values of justice. In fact, any idea of a
pure or full subject is nothing but the preservation of that ideal.
This mechanism of idealization is clearly at work in the figure of the excluded as used to define the
unemployed in Argentina; as we have pointed out: ”Exclusion is the place that our biopolitical societies
produce to be able to include people, groups, and social classes in a subordinate way.”*(6)
Hence idealization conceals an inadvertently conservative operation: hidden behind the purity and
vocation for justice that seem to give it origin is, once again, the root of dominant values. Hence the
righteous appearance of idealists: they want to do justice, that is to say, they desire to materialize,
effectuate, those values they hold as good. Idealists merely project those values on the idealized (at the
moment when that which was multiple and complex turns into object, of an ideal) without coming to
interrogate themselves about their own values; that is to say, without having a subjective experience that
transforms them. This mechanism comes to reveal itself as the most serious obstacle for the
researcher-militant: originating in subtle and almost imperceptible forms, idealization gradually produces an
unbridgeable distance. This is so to the extent that researcher-militants only see what they have projected
into what is already a plenitude.
That is why this activity cannot exist unless very serious work is done on the research collective itself; in
other words, the latter cannot exist without seriously investigating itself, without modifying itself, without
reconfiguring itself in the social practices in which it takes part, without reviewing the ideals and values it
holds dear, without permanently criticizing its ideas and readings, in the end, without developing practices
in all the possible directions.**(7)
This ethical dimension points to the very complexity of research militancy: the subjective work of
deconstructing any inclination toward objectualization. In other words: doing research without an object.
As in genealogy, it is a question of working at the level of the ‘criticism of values’. It is about penetrating
them and destroying ‘their statues’, as Nietzsche affirms. But this work that is oriented by – and towards –
the creation of values is not done by mere ‘contemplation’. It requires a radical critique of current values.
That is why it implies an effort of deconstruction of the dominant forms of perception (interpretation,
valorization). Therefore, there is no creation of values without production of a subjectivity capable of
submitting itself to a radical criticism.
5
One question makes itself evident: is it possible to engage in such research without at the same time
setting in motion a process of falling in love? How would a tie between two experiences be possible
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without a strong feeling of love or friendship?
Certainly, the experience of research militancy resembles that of the person in love, on condition that we
understand by love that which a long philosophical tradition – the materialist one – understands by it: that
is, not something that just happens to one with respect to another but a process which, in its constitution,
takes two or more.*(8) Such a love relation participates without the mediation of an intellectual decision:
rather, the existence of two or more finds itself pierced by this shared experience. This is not an illusion,
but an authentic experience of anti-utilitarianism, which converts the ‘own’ into the ‘common’.
In love, in friendship, as opposed to the mechanisms that we have been describing up to this point, there
is neither objectuality nor instrumentalism. Nobody restrains him or herself from what the tie can do, nor is it
possible to leave it uncontaminated. One does not experience friendship or love in an innocent way: we all
come out from them reconstituted. These potencias – love and friendship – have the power to constitute,
qualify, and remake the subjects they catch.
This love – or friendship – constitutes itself as a relation that renders undefined what until that moment
was kept as individuality, composing a figure integrated by more than one individual body. And, at the
same time, such a qualification of the individual bodies that participate in this relation causes all the
mechanisms of abstraction – deployments that turn the bodies into quantified exchangeable objects – so
characteristic of the capitalist market as the other objectualizing mechanisms we have mentioned.
That is why we consider this love to be a condition of militant research
We usually refer to this process of friendship or falling in love with the – less compromising – name of
composition. Unlike articulation, composition is not merely intellectual.*(9) It is based neither in interests nor
in criteria of convenience (political or other). Unlike accords and alliances (strategic or tactic ones, partial or
total) founded in textual agreements, composition is more or less inexplicable, and goes beyond anything
that can be said about it. In fact, at least while it lasts, it is much more intense than any merely political or
ideological compromise.
Love and friendship tell us about the value of quality over quantity: the collective body composed of other
bodies does not increase its potencia according to the mere quantity of its individual components, but in
relation to the intensity of the tie that unites them.
6
Love and friendship: Research militancy does not intend to be a new party line. It works – necessarily – on
another plane.
If we sustain the distinction between ‘politics’ (understood as struggle for power) and the social practices in
which processes of production of sociability or values come into play, we can then distinguish the political
militant (who founds his/her discourse in some set of certainties) from the researcher-militant (who
organizes his/her perspective beginning with critical questions about those certainties).
Yet, this is the distinction that is often lost from sight when a social practice is presented as a model and
carelessly turned into the source of a party line.
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This is how some believe they have seen the birth of a “situationist” line, as the idealized product of
language or even the jargon of the publication and image that, apparently, the notebook*(10) transmits –
at least among some readers – of the experience of struggle we have worked with.
Detractors and supporters of this new line have turned it into the motive of disputes and conspiracies. In
this regard, we can’t help but admit that, of all the possible outcomes of this research, these reactions are
the ones that motivate us least, both because of the manifest lack of productivity that results from such
repudiations and supports and because of the form in which such idealizations (positive or negative alike)
usually replace a more critical look at those who make them. Thus, a too finished position is rapidly
adopted in the front of what intends to be an opening exercise.
7
Let’s take one more step in the construction of the concept of research without an object, of a thought
that resists becoming a ‘knowledge’. Interiority and immanence are not necessarily identical processes.
Inside and outside, inclusion and exclusion, are (if we are allowed such an expression) categories of the
dominant ideology: they usually hide much more than they reveal. Research militancy is not about being
inside a social practice, but working in immanence.
Let’s say that the difference can be presented in the following terms: the inside (and so the outside)
defines a position organized from a certain limit that we consider relevant.
Inside and outside refer to a location of a body or element in relation to a disjunction or a boundary. To be
inside is also – in this line – to share a common property, which makes us belong to the same set.
This system of references raises questions about the place where we are situated: nationality, social class,
or even the position in which we choose to situate ourselves with regard to, say, the next elections, the
military invasion of Colombia or cable television programming.
In the extreme, ‘objective’ belonging (that which derives from the observation of a common property) and
‘subjective’ belonging (that which derives from choosing with regard to) come together for the happiness of
the social sciences: if we are unemployed workers we can choose to enter a piquetero movement; if we
belong to the middle class we can choose to be part of a neighborhood assembly. Through determination
– common belonging to the same group, in this case social class – choice (in the group of commons with
which we will group) becomes possible – and desirable.
In both cases being inside implies respecting a pre-existent limit that distributes places and belonging in a
more or less involuntary way. It is not so much a question of disavowing the possibilities that derive from
the moment of choice – which can be, as in the case of this example, highly subjectivating – as it is about
distinguishing the mere ‘being’ and its ‘inside’ (or ‘outside’, it doesn’t matter) of the mechanisms of
subjective production that spring up from disobeying these destinies. At the limit, it is not so much a
question of reacting in front of already codified options as it is about producing the terms of the situation
ourselves.
In this sense it is worthwhile to present the image of immanence as something other than the mere being
inside.
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Immanence refers to a modality of inhabiting the situation and operates from composition – love or
friendship – in order to bring about new possible materials of such a situation. Immanence is, then, a
constitutive co-belonging that passes transversally or diagonally through the representations of the ‘inside’
and the ‘outside’. As such it does not derive from being there, but requires an operation of inhabiting, of
composing.
Summing up: the notions of immanence, situation, composition are internal to the experience of research
militancy. Names which are useful for operations that organize a common and, above all, constitutive
becoming. If in another experience they become jargon of a new party line or categories of a fashionable
philosophy – something that does not interest us in the least – they will, for sure, obtain a new meaning
on the basis of those uses which are not ours.
The operational difference between the ‘inside’ of representation (foundation of belonging and identity)
and the connection of immanence (constitutive becoming) has to do with the greater disposition this last
form confers us to participate in new social practices.
8
It seems like we have come to produce a difference between love-friendship and the forms of
objectification against which the – precarious, we insist – figure of the researcher-militant rises up.
Nevertheless, we have not yet entered the fundamental issue of the ideologization of confrontation.
Struggle activates capacities, resources, ideals, and solidarities. As such it tells us about a vital disposition,
about dignity. In it, the risk of death is neither pursued nor desired. That is why the meaning of the dead
comrades is never full, but painful. This dramatic character of struggle is, however, banalized when
confrontation is ideologized, to the point of being postulated as an exclusionary meaning.
When this happens there is no room for research. As it is well known, ideology and research have
opposite structures: while the first is constituted from a set of certainties, the second only exists on the
basis of a grammar of questions.
Nevertheless, struggle–the necessary, noble struggle–does not in itself lead toward the exaltation of
confrontation as the dominant meaning of life. There is no doubt that the limit may appear somewhat
narrow in the case of an organization in permanent struggle, such as a piquetero organization. And yet, to
take this point for granted would be to prejudge.
Unlike the militant subjectivity that is usually sustained in a given sense by the extreme polarisation of life –
the ideologisation of confrontation*(11) – experiences that seek to construct another sociability are very
active in trying not to fall into the logic of confrontation, according to which the multiplicity of experience is
reduced to this dominant signifier.
Confrontation by itself does not create values. As such, it does not go beyond the distribution of the
dominant values.
The result of a war shows who will appropriate existence. Who will have the property rights on the existing
goods and values.
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If struggle does not alter the ‘structure of meanings and values’ we are only in presence of a change of
roles, which is a guarantee of survival for the structure itself.
Once we have arrived at this point, two completely different images of justice are sketched out before us,
and in the end that is what it is about. On one side, the struggle is for the ability to use the judging
machine. To do justice is to attribute to oneself what is considered just. It is to interpret in a different way
the distribution of existing values. The other side suggests that it is a question of becoming creator of
values, of experiences, of worlds.
That is why any struggle that is not idealized has those two directions that start from self-affirmation:
toward ‘inside’ and toward ‘outside’.
9
Militant research does not look for a model of experience. Moreover, it affirms itself against the existence
of such ideals. It will be said with good reason that it is one thing to declaim this principle and something
very different to achieve it in practice. One could also conclude that – and here is where our doubts start –
in order for this noble purpose to become reality it would be necessary to make ‘our criticism’ explicit. If the
demand is looked at carefully, one would see the extent to which what is being asked of us is to keep the
model – now in a negative way – in order to compare the real experience to an ideal model, a mechanism
that social sciences use to extract their ‘critical judgments’.
As can be seen, to develop a new image of thought from a practical experience of knowledge production
is not a minor issue, since it concerns forms of justice (and judgment is nothing but the judicial form of
justice). This article cannot offer anything that resembles a juridical event, nor does it provide resources to
make judgments on other social practices. Rather, the opposite is true: if we as ‘authors’ have pretended
anything at all, that has been to offer a diametrically opposite image of justice, founded in composition.
What is this good for? There are no preliminary answers.

Till always
September 2003
--Check our website www.situaciones.org or send us an email to colectivo@situaciones.org to consult our
works, access information on our published books, and order them.
This article is composed of fragments of two different articles which addressed the mode of intervention
that we intend to create: militant research. We reproduce parts of ”For a Politics beyond Politics”, an essay
published in the book Contrapoder: una introducción, edited by our Colectivo and published by Ediciones
De Mano en Mano in November of 2001. We also pick up a good deal of the text ”On Method” which
prefaces the book La Hipótesis 891: Más allá de los piquetes, co-written by our Colectivo and the
Movement of Unemployed Workers of Solano, also published by De Mano en Mano, in November 2002.
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[i] La Hipótesis 891, the book cited above, deals with what has been opened by this experience of
struggle and thought known as “piqueteros”.
[ii] See our book 19 y 20. Apuntes para el nuevo protagonismo social, published by De Mano en Mano in
April 2002.
*(1) The night of December 19th, 2001, thousands of Argentineans occupied the streets, squares and
public places of the major cities. The following day, after three dozen had died in street fights with the
police, president Fernando de la Rúa resigned. The revolt boosted the period of intense social creativity
that began with the formation of the unemployed workers movement – also known as “piqueteros” for their
practice of blocking roads – in the second half of the 1990s. In the month that followed the revolt,
hundreds of popular assemblies sprung up in neighbourhoods across the country. Many factories and
businesses that had gone bankrupt were taken by their workers and began to run under their control.
Several of these initiatives came together forming circuits of trade based in solidarity principles, helping to
provide the necessities of life for the millions who had been marginalized from an economy crippled by its
obedient observance of the recommendations coming from the International Monetary Fund and other
transnational ”development” agencies. (Tr.)
[iii] James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, London, New Haven 1992.
*(2) In Spanish there are two words for ”power”: “poder” and “potencia”, which derive from the Latin words
“potestas” and “potentia”. Colectivo Situaciones’ understanding of power is rooted in this distinction they
take from Spinoza. While “potencia” is a dynamic, constituent dimension, “poder” is static, constituted.
Potencia defines our power to do, to affect, and be affected, while the mechanism of representation that
constitutes “poder” separates “potencia” from the bodies that are being represented. To preserve the
emphasis of this distinction, the Spanish word “potencia” is used, where appropriate, throughout this
chapter. (Tr.)
[iv] The figure of the “researcher-militant” was presented for the first time in Miguel Benasayag and Diego
Sztulwark, Política y situación. De la potencia al contrapoder, Buenos Aires: Ediciones de mano en mano
2002.
[v] See in particular the beautiful pages of the book by Jacques Rancière, The Ignorant Schoolmaster:
Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipation , Stanford/California 1991. For Jacotot all pedagogies are
founded in an ‘explication’ of something given by someone from a superiority of intelligence, and
produces, above all, ‘explicated kids’. On the contrary, ‘ignorant schoolmasters’ teach without explicating.
They can teach what they do not know because they organize their experiences according to a radically
different principle: the equality of intelligence.
*(3) Each situation is part of a system of relations, networks, connexions, transmissions and distributions of
power. Cf. Colectivo Situaciones, 19 y 20. Apuntes para el nuevo protagonismo social: Situation refers to
a capacity to cut off the space-time that is ”both condition and product of the emergence of meaning” (p.
19). ”Situation does not mean local. The situation consists in the practical affirmation that the whole does
not exist separate from the part, but in the part” (p. 26). ”The situation can be thought of as a ‘concrete
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universal’.” ”We can only know and intervene in the universal through a subjective operation of
interiorizaton from which it is possible to encounter the world as a concrete element of the situation. Any
other form of thinking the world – as external to the situation – condemns us to an abstract perception and
practical impotence” (p. 30n.). (Tr.).
**(4) Literally, “De mano en mano” means ”from hand to hand”. The publishing house was created by the
student group El Mate, to which the members of Colectivo Situaciones originally belonged. Mate is a
South American infusion that is usually drunk in group from a gourd that is passed from hand to hand. (Tr.)
***(5) The authors use “objetualizar” in the double sense of transformation into an object of research and
to be transformed into an object as opposed to becoming a subject. (Tr.)
*(6) Cf. 19 y 20: Apuntes para el nuevo protagonismo social, p. 100n. The excluded are constructed as
subjects of needs, uncapable of creative self-activity, whose actions always have an a priori interpretation.
The concepts of unemployed and excluded, which come from the external gaze of the government, the
media, NGOs, and most academics, have the effect of reducing the intensity and power of the real people
who have been impoverished by neoliberalism. In contrast, the unemployed workers movements call
themselves “piqueteros”, a subjectivity not limited to the confrontations that are part of the road blocks it
refers to but which designates a struggle for dignity that goes beyond a request of incorporation in the
society of wage-labour. (Tr.)
**(7) These multidirectional practices, each of which has constituted a significant moment in the
development of Colectivo Situaciones, include joining in processes of collective reflection some of the most
creative expressions of Argentina’s new protagonism, including the unemployed workers’ movement of the
district of Solano, in Greater Buenos Aires; the peasants’ movement of the northern province of Santiago
del Estero; HIJOS, the organization of the children of the disappeared during the dictatorship; Creciendo
Juntos, an alternative school run by militant teachers; several instances from the neighbourhood
assemblies and the now dismantled barter network, and a number of other groups, including alternative
media and art collectives such as Grupo de Arte Callejero. Colectivo Situaciones’ practices have also
involved encounters with intellectuals both in Argentina – including Horacio González, León Rozitchner,
and the editors of the journal La Escena Contemporánea – and abroad – including Antonio Negri, Paolo
Virno, Maurizio Lazzarato, John Holloway, the historic leaders of Uruguay’s legendary MLN Tupamaros,
and several collectives, including the Italian DeriveApprodi and the Spanish Precarias a la Deriva. Many of
these encounters have resulted in published interviews. (Tr.)
*(8) This materialist tradition of the concept of love includes Spinoza and the recent readings of his
philosophy by Antonio Negri and Gilles Deleuze. Negri points out that love constitutes the exhuberance of
being in Spinoza’s ethical materialism (cf. Antonio Negri, The Savage Anomaly: the power of Spinoza’s
metaphysics and politics, Minneapolis 1991, p. 152ss.). For Deleuze and Felix Guattari, love and
friendship define the relation of immanence between the philosopher and the concept s/he creates (What
is Philosophy? New York 1994, pp. 1-12). (Tr.)
*(9) The critique of articulation is developed in full by Colectivo Situaciones in the last chapter of their book
19 y 20: Apuntes para el nuevo protagonismo social. Articulation is the type of relation established by
hegemony, in which the different parts of a network are ordered around a centre. In this relation, being
part of the network constitutes a norm and dispersion appears as a defficiency of the parts. In contrast,
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relations of composition lead to the formation of multiple counterpowers which form diffuse and eccentric
networks. (Tr.)
*(10) This refers to the series of research notebooks Situaciones, published by De mano en mano. Each
of these notebooks summarizes the militant research activity of Colectivo Situaciones with a different
grassroots movement. (Tr.)
*(11) The movements that compose what Colectivo Situaciones defines as Argentina’s new protagonism,
those with which the collective has been practicing research militancy, are characterized by a refusal to
constitute themselves as frontal opponents. Like the Zapatistas, they reject the logic of confrontation and,
instead, carefully invest in the creation of experiences, practices, and projects that affirm the desire to
expand life. ”Between the power that destroys and the practices of counterpower there is a fundamentally
asymmetric relation” (Colectivo Situaciones, El silencio de los caracoles, www.situaciones.org accessed 11
January 2004). (Tr.)
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Continental Drift: Activist Research, From
Geopolitics to Geopoetics
Brian Holmes

How does a world come together? How does a world fall apart? Neoliberal
globalization made those opposite questions into one – before September 11 showed
that the answer cannot be a perfect synthesis. Locating yourself against the horizons of
disaster, then finding the modes and scales of intervention into lived experience, are the
pathways for intellectual activism in the contemporary world-system.

Neolib goes neocon
A double dynamic is at work today which destroys what it constructs, dissolves what it
unifies. And that is exactly what we all have to deal with. One prime example is the
enlargement of the European Union, right up to the fiasco of the ultraliberal
constitution. The end of the historic split with the East now appears as the beginning of
the Core Europe/New Europe divide, with the social-democratic bastions of the West
seeking shelter from the global market, while post-Communist states refuse any speed
checks on the road to riches. But the absence of a democratic constitution only favors
corporate lobbies and bigpower deals, leaving national parliaments as a smokescreen
over the real decisions.
An even more striking case is the self-eclipsing rise of the WTO, which just yesterday
seemed fated for the role of world government. No sooner was the international trading
regime consolidated than tariff wars sprang up between the US and the EU, protests
flared around the globe and the process of bloc formation gathered steam, with
negotiations for both the FTAA and a renewed Mercosur in Latin America, moves
toward an expanded ASEAN system (joined by China, Japan and South Korea) and
finally the Venezuelan proposal of ALBA, calling for a leftist ‘dawn’ after the sundown
of free trade. But as any historian remembers, trading-bloc formation was the prelude to
the global conflicts of the 1940s.
For the strangest embrace of contradictory forces in the world today, consider the
symbiotic tie between industrialized China and the financialized United States. China
constantly struggles to produce what the US constantly struggles to consume – at an
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ecological risk that no one can even measure. To make the wheel of fortune go on
spinning, the Chinese lend their manufacturing profits back to the US, so as to prop up
speculation on the almighty dollar and keep the world’s largest market soluble. What
will happen if the Chinese pipeline to the US Treasury stops flowing is anybody’s
guess; but as New Orleans floodwaters recede into a domestic quagmire that can only
recall the international disaster in Iraq, America’s attempts to save its fading hegemony
look increasingly desperate and uncertain. Levels of conflict are rising all across the
globe, and the problem of how to intervene as a world citizen becomes more complex
and daunting than ever.
The counter-globalization movements marked the first attempt at a widespread,
meshworked response to the chaos of the post-’89 world system. These movements
were an uneasy mix between democratic sovereignists, no-border libertarians (David
Graeber’s ‘new anarchists’) and traditional, union-oriented Keynesians. They could all
critique the failures of neoliberal governance, but they all diverged and faltered before
its cultural consequences. And the latter wasted no time coming. By undercutting social
solidarities and destroying ecological equilibriums, the neoliberal program of
accelerated capital expansion immediately spawned its neoconservative shadow, in the
form of a military, moral and religious return to order. Nothing could have made better
cover for the denial of democratic critique, the clampdown on civil liberties and the
continuing budgetary shift from social welfare to corporate security. The backlash
against globalization became a powerful new tool of manipulation for the elites who
launched the whole process in the first place.
The current scramble to consolidate regional blocs reflects the search for a compromise
between global reach and territorial stability. Beyond or before the ‘clash of
civilizations,’ a feasible scale of contemporary social relations is the leading question.
From this perspective, the free-market policy of the Bush administration in Latin
America is comparable to Al Qaeda’s dreams of an Islamic Caliphate in the Middle
East. The networked production system forming around Japan and China, or the EU’s
continuous diplomatic courtship of Russia despite flagrant atrocities in Chechnya, give
similar insights into this quest for a workable scale, which is essentially that of a
‘continent,’ however elastic or imprecise the term may be. Paradoxically,
continentalization is not countered but is driven ahead by global unification. Behind the
tectonic shifts at the turn of the millennium lies the accumulated violence of a thirtyyear neoliberal push toward a borderless world, wide open to the biggest and most
predatory corporations.

Disorienting compass
The extraordinary breadth and speed of the current metamorphosis – a veritable phasechange in the world system – leaves activist-researchers facing a double challenge, or a
double opportunity. On the one hand, they must remap the cultural and political
parameters that have been transformed by the neoconservative overlay, while, on the
other, remaining keenly aware of the neoliberal principles that remain active beneath the
surface. In this effort, the social sciences are the key. Economic geography is crucial for
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tracing the global division of labor, and grasping the wider frameworks of what
European activists now call ‘precarity.’ The sociology of organizations reveals who is in
control, how power is distributed and maintained in a chaotic world. The study of
technics charts out the future in advance, and shows how it operates. And the toolkits of
social psychology offer insights into the structures of willful blindness and confused
consent that uphold the reigning hegemonies. This kind of analysis is critically
important for activist initiatives, which can stumble all too easily into the programmed
dead-ends of manipulated ideologies.
Yet the disciplines also have to be overcome, dissolved into experimentation.
Autonomous inquiry demands a rupture from the dominant cartographies. Both compass
and coordinates must be reinvented if you really want to transform the dynamics of a
changing world-system. Only by disorienting the self and uprooting epistemic
certainties can anyone hope to inject a positive difference into the unconscious
dynamics of the geopolitical order.
How then can activist-researchers move to disorient the reigning maps, to transform the
dominant cartographies, without falling into the nevernever lands of aesthetic
extrapolation? The problem of activist research is inseparable from its embodiment,
from its social elaboration. Just try this experiment in public presence: literally tracing
out the flows of capital, the currents of warfare and the rise and fall of transnational
organizations since 1945, using hand-drawn dates and arrows on a conventional
Mercator projection. The effect is to build a cartographic frame-narrative of the
emergence, complexification and crisis of US hegemony since 1945; but at the same
time, through gesture and movement, to act out the ways that geopolitical flows traverse
living bodies and become part of tactile consciousness, entering what might be termed
‘felt public space.’ Intellectual work becomes intensive when it is unmoored from
normalizing frameworks, acted out as a social experiment in a self-organized seminar,
in a squat or an occupied building, at a counter-summit, on a train hurtling through
Siberia... As supranational regions engulf ever-larger populations and the passage of
shifting borders becomes an ever-more common activity, geopolitics is increasingly
experienced in the flesh and in the imaginary, it is traced out on the collective skin. This
is when geopoetics becomes a vital activity, a promise of liberation.
How to interpret artworks and artistic-activist interventions so as to highlight the forms
taken by the geopoetic imaginary? Through analytical work on the dynamics of form
and the efficacy of symbolic ruptures, one can try to approach the diagrammatic level
where the cartography of sensation is reconfigured through experimentation. This level
comes constantly into play whenever it is a matter of translating analysis back into
intervention. Because of the transverse nature of global flows, it is possible to draw on
the experiences of far-away acts of resistance in the midst of one’s own confrontations
with power, both in its brute objective forms, and in its subtle interiorizations. The
relation between the Argentine pot-banging cazerolazos and the almost continuous
urban mobilizations in Spain, from February 15, 2003, all the way up to the ouster of
the mendacious and powerhungry Aznar government in March of last year, is a largescale example of this process of transfiguration. And this is the generative side of the
contemporary continental drift. To sense the dynamics of resistance and creation across
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the interlinked world space is to start taking part in the solidarities and modes of cooperation that have been emerging across the planet since the late 1990s.

Just doing it
If you want to accomplish anything like this kind of research, don’t expect much help
from the existing institutions. Most are still busy adapting to the dictates of neoliberal
management; and the best we could do for the first big round of meshworked critique
was to hijack a few of their people, to divert a few of their resources. What is more, the
open windows that do subsist are likely to close down with the neoconservative turn.
Self-organized groups will have to generate a collective learning process about the
effects of social atomization and economic subjugation – essentially, a new
understanding of the forms of contemporary alienation – and they will have to explore
the reactions to these trends, whether intensely negative (the fascist and racist closure of
formerly democratic societies) or positive and forward-looking (activist interventions,
the invention of new modes of social self-management, cultural reorientations,
ecologically viable forms of development). Another goal of the critique is to raise the
level of debate and engagement in the cultural and artistic sectors – the vital media of
social expression – where a narcissistic blindness to the violence of current conditions is
still the norm. But the most important aim is to help relaunch the activist mobilizations
that were so promising around the turn of the millennium. ‘Help’ is the right word here,
because there is no intellectual privilege in the activist domain. Activist-researchers can
contribute to a short, middle and long-term analysis of the crisis, by examining and
inventing new modes of intervention at the micropolitical scales where the even largest
social movements begin.
Who can play this great game?
Whoever is able to join or form a meshwork of independent researchers. What are the
pieces, the terrains, the wagers and rules? Whichever ones your group finds most
productive and contagious. How does the game continue, when the ball goes out of your
field? Through shared meetings in a meshwork of meshworks, through collective
actions, positions, projects and publications. And most importantly, who wins?
Whoever can provoke some effective resistance to the downward spiral of human
coexistence at the outset of the twenty-first century.

the author

Brian Holmes is a writer and activist-researcher, a member of Tangent University and an initiator of the
networked seminar Continental Drift. For documentation, see www.u-tangente.org.
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Logic and Theory of Inquiry: militant praxis as subject and
as episteme
Antonio Negri
In our discussion on historical causality and the ontological genealogy of the concept of
Empire, we tried to “subsume under the concept” (in Hegel and Marx’s terms) large
social movements and the transformations of techniques of government and of the
structural dispositifs of sovereignty. Thus, we have practiced political science, but
not only that. Through this type of analysis we not only tried to track down some
functional transitions, but also to grasp the wrong-footedness and contradictions
present in the unfolding of these events. However, it must be noted that the route
traced until now leaves a series of methodological questions open to us, which must be
closely examined.
The first issue raised in the discussion that now needs to be examined concerns the
transition determined by the conjugation of the ontological and the institutional
movement element (respectively the movement and politics). The relationship
between social movements and institutional change takes shape in concurrence with
the transformation of the very nature of movements. In this sense, the transition is
fundamentally from the hegemony of material labour to that of immaterial labour;
which is to say, the analysis of the processes internal to the labour force that have
transformed the forms of work, existence and expression. The explanation for
historical evolution is to be found within these ontological dimensions of labour. There
would not be effective struggles unless they were locked in, linked to, and produced
by this profound transformation of labour. Struggles did not develop just around the
problems of wage allocation or the quantification, distribution and antagonism of the
relationship between wages and profits: above all, they always revolved around the
intention to liberate labour. This liberation of labour runs through the process that
leads to the hegemony of immaterial labour. The keywords of the 60’s and 70’s on the
“refusal of work” are positive signs that go together with a refusal of the paradigm of
Taylorist and Fordist labour and the will to change it. This will produces the discovery
of more advanced forms of productivity of human labour, whilst also determining
better conditions and real possibilities of liberation from exhaustion, impoverishment,
and the destruction of bodies that characterised the labour of the mass worker.
Taking this analysis further, we encounter new dimensions of labour that invest the
whole of life. From the methodological point of view, this shift provides us with an
interpretative framework that is internal to these processes and allows us to
understand labour not only from the standpoint of productive activity (as economic
activity) but also in a framework that integrates affective, communicative and vital
reasons, which is to say, ontological elements. These aspects turn life and productive
activity into a single and interwoven whole and a single effective reality. (It must be
noted that it is extremely important to take on this interpretative standpoint – from
labour to biopolitics – because it allows us to face up to a series of central problems,
such as social reproduction and questions raised by feminism, and to include and treat
them within a common discursive fabric.)
The second issue in need of closer examination, particularly from the methodological
point of view, is the definition of multitude. We defined the multitude not only as a
class concept - linked to the experience and transformations of labour - and a
political concept - as a democratic proposal oriented toward the construction of new
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relationships amongst civic singularities -, but also as a dispositif of power (potenza)
that extends to life as a whole and is able to express the common, an increased power
and a re-qualification of life, production and freedom. By saying this we reassert
what we have frequently insisted on: we are going through a long and complex phase
of transition and it is difficult to grasp all of its facets. However, the concept of
multitude, as elaborated by us, gives us a clue as to where to go, increasingly freeing
us from all dialectics of sublimation and synthesis (of the Hegelian method of
Aufhebung). Instead, our method takes the multitude as the ontological threshold and
is thus defined as syncopated, interrupted, open and untimely. Like the multitude,
the method folds onto the event, it is event.
Thus a further issue becomes essential to follow the production of subjectivity, where
the latter assists and develops the possible convergence of labour activity and the
construction of the “common”. Here our method starts from below, but when building
from below we are confronted by enormous obstacles. In the fourth lesson - in the
discussion of war as the last stage of capitalist control - both author and readers will
be subjected to the vertigo of the present historical phase as it confronts these issues.
The risk is inevitable, on this as on other issues: it is a matter of moving forward, and
the only way to do so is by doing research according to a logic of immersion, of
situating ourselves inside the present, always starting from below, where there is no
outside. Now, to consolidate ourselves in this perspective, it is necessary to define
cooperation. We said that linguistic cooperation is the model of post-modern
production, not only because materially speaking machines function by means of
languages, but also in so far as new forms of cooperation between individuals continue
to emerge through language. Rather than individuals, we are dealing with singularities
that cooperate. However, if linguistic cooperation is productive cooperation, if
everything is inside this cooperation, and if within it the multitude is a constituent
power; then, inside these flows, what is the articulation of diversity and command?
What is, for example, the difference between manager and worker and their
respective activities? In explicit methodological terms, the problem is this: how can
we evaluate and, if necessary, cut through this development from within? The form of
cooperation is not sufficient in itself to solve this problem. From this perspective, it
is probably necessary to follow that (Marxian) thread that defines the common as the
sole dimension capable of eliminating certain confusions and equivocal lack of
differentiations. The common distinguishes: it allows us to separate the manager from
the worker. In fact, only the affirmation of the “common” enables us to steer the
flows of production from within and to separate the alienating capitalist flows from
those that recompose knowledge and freedom. The problem will be solved by a
practical rupture capable of reaffirming the centrality of common praxis.
The only possible direction for our research as a whole is to bring back to the fore
forms of antagonism that must be interpreted through new figures of militancy and of
convergence of knowledge and action in the process of construction of the common.
One of the most important elements of the discourse on method is the practical,
material determination; the praxis that breaks through a purely critical framework.
Language and cooperation must be traversed by a practical rupture and by the
establishment of the centrality of common praxis, which is a concrete union of
knowledge and action within these processes.
We can also deal with this issue from another perspective and resume the discussion of
the old tradition of operaismo on “joint-research” as the exemplary form of such
method. The practice of joint-research was nothing other than the possibility of
knowing, through inquiry, the levels of awareness and consciousness of the process
that implicated workers as productive subjects. If I go into a factory, get in touch
with the workers and carry out with them an investigation into the conditions of their
labour, the joint-research is obviously the description of the productive cycle and the
identification of the functions of each person within that cycle. But at the same time,
it is also a general evaluation of the levels of exploitation that each and every one of
them suffers, of the workers’ ability to react in relation to the consciousness of their
exploitation in the system of machines and before the structure of command. This

2 of 7

2/26/10 5:40 PM

Logic and theory of inquiry. Antonio Negri

http://www.generation-online.org/p/fpnegri20.htm

way, as the research advances, the joint-research creates outlooks of struggle in the
factory and defines threads or devices of cooperation outside the factory. Evidently,
here is where the hegemony and centrality of praxis in research resides: this praxis
helps our understanding of the cycle of production and exploitation and is enhanced
when it determines resistance and agitation, which is to say, when it develops
struggles. Thus, it is practically possible to constitute an antagonistic subject¸
because this is what all of the argument is about. We can start, then, from this old
experience of operaismo and ask ourselves: what joint-research can be carried out
today, in post-modernity and the total transformation of the scene of labour and
social organization? This is clearly a difficult question, which I cannot claim to be able
to answer here; if anything, it is a case of moving forward and working around it.
In fact, if we think about inquiry today in all its practical significance, the important
thing is to enhance its biopolitical premises and settings. The central elements of
inquiry ought to be the bodies. There is an array of issues that concern the body and
corporeal life that need to be brought into play if we wish to constitute, represent
and begin to define whatever constellation or composition. I believe this issue is of
extraordinary importance and arises from the biopolitical method that we are
beginning to practice. This method breaks away from the all too rigidly analytical
methodologies experimented with by sociology. I call such methods theories of the
salami, the analytical slicing up of the social body. Today, by contrast, we are
probably beginning to confront first and foremost the issue of corporeality (and we do
so with great confidence in the power of the body).
Another issue that needs to be dealt with is the attempt to constitute the object by
assuming - negatively to start with, yet always and in each instance - its singularity
and its thrust towards the ‘common’, rather than simply its identity or difference.
This methodological cue is really new and original: in the past we used to select,
analytically isolate, and then point to the homo oeconomicus, the aesthetic one, the
psychological one, and so on - now we can bring it all together. Whilst we used to
move from the standpoint of the processes of determination and the specificity of
phenomena, to always end up between identity and difference; it is now possible, in
our effort of determination, to skip this dichotomous pair that often blocks us, and be
able to conceive of the multitude as “common” and difference as singularity. I think
that today we have the chance to overcome these old dichotomies not only in words
but concretely: the contents of differences are enriched in singularities and in the
“common” they play together, as in a new frame of activity. The key element of this
perspective is the “common”, that is: the bodies; the logical categories of singularity
and how they refer to the common; and the “common” as ontological presupposition. I
think that from this perspective, sociological research ought to keep making apparent
the conditions of ‘commonality’ within which a singularity is established. This is
crucial if we want to build something. These constellations somehow correspond to the
old disposition of the elements of class “composition”, albeit here newly composed
within the wealth of a corporeal common.
(Please note: since the biopolitical was devised as our research outlook, we never
progressed by way of a contact with bodies. Each singularity is defined as
corporeality, but the biopolitical corporeality is not merely biological, but social. For
instance, when we deal with an issue like the precarisation of labour, in reality, we
certainly grasp the tiresome physicality of the condition of the precarious labourer the mobility and flexibility of labour - but to this we must add our perception of the
power of new labour-power. In other words, on one hand there are the terrible
conditions that constrain precarious labour, and, on the other hand, its new qualities:
in this way we can grasp precariousness, by fluctuating between identity and
difference, whilst seeing the common as the basis of exploitation and, at the same
time, the activity of resistance.)
On this basis we come to the shift to practice and the practical option: the
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rediscovery of antagonism. But where exactly is this transition, where does the option
of antagonism lie? The theoretical proposal, from what has been said so far, would
identify exploitation in command as the expropriation of cooperation; that is, as the
possibility of blocking the activity of the multitude. Exploitation is established
precisely on the wealth of the common and the productivity of the multitude, and
attempts to impede its expression, to silence it, to disembody it, to eliminate it and
take away its properties. Here we should grant alienation a strong materiality that
concerns every aspect of the body. It is an expropriation and a disembodiment that
clashes against singularities and the “common” and clearly collides with a practice
that springs from the expression of the “common” and the processes of its
construction. I think that the only way to begin to place a stronger emphasis on our
research is by insisting on the singular and common configuration of new subjects of
production, and on the exploitation that deepens on them, advancing from the things
that dance and move before our eyes in post-modernity.
Let us posit one last question, very openly: what is it that we want? We obviously want
democracy, a democracy at a global scale, that is, for all. The term “democracy” is
not a happy one for sure, but we have no others. Every time we say that we want
democracy we seem to fall into a trap because we are immediately asked: but what
exactly do you want? Give us a list of all the democratic demands you claim to bring
to this platform! I do not think that it is a case of making a list. If anything, on the
basis of what has been said we need to start drawing a scheme of what the desire for
democracy, or better, for the “common” is, as a methodological criterion for
evaluating the alternative proposals that continue to arise. At times I am under the
impression that a whole series of proposals that until recently had seemed completely
utopian, today appear to be increasingly real, as if our awareness of having entered a
new epoch had matured. Somehow, we too should draw up something analogous to the
cahiers de doleances, published before the explosion of the French Revolution. These
documents presented the complaints of the Third Estate, but were more than simple
protestations: they were denunciations of injustices as well as proposals for their
solution. The method that acts from below moves through critique in order to provide
a practical response.
The issue today is how a democracy at the global level is conceivable. A first critical
focus (as expounded in Empire) evidences the development of imperial mechanisms of
control, division and hierarchy. We have also seen how these mechanisms are deployed
in the exercise of permanent war. The real problem will be that of augmenting the
subversive desire of the “common” that invests the multitude, by opposing it to the
war, institutionalising it and transforming it into constituent power.
In the course of the previous lectures we have noted that there are at least three
elements capable of configuring the definition of the multitude in terms of the
“common”. The first element relates to social ontology: the affirmation that
immaterial and intellectual labour does not call for command and that it is in its
power to create in excess. This excess is developed in a “network”. From the point of
view of the ontology of labour, this means raising the problem of how to guarantee
forms of “networks” for the future democracy. The “network” is a system of
communication in which values of cooperation in the full sense, both productive and
political, are formed.
The second element is that of the “common”, that is, the material premise of
production that no longer requires either capital or exploitation in order to exist.
From this perspective, capitalism becomes increasingly parasitic with respect to the
accumulation of the “common”. The common permits the constitution of being and
cannot be re-appropriated or privatised by anyone. So whilst on the one hand labour
theories show us the inefficiency of command, on the other hand - and paradoxically –
social theories show us the inalienable nature of the “common”. The “common” is the
inalienable matter on which we can build democracy.
The third main element that configures the process of the multitude is freedom.
Without freedom there is no creative labour, without freedom there is neither
cooperation nor common.
Once these elements are investigated, critique can move onto juridical and bourgeois
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conceptions of rights and democracy. On this issue, I think that the Marx’s writings on
right are still valid, especially his critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. His critique
needs to be extended on current democratic rights, to show how formal equality and
substantial inequality still constitute their foundation.
This becomes more relevant when we consider the new grounds for a global
constitution and a global system of right. It is crucial to emphasise how the
development of capitalism tends to eliminate the efficacy of any regulatory action of
Nation-States. In modernity the development of capitalism occurred via the State; but
today, in post-modernity, capitalism has re-appropriated the whole of the social
fabric at the multinational level, and only resorts to nation-state interventions when
necessary. When we speak of common property, of “networked” labour and of the
guarantees of freedom on this issue, we have to deal with the process of globalisation.
This is extremely important because it helps us to firmly reassert that we have moved
beyond any guarantees from the nation state and any illusion of a return to a nation
states balance of powers. Today democracy must be extended onto the relations
between multitudes, and construct, in this way, new social relations and a new right.
We are not referring here to the abolition of right, but rather to new juridical forms
capable of establishing norms that are guided by the three principles described
above. At the same time, there must be sanctions against those who wish to
re-establish command and introduce criteria of property over or against the
“network”, blocking its access or controlling its nodes; as there must also be sanctions
against those who create technological and/or juridical tools to obstacle the
circulation of knowledge and the great “commonality” that can feed production and
life.
Up to this point, you must think that we have not spoken of logic. Or perhaps you will
concede that I have treated it by way of allusions when referring to inquiry, the theory
of joint-research and my emphasis on the pragmatic behaviours that can and should be
developed in the field of social knowledge. But this is not so. So far, we have really
spoken of logic. It might have seemed to you that we avoided the issue of logic only
because we did not treat it in academic terms- but we did not. So, in order to explain
ourselves also in academic terms, to show that even militants can cross our rhetorical
fields without difficulty, here comes a scheme, or a ‘high’ filter of what we have been
logically unravelling. In fact, it is a schematic summary of the lecture, complemented
by some bibliographic references.
1. The preamble to the discussion of logic as theory of inquiry is found in Marx’s
Einleitung (as we have often seen so far). We also refer here to John Dewey’s Logic:
the Theory of Inquiry [1938]. In his John Dewey (Harvard University Press, Harvard:
2001) Alan Ryan demonstrates how the lines of American empirical logic can cross with
the lines of Marxian logic. The works of Rodolfo Mondolfo and Sydney Hook recover
their relevance today. Briefly, the centrality of praxis is here treated as an
epistemological and a political issue. Moreover, in this introduction we have
emphasised the relation between language, rhetoric, dialogue and invention, as they
are intertwined in the two dimensions that we like: the Spinozian logic of the common
name and the rediscovery of the common name in post-modern logic (on this question,
see Kairos, Alma Venus, Multitudo, manifestolibri, Roma: 2002).
2. Inquiry as a logical dispositif. What does this mean? It means that, in our attempt
to construct a logic of research, we have always developed a theoretical process that
goes from the constitution of the object (inquiry), to the dialogical explanation of the
constitution of the object (joint-research), to end with the definition of the
constitutive subject. We thus see a sort of return of the object to the subject: this has
always been the progression of revolutionary logic, as Ryan explains very well (in his
John Dewey) where he outlines the transition from revolutionary liberalism to the New
Deal of the US in the 1920’s and 1930’s. Mutatis mutandis, we could refer this “return
of the object to the subject” to every revolutionary experience. In the previous
lectures we demonstrated how the logic of the subject lies between causality and the
discontinuity of development. The identification of the logic of the event is the main
point in our discussion. We can say that the “common name” (the concept) always
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oscillates between identity and difference, but is also determined in the interstice
between singularity and the common. It that is the case, that the subject is situated
inside a process of production of subjectivity as production of a given temporality
and spatiality. But in seeing the formation of the subject in the production of the
common (through cooperation), we have also underlined the inadequacy of the field of
logic by itself for the accomplishment of inquiry. Cooperation in itself does not
explain antagonism; so we must start again from the standpoint of antagonism.
3. Inquiry as ethico-political dispositif. In the Fordist society of the mass worker
inquiry as an ethico-political dispositif was interpreted by joint-research: in
joint-research the epistemological and militant/agitating devices were joined
together. In this respect, see G. Borio, F. Pozzi, and G. Roggero, Futuro Anteriore.
Dai “Quaderni Rossi” ai movimenti globali. Deriveapprodi, Roma: 2002. When we
refer to inquiry as an ethico-political dispositif, we do not avoid the more distinctly
cognitive and general epistemological questions; on the contrary, we include and
situate them inside a process of collective learning. Somehow, inquiry as an
ethico-political dispositif is always a Bildungsroman. The issue of the formation of the
elite is tied with the question of the centrality of praxis, and the process of their
formation with that of the organization of antagonism. A new series of problems arise
here, in particular due to historical changes in class composition. What does inquiry as
an ethico-political dispositif mean in post-modern society: not the Fordist society of
the mass worker but that of the precarious, mobile, and flexible labour, the society of
immateriality services and of the hegemony of cooperation? I do not think that the
answer would be too different from that given on the issue of joint-research, from the
perspective of method and the constitutive progression of the subject. Throughout the
1990s these issues were dealt with in the journal Futur Anterior, published in Paris by
L’Harmattan; those who are interested can consult it. As to the process of
joint-research in the post-modern scene and on the cooperation of immaterial
labourers, see A. Negri et al., Des entreprises pa comme les autres, Publisud, Paris:
1993, and A. Negri et al., Le basin du travail immaterial, L’Harmattan, Paris: 1996.
4. Inquiry and the logic of language. Having established the relationship between
inquiry as logical device and the new situation of post-modern production, where
language emerges as the fundamental means of production and productive
cooperation, it is necessary to redefine inquiry in the realm of the logic of language.
Paolo Virno, in The Grammar of the Multitude and Il ricordo del presente. Saggio sul
tempo storico (Bollati Boringhieri, Turin: 1999) provides numerous openings on these
issues. For my part, in addition to the arguments proposed by Virno, for a close
examination of the problem of productive language (and cooperation and singularity) I
refer to the works of Bakhtin, where the linguistic constitution of the real is defined in
strong materialist terms.
Having developed our method in this way, we are again faced with some of the great
themes of communism. This means that our method is adequate to the epochal
alternative where we place ourselves, when the crisis of neo-liberalism manifests as its
alternative the aims of communism: the re-appropriation of enterprises, the
egalitarian distribution of wealth, the collective management of knowledge, etc. For
years and years, since the great post-68 crisis, nobody dared to speak about these
things. Today we begin to speak about them again and to adopt the method that leads
to this possibility of expression, because we know that we live at the threshold of an
extreme crisis: faced with either the restoration of a harsh past or the hope for a new
world. It is a matter of decision, and it is precisely around the issue of the decision
that the political is born. Before writing some notes on the issue of decision, we
should stretch the imagination on this point and think that in the terrible and bloody
period of transition we find ourselves in, everything is possible after all. Imagination
and decision must intertwine in the movement of the multitude and the desire of
expression that the multitude produces. Inside this imagination, democratic
representation – which has always been presented to us as the foundation of the
guarantee of liberties – is a monstrous mystification to say the least. The imagination
of the multitude currently raises the question of combining sovereign power (potenza)
with the productive capacity of subjects. As we outlined it, our discussion on
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biopolitics leads to this conclusion. But how can the desire of the multitude be
organised? How can another democracy be invented? At the national level democracy
no longer exists, and at it is unthinkable at the global stage. Nonetheless, these
un-thoughts are today the actuality of desire … We ought to use the terms of the
Enlightenment and conceive of new electoral constituencies at the global level that
would no longer correspond to nations, but cross the face of the earth rebalancing the
wealthy and poor areas, blacks and whites, yellow and green, etc., hybridising and
subverting political borders and limits, using force at the service of the construction
of the common. Constitutional imagination is what we want. Enlightenment is
necessary. But let us return to decision. What does the problem of the relationship
between the common experience of the multitude and the ethico-political and
juridical concept of decision entail? I think that this can and should be talked about
here as elsewhere, but the answer can only be given at the level of the language of the
movement, inside the movement. After all, only in the movement are these questions
matured; parties are dead and buried. The movements raise these problems and
suggest solutions. Now, on the issue of the decision of the multitude: what is striking
in the movements from Seattle to today is that they no longer speak of taking power,
but rather of making power, of creating another power, and whilst everyone knows
that this is utopian, they also know that it has become necessary and realistic due to
the vertigo of the current epochal transition. We cannot wait two or three hundred
years for the decision of the multitude to become reality!
But this could be so and defeat inevitable … In that case, let’s leave! To the radical
nature of constituent power corresponds exodus as an alternative, a constructive
exodus that expresses positive forms of relations between decision and the multitude
and thus between freedom and the production of the common. If we can not construct
another power, the multitude can say: strike, desertion, subtraction from power …
And the processes between constituent power and exodus interweave and alternate.
They are like waves that follow one another. The decisions of the multitude are
damned tough terms, hard terms, produced by a tempestuous sea: there is no dulling
of the masses for power. There is an ontological insurrection of the multitude. We live
the biopolitical.
*This text is chapter 5 of Guide: Cinque lezioni su Impero e dintorni, Raffaello
Cortina Editore, 2003.
Translated by Nate Holdren and Arianna Bove
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I

n contrast to the empirical thrust of most contemporary activist research,
this essay explores the possibility of a participatory and embedded approach to political philosophy. Speciﬁcally at stake are the concerns,
dilemmas, and controversies encountered by anarchists in their self-critical
reﬂection. Prominent among these are debates around internal hierarchies
or leadership in the movement; around the deﬁnition, justiﬁcation, and effectiveness of violence; and around anarchist attitudes towards technology
and modernity. These debates represent the evolving, polyphonic thinking
of a re-emergent social movement. What does it mean to be an anarchist philosopher/activist? Is this a role open to anyone? What tensions arise in the
attempt to carry out such an enterprise among one’s comrades? And most
importantly, what concrete tools and methods can be offered for facilitating
the collective production of reﬂective political philosophy within anarchist
movement networks?
By anarchism, I mean primarily what is by now a relatively well-deﬁned
political culture at work within sections of the global justice movement, primarily in Europe and North America. This political culture, or set of common orientations towards political action and speech, manifests itself in the
combination of: (a) shared forms of organisation (networked, decentralised,
horizontal, consensus-based); (b) a shared repertoire of political expression
(direct action, constructing alternatives, community outreach, confrontation); (c) a shared political language, including a distinct commitment to
resisting all forms of domination, from which is derived resistance to capitalism, the state, patriarchy, and so on; (d) shared narratives and mythologies invoking the Zapatista uprising, the Seattle protests, etc.; and (e) shared
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features of dress, music, and diet, primarily those associated with the punk
and hippie subcultures. Historically speaking, contemporary anarchism
is largely discontinuous with the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
workers’ and peasants’ movements bearing the same name. It is a political
culture that has fused in the intersection of other movements such as radical
ecology, feminism, black and indigenous liberation, anti-nuclear, anticapitalist, and anti-war movements. Many people associated with this political
culture would prefer to call themselves anti-authoritarian or autonomous.
Here we begin with a look at the social role of the philosopher and move
on to consider the growing tradition of Participatory Action Research and
its relevance to philosophy. From there one can spell out procedures that
can be applied to a participatory philosophical engagement and consider
their importance in relation to issues of access, interpretation, and scholarly
distance.
The philosopher as facilitator

As a communicative praxis, political philosophy consists in the argumentation of values, principles, and the appropriate use of concepts in different contexts. The idea is to integrate inclusive and cooperative research
techniques into conscious engagement in these debates, speciﬁcally regarding topics of controversy within anarchism. There is another sense of anarchist political philosophy that seeks to convince its audience of the general
validity or applicability of anarchist positions. This is anarchism as social
analysis or as core argumentation, which I do not deal with here. The case
for anarchism has been presented exhaustively in two centuries of anarchist
literature, and has also been the theme of several works in academic political philosophy (Wolff 1971, Taylor 1976, Ritter 1980, Taylor 1982, Brown
1993, Carter 2000) that many anarchists have most likely never heard of.
The area on which I focus here is less developed: anarchist political philosophy as an intramural debate. While points like the generalised resistance
to domination or the politics of direct action represent a consensus at the
back of anarchist organising, the movement has also been the site of a great
deal of introspective debates, dilemmas, and controversies. These debates
take place on the basis of certain shared assumptions such as: generalised
resistance to domination or the politics of direct action. The assumptions are
necessary because it makes no sense to ask whether anarchists should ever
use violence to achieve their ends if the ends themselves are not justiﬁed.
One cannot ask whether some forms of leadership in the anarchist movement are more problematic than others if one does not endorse some ethos
of horizontal organising to begin with. In other words, there are debates that
only come into being on the basis of such assumptions. The anarchist activist/philosopher would seek to facilitate such debates.
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Recently, David Graeber has described an approach to anarchist social
theory with a similar agenda. In addition to endorsing the initial assumption
that another world is possible, he argues, “any anarchist social theory would
have to self-consciously reject any trace of vanguardism.” What this means
is that the role of the anarchist theorist is not to arrive at the correct strategic
analyses and then lead the masses to follow. The point is to answer the needs
of anarchists for theoretical expression on the issues that concern them and
“offer those ideas back, not as prescriptions, but as contributions, possibilities—as gifts” (2004: 10–12).
The recognition of the importance of an activist-grounded approach
for doing political theory or philosophy extends beyond the speciﬁc interest in anarchism. Writing about environmental political philosophy, Avner
De-Shalit has recently argued for essentially the same type of enterprise.
He argues a political philosophy or theory should “start with the activists
and their dilemmas.… It is therefore a theory that reﬂects the actual philosophical needs of the activist seeking to convince by appealing to practical
issues.” Although s/he may side with the broad agenda of environmental
activists, “the philosopher should not take the value of the activists’ claims
for granted; their intuitions, arguments, claims, and theories should also be
scrutinised. However, the fact that they need to be critically examined does
not affect the main point: that the activists’ intuitions, claims, and theories
ought to be the starting point for a philosophy aimed at policy change.”
Procedurally, this means that the philosopher “studies the intuitions and
theories that exist within the given society and analyses ‘popular’ theories
with a view to reﬁning them” (De-Shalit 2000: 29–31). By bringing the often conﬂicting views of activists to a conceptual level, the philosopher can
construct a discussion where the activists’ debates can be undertaken in a
more precise and clear way, with attention to detail and a coherent thread
of argument. The role of the philosopher is to partake in and facilitate the
reﬂexive process of theorising among activists, functioning as a clariﬁer,
organiser, and articulator of ideas, an activity that takes place with and for
activists. Her or his goal is to address in theoretical form the issues that activists face in their everyday organising, to assemble ideas so that they can
be discussed carefully, to lay open hidden assumptions and contradictory
statements, and in general to advance activists’ thinking by transposing it
from the fragmented terrain of brief and informal debate to a dimension
where a more structured and “high-deﬁnition” discussion can be undertaken: on the written page.
While the gist of this approach is very close to the type of theorising
activity proposed here, one aspect of it is not sustainable for application to
the present context. Clearly anarchist philosophy is not geared towards underpinning policy change, which inevitably means change through the state.
Rather the goal is to underpin various forms of grassroots action that take
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place outside and against the state. This observation does not invalidate DeShalit’s basic approach. What it does do, however, is shift our understanding
of what these needs may be. The anarchist philosopher’s engagement with
the popular argumentation is not intended to help anarchists articulate better arguments they can use to inﬂuence the electoral process, but to improve
their understanding of the issues that guide them in the project of transforming society without recourse to the state.
This aspect of De-Shalit’s metatheory can be criticised along more general lines. In essence, he seems to be embracing, quite uncritically, some
very naïve assumptions about the way in which politics actually functions.
The rationale that underlies his account is that the purpose of theory is to
equip activists with arguments which they then enter into a presumably open
and free arena of public debate. Here, success in convincing other members
of the public is understood as automatically translating into policy changes.
This can only be if this public has a deciding inﬂuence over what the state
does. Such an orientation seems to inhabit, along with much of contemporary political theory, some kind of dreamland in which there are no such
things as systematic collusion and revolving doors between political and
corporate elites, professional lobbyists and millionaire donors, manipulative
news channels, and governments that lie to the public about anything from
the dangers of GM crops to the existence of weapons of mass destruction
in oil-rich countries. If a political theory really wants to have an impact,
it should at least consider empirically what the world actually looks like
instead of assuming that the philosopher is embedded in a well-functioning
democratic polity. This assumption is not very widely shared among DeShalit’s own audience of environmental activists.
It could also be asked whether it is really the province of theory to convince the public of the appropriateness or viability of a political position,
whether anarchism or De-Shalit’s democratic and socialist environmentalism. What convinces people much more effectively than theory is ideological communication: propaganda, slogans, cartoons and, perhaps more than
anything, the living practice of activists, which most directly inspires people
by way of example. It is doubtful whether anyone has ever been won over
to a political position on the strength of a well-constructed argument or appealing theory. It is likely that people come into their positions on the basis
of a personal process that takes place not only on an intellectual/theoretical
level, but also on the basis of emotion, conviction, and belief.
Philosophy and participation

Such an approach requires concrete tools for accessing the theories of
activists. How is the philosopher supposed to know what activists are saying? Who does s/he reach out to in order to source the popular theories,
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arguments, and debates that form the basis for discussion? Although he continuously emphasises the need to do so, De-Shalit never actually spells out
how. What I would like to suggest here is a strategy in which the philosopher
more fully participates in the movement being theorised—or wherein the
philosopher begins with an anarchist activist who decides to apply structured, systematic thinking to debates of political signiﬁcance. A participatory strategy provides the most adequate and enriching access to (fellow)
activists’ ideas, codes, theories, and debates.
This type of theorising activity recalls Antonio Gramsci’s idea of the
“organic intellectual.” According to Gramsci, each social group that comes
into existence creates within itself one or more strata of intellectuals that give
it meaning, that help it bind together and function. These intellectuals can be
attached to the ruling class—as managers, civil servants, clergy, teachers,
technicians, and lawyers—but may also rise out of the oppositional sections
of society. Gramsci maintains that not only should a signiﬁcant number of
traditional intellectuals come over to the revolutionary cause (Marx, Lenin,
and Gramsci himself were examples of this), but also that the working class
movement should produce its own organic intellectuals. He goes on to point
out that “there is no human activity from which every form of intellectual
participation can be excluded,” and that everyone, outside their particular
activity, “carries on some form of intellectual activity…participates in a particular conception of the world, has a conscious line of moral conduct, and
therefore contributes to sustain a conception of the world or to modify it,
that is, to bring into being new modes of thought” (Gramsci 1971).
What is relevant here is not Gramsci’s reiﬁed notion of social classes
nor his integration of the organic intellectual into an authoritarian Marxist
framework. Rather, what can be stressed here is the embeddedness of the
organic intellectual in a particular liberatory milieu towards which s/he
remains responsive. Hence, the process of generating anarchist theory itself has to be dialogical in the sense that both the people whose ideas and
practices are examined and the people who are formulating theory on their
basis must be involved in the process of theorising. Only from this dialogical
connectedness can the anarchist philosopher draw the conﬁdence to speak.
The voice of the intellectual should no longer come “from above, but from
within” (Gullestad 1999; Cf. Jeppesen 2004b).
It is not surprising that the bulk of recognised anarchist philosophers
were anarchist militants who were deeply involved in the social struggles of
their day and whose theorising work was inseparable from their engagement
in action. Bakunin was a permanent ﬁxture at almost every European uprising and insurrection of the mid-nineteenth century. Kropotkin, who wrote
about the practical realisation of anarchist social forms, was also a tireless
organiser in mutual aid groups, working with the revolutionary Jura federation and closely involved in workers’ movements and publications. Emma
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Goldman not only made theoretical contributions to feminism and anti-militarism, but also campaigned for birth control and set up anti-conscription
leagues. Rudolf Rocker helped sweatshop workers organise in London and
New York, was a founder of the German Freie Arbeiter Union and the ﬁrst
secretary of the International Workers Association. The major exceptions
in the cynosure of anarchist philosophers—William Godwin, Leo Tolstoy,
perhaps Max Stirner—were labeled anarchists only in hindsight; Godwin
and Stirner never used the word, whereas Tolstoy expressed sympathy with
the anarchists, but not identiﬁcation.
This approach allows us to elaborate themes in anarchist theory that
reﬂect more genuinely the debates, mentalities, and language of the contemporary anarchist movement that are found in everyday actions and utterances. Following on from these considerations, we may posit three stages of
theoretical research that can be offered as a structure for initiating and engaging in a collaborative inquiry. These remarks assume that an individual
activist/philosopher is at work, but they are equally relevant for undertaking
the same enterprise in a small group.
The ﬁrst stage or initial condition is that of immersion: in order to have
access to the theories and arguments that anarchists employ and which will
become the initial building-blocks for analysis the philosopher either begins
from the position of being native to the anarchist movement or undergoes
a process of going native—in any case with the result that s/he is situated
seamlessly within its networks.
The second stage is that of absorption: the philosopher continuously
participates in actions, meetings, and discussions, closely following the process of political articulation, which has by now become a frame of reference with which s/he has a greater degree of intimacy. This stage can be
expected to be the most protracted one, with a constant inﬂux of ideas into
the philosopher’s emerging framework, and a continuous process of reﬁning
the way in which ideas are positioned and connected in the researcher’s own
mind. The process can happen initially in an unstructured manner, from the
position of observation and non-intervention. What can also be expected
from this stage is that the philosopher will eventually encounter a number of
recalcitrant debates continuously returned to, thus identifying what are the
most valuable and relevant topics of theoretical inquiry. This can also take
the form of the philosopher initiating focused discussions on a particular
topic among activists—whether in personal dialogue with numerous activists, or at seminars and workshops (at activist gatherings or in the run-up to
mass mobilisations, for example). To all of this is added an informed and
contextualised discussion of relevant arguments and approaches using provided anarchist texts.
The third stage is that of integration, which parallels the writing process
of the philosophical output. Here the activist/philosopher takes a step back
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from the process of absorption and undertakes their own exercise of arranging the ideas that they have encountered in a more structured manner.
This stage can take place when the philosopher feels that s/he has reached
a certain point of saturation, or when further discussions that s/he observes
and participates in are yielding diminishing returns—the arguments and
theories are now familiar and rarely is something new heard.
In the production of theoretical output, there are two major things that
the activist/philosopher can do. The ﬁrst is to give elaborate articulation to
points that are judged to enjoy wide consensus in the anarchist movement,
taking ideas and concepts in which there seems to be an intuitive agreement
among activists and rendering more complex the ways in which they are understood. The philosopher can tease out the ways in which concepts are used
in general free-form discussion, clarify the sources of agreement over them,
and translate this consensus into a more comprehensive account. The consensus can, of course, also be challenged, or the philosopher may discover
that it leads to some conclusions that activists have yet to consider.
A second function is to engage with particular areas of contention, mapping out the different arguments and spelling out the background of social
action against which the controversy occurs. In addressing debates, then,
the initial task is one of disentangling—differentiating between different
aspects of a discussion, identifying patterns whereby speakers tend to argue
at cross-purposes, pointing to confused uses of the same concept in different
senses, and putting a ﬁnger on the questions that are the most relevant and
debatable. From this follows the next task, which is to suggest directions for
the reconstruction of certain debates, to formulate substantive arguments of
one’s own, and to ask whether and how the conclusions can be seen to ﬁlter
back into cultural codes. In such a capacity, the theoretical intervention does
not necessarily involve taking a position within the debate as it is currently
structured—the goal can also be to intervene in the way in which the debate
itself is structured, questioning the assumptions regarding its parameters
and what we are having the debate for. Finally, the activist/philosopher may
reach tentative judgements within a certain debate, offering a view that sees
some positions as more attractive than others and making substantive arguments which are then fed back into the ongoing dialogue.
The role of the activist/philosopher is not simply that of an expert observer but primarily one of an enabler or facilitator, and the role of the participants is that of co-philosophers and co-activists.
There are strong parallels here to the emerging tradition of Participatory
Action Research, which integrates diverse emancipatory and grassroots approaches to learning, including contributions of indigenous cultures, communities in the global south, radical pedagogues and philosophers, ecological practitioners and egalitarian, feminist and anti-racist social movements
(Freire 1970, Feyerabend 1970, Birnbaum 1971, Touraine et al 1983a, 1983b,
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Rosaldo 1989). Reason and Bradbury provide a preliminary deﬁnition of
PAR as “a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing
practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes” (2001: 1).
In such research strategies with a horizontal approach to the generation of
knowledge, the rigid separation between researcher and researched is dissolved. These strategies emphasise the emancipatory potential of the collective generation of knowledge that legitimate and valorise a socially committed orientation in intellectual endeavours.
Proceeding in complete detachment from the realities of the anarchist
movement creates interventions with no direct resonance with the actual
debates that anarchists engage in. The explosive growth and deepening of
discussion in anarchist circles recently, which has been touching on a multitude of issues and espousing original and sophisticated perspectives, has
received little if any recognition from academic writers. Alan Ritter quite
typically sees the gist of anarchism represented in the works of Godwin,
Proudhon, Bakunin and Kropotkin,
whose contributions to anarchist theory are universally [sic] regarded as most seminal. These writers, who succeeded each other within the discretely bounded period between the French and Russian
Revolutions, worked out a coherent set of original arguments, which,
while continuing to be inﬂuential, have not developed much since
Kropotkin’s time. Hence, to comprehend anarchism as a political
theory, the writings of more recent anarchists need not be considered” (1980: 5).

Such an approach would have been hard to justify twenty-ﬁve years
ago when anarchafeminism and ecological approaches to anarchism were
already well developed. Today, it would be outrageous in view of the sheer
explosion of anarchist activity and its accompanying reﬂection, which are
readily available for sourcing and discussion if one knows where to look.
From texts to oral debate

The participatory approach is crucial when approaching issues of reliable witnesses and of valid documents and arguments, which come into play
when carrying out theory from an engaged perspective. Consider the issue
of texts. There is a great deal of anarchist literature out there—in books,
pamphlets, and on the Web. A stroll through the yearly London Anarchist
Bookfair uncovers four categories:
• Informational books, booklets, and pamphlets on contemporary issues
and struggles, from the Zapatistas and climate change, to squatting
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and campaigns against GMOs, including recent commentary from
Chomsky, Zinn, Said, etc.
• Older literature—anarchist, Marxist, and libertarian-left classics.
• Underground music and printed material on cultural alternatives from
punk to drugs to earth-based spirituality.
• Many self-published, photocopied, or cheaply printed booklets and
zines. These include a mix of essays, action reports, comics, short
stories, poetry, and do-it-yourself guides on anything from women’s
health to bicycle repair. Almost all pieces in these zines are undated
and are written anonymously, collectively, or under a pseudonym.

This last class of materials is highly absorbing since: the most grassroots
expression of the contemporary anarchist movement, offering an intriguing
vista into its political culture. But such materials do not lend themselves to
straightforward selection—how is one to determine to what degree a text
is relevant and inﬂuential? Also, a great deal of anarchist articulation takes
place on the Web, with literally hundreds of websites dedicated to news, announcements and polemics from an anarchist perspective available for consideration to the engaged philosopher. Without any pre-set markers we have
no way of knowing whether a certain anarchist group, ideological conﬁguration, or set of arguments that we encounter on the Web is in any way representative or inﬂuential. Since anyone with minimal Web-publishing skills
and access to a server can set up a website and publish whatever they want
on it, it is very easy to present a great deal of material in an attractive set up,
that would give the impression of prominence and importance, where in fact
the articulation is misleadingly louder on the Web than it is in reality.
Without an embedded presence in anarchist networks, the philosopher
may be led to make vastly misguided judgments about the relative importance of various anarchist ideas and tendencies. This establishes the importance of the much richer orientation available to the observing participant
who encounters the movement and its culture as a habitus rather than as an
other mediated by, and limited to, the texts it produces. Judgments on relevance may be supported by their mutual consistency, by the reader’s own
interpretation of the cited source-material, and by other reports of participatory research undertaken in direct action movement networks (Plows 1998,
Cox 1999, Wall 1999, Eguiarte 1999, Christensen 2001, Chesters and Welsh
2004/2005, Juris 2004). It also makes space for coping with issues of explanation and narrative building within social movements that escape other
modes of validity. (cf. Altheide and Johnson 1994)
Then there is the question of interpretation. In mainstream political
philosophy, it would be reasonable to select some questions that other philosophers have already said something about and then to pick them apart to
make one’s own points. This would be easy because a text that is transparent
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and precise according to academic conventions provides rich pickings for
criticism as long as the rules of the game are observed. Anarchist literature
does not work in the same way. This literature may include rigorous argumentation, but it is always by deﬁnition also polemical writing that can be
very well structured but rarely of a philosophical nature. Anarchist essays
are written with very particular audiences in mind, often other anarchists.
Materials that are intended for the general public tend to be leaﬂets, posters,
videos and other creative media of propaganda, which address radical issues
but rarely anarchism itself.
Though there are many very insightful, calmly argued, and well thoughtout essays out there, much of what one encounters in the polemical section
of anarchist literature is just not very good. Polemical literature sometimes
displays a lack of rigorous debate or careful attention to the complex and
often conﬂicting meanings of concepts (like power or organisation), a reluctance to clarify one’s arguments in a way open to challenge, and a failure
to admit where there are gaps in one’s knowledge and understanding. The
reasons for this may gravitate between bad faith and what McQuinn (2003)
calls, “inarticulate ignorance.” McQuinn complains of the evasion of rational discussion in the anarchist milieu:
It usually involves the refusal to reﬂect, self-critically evaluate and
self-edit responses. The more unthinking, belligerent and vociferous
participants tend to drive out the more thoughtful and considered
opinions by making a never-ending stream of attacks, demands,
and frivolous comments.… In other anarchist media, the evasion of
discussion tends to be most obvious in the letters columns of periodicals…and in some of the rants that sometimes pass for personal,
point-of-view articles. These are also formats that tend to lend themselves to those writers too irresponsible, unprepared and unself-critical to put together more coherent essays that would need to be more
thoroughly thought through, more logically structured, and more
self-critically examined in light of other perspectives.

McQuinn may be right, but only up to a point. To begin with, there are
many well-constructed and careful arguments in anarchist polemical literature, even if they might not meet rigorous academic criteria. More importantly, McQuinn is casting his net of samples much too narrowly. The lack of
rational discussion is far from the norm in the movement if we also count the
everyday oral communication among anarchists, where the bulk of discussion within the movement takes place. These oral discussions, most often in
the form of casual conversations among activists, tend to be of a far higher
quality than what McQuinn is seeing in the narrow display box of anarchist
print and Web-based media.

286

Constituent Imagination

For this reason it is extremely important for whoever wants to write
about anarchism to be attentive to these oral discussions and follow them
in a consistent way. Such a position also allows the philosopher to witness
the real-time vernacular discussions in which such concerns are expressed
as well as the exposure to the shared narratives, beliefs, and practices that
are loaded with signiﬁcance for theory. By providing critically engaged
and theoretically informed analyses generated through collective practice,
participatory philosophy aims to provide tools for the ongoing reﬂection of
anarchist activists while remaining interesting and relevant to a broader audience.
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Formation
of the
intellectuals
(excerpt
from prison
notebooks)
Antonio Gramsci

THE INTELLECTUALS

INTRODUCTION
The central argument of Gramsci's essay on the formation of the
intellectuals is simple. The notion of "the intellectuals" as a distinct
social category independent of class is a myth. Al men are potentially
intellectuals in the sense of having an intellect and using it, but
not all are intellectuals by social function. Intellectuals in the
functional sense fall into two groups. In the first place there are the
"traditional" professional intellectuals, literary, scientific and so on,
whose position in the interstices of society has a certain inter-class
aura about it but derives ultimately from past and present class
relations and conceals an attachment to various historical class
formations. Secondly, there are the "organic" intellectuals, the
thinking and organising element of a particular fundamental social
class. These organic intellectuals are distinguished less by their
profession, which may be any job characteristic of their class, than
bv their function in directing the ideas and aspirations of the class
to which they organically belong.
The implications of this highly original schema bear on all aspects
of Gramsci's thought. Philosophically they connect with the
proposition (p. 3 2 3 ) that "all men are philosophers" and with

Gramsci's whole discussion of the dissemination of philosophical
ideas and ofideology within a given culture. They relate to Grarnsci's
ideas on Education (pp. 26-43) in their stress on the democratic
character of the intellectual function, but also on the class character
of the formation of intellectuals through school. They also underlie
his study of history and particularly of the Risorgimento, in that the

intellectuals, in the wide sense of the word, are seen by Gramsci
as performing an essential mediating function in the struggle of
class forces.
Most important of all, perhaps, are the implications for the
political struggle. Social Democracy, following Kautsky, has
tended to see the relationship between workers and intellectuals in
the Socialist movement in formal and mechanistic terms, with the
intellectuals-refugees from the bourgeois class--providing theory
and ideology (and often leadership) for a mass base of non
intellectuals, i.e. workers. This division of labour within the move
ment was vigorously contested by Lenin, who declares, in What is

to be DoTIP., that in the revolutionary party "all distinctions as
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between workers and intellectuals

•

.

.

must be obliterated". Lenin's

attitude to the problem of the intellectuals is closely connected with
his theory of the vanguard party, and when he writes about the
need for socialist consciousness to be brought to the working class
from outside, the agency he foresees for carrying this out is not the
traditional intelligentsia but the revolutionary party itself, in which
former workers and former professional intellectuals of bourgeois
origin have been fused into a single cohesive unit. Gramsci develop�
this Leninist schema in a new way, relating it to the problems of
the working class as a whole. The working class, like the bourgeoisie
before it, is capable of developing from within its ranks its own
organic intellectuals, and the function of the political party, whether
mass or vanguard, is that of channelling the activity of these
organic intellectuals and providing a link between the class and
certain sections of the traditional intelligentsia. The organic
intellectuals of the working class are defined on the one hand by
their role in production and in the organisation of work and on the
other by their "directive" political role, focused on the Party. It
is through this assumption of conscious responsibility, aided by
absorption of ideas and personnel from the more advanced bourgeois
intellectual strata, that the proletariat can escape from defensive
corporatism and economism and advance towards hegemony.

THE INTELLECTUALS
THE FORMATION OF THE INTELLECTUALS

Are intellectuals an autonomous and independent social group, or
does every social group have its own particular specialised category
of intellectuals ? The problem is a complex one, because of the
variety of forms assumed to date by the real historical process of
formation of the different categories of intellectuals.
The most important of these forms are two :
I . Every social group, coming into existence on the original
terrain of an essential function in the world of economic production,
creates together with itself, organically, one or more stratal of
intellectuals which give it homogeneity and an awareness of its own
function not only in the economic but also in the social and political
fields. The capitalist entrepreneur creates alongside himself the
industrial technician, the specialist in political economy, the
organisers of a new culture, of a new legal system, etc. It should be
noted that the entrepreneur himself represents a higher level of
social elaboration, already characterised by a certain directive
[dirigmte]2 and technical (i.e. intellectual) capacity: he must have
a certain technical capacity, not only in the limited sphere of his
activity and initiative but in other spheres as well, at least in those
which are closest to economic production. He must be an organiser
of masses of men ; he must be an organiser of the "confidence" of
investors in his business, of the customers for his product, etc.
If not all entrepreneurs, at least an elite amongst them must have
the capacity to be an organiser of society in general, including all
its complex organism of services, right up to the state organism,
because of the need to create the conditions most favourable to the
1 The Italian word here is "eeli" which does not carry quite the same con
notations as "strata", but which we have been forced to translate in that way for
lack of alternatives. It should be noted that Gramsci tends, for reasons of censor
ship, to avoid using the word class in contexts where its Marxist overtones would
be apparent, preferring (as for example in this sentence) the more neutral "social
group". The word "group", however, is not always a euphemism for " class", and
to avoid ambiguity Gramsci uses the phrase "fundamental social group" when he
wishes to emphasise the fact that he is referring to one or other of the major social
classes (bourgeoisie, proletariat) d efined in strict Marxist terms by its position in
the fundamental relations of prod uction . Class groupings which d o not have this
fundamental role are often described as "castes" (aristocracy, etc.) . The word
"category", on the other hand, which also occurs on this page, Gramsci tends to
use in the standard Italian sense of members of a trade or profession, though
also more generally. Throughout this edition we have rendered Gramsci's usage
;u literally as possible (see note on Gramsci's Terminology, p. xiii) .
S See note on Gramsci's Terminology.
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expansion of their own class ; or at the least they must possess the
capacity to choose the deputies (specialised employees) to whom to
entrust this activity of organising the general system of relationships
external to the business itself. It can be observed that the "organic"
intellectuals which every new class creates alongside itself and
elaborates in the course of its development, are for the most part
"specialisations" of partial aspects of the primitive activity of the
new social type which the new class has brought into prominence. *
Even feudal lords were possessors of a particular technical
capacity, military capacity, and it is precisely from the moment at
which the aristocracy loses its monopoly of technico-military
capacity that the crisis of feudalism begins. But the formation of
intellectuals in the feudal world and in the preceding classical
world is a question to be examined separately: this formation and
elaboration follows ways and means which must be studied con
cretely. Thus it is to be noted that the mass of the peasantry,
although it performs an essential function in the world of production,
does not elaborate its own "organic" intellectuals, nor does it
"assimilate" any stratum of "traditional" intellectuals, although it
is from the peasantry that other social groups draw many of their
intellectuals and a high proportion of traditional intellectuals are
of peasant origin.4
2. However, every "essential" social group which emerges into
history out of the preceding economic structure, and as an expression
• Mosca's Elementi di Scienz;a Politica (new expanded edition, 1 923) are worth
looking at in this connection. Mosca's so-called "political class"8 is nothing other
than the intellectual category of the dominant social group. Mosca's concept of
"political class" can be connected with Pareto's concept of the elite, which is
another attempt to interpret the historical phenomenon of the intellectuals and
their function in the life of the state and of society. Mosca's book is an enonuous
hotch-potch, of a sociological and positivistic character, plus the tendentiousnes
of immediate politics which makes it less indigestible and livelier from a literary
point of view.
8 Usually translated in English as "ruling clas", which is also the title of the
English version of Mosca's Elementi (G. Mosca, The Ruling Class, New York 1939).
Gaetano Mosca ( 1 858-1941) was, together with Pareto and Michels, one of the
major early Italian exponents of the theory of political elites. Although sym
pathetic to fascism, Mosca was basically a conservative, who saw the elite in
rather more static tenus than did some of his fellows.
, Notably in Southern Italy. See below, "The Different Position of Urban and
Rural-type Intellectuals", pp. 14-23 . Gramsci's general argument, here as else
where in the Quaderni, is that the person of peasant origin who becomes an
"intellectual" (priest, lawyer, etc.) generally thereby ceases to be organically
linked to his class of origin. One of the esntial differences between, say, the
Catholic Church and the revolutionary party of the working clas lies in the
fact that, ideally, the proletariat should be able to generate its own "organic"
intellectuals within the clas and who remain intellectuals of their clas.
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ofa development of this structure, has found (at least in al of history
up to the present) categories of intellectuals already in existence
and which seemed indeed to represent an historical continuity
uninterrupted even by the most complicated and radical changes
.
in political and social fonnc.
The most typical of these categories of intellectuals is that of the
ecclesiastics, who for a long time (for a whole phase of history,
which is pardy characterised by this very monopoly) held a
monopoly of a number of important services : religious ideology,
that is the philosophy and science of the age, together with schools,
education, morality, justice, charity, good works, etc. The category
of ecclesiastics can be considered the category of intellectuals
organically bound to the landed aristocracy. It had equal status
juridically with the aristocracy, with which it shared the exercise
of feudal ownership ofland, and the use of state privileges connected
with property.'" But the monopoly held by the ecclesiastics in the
superstructural field*'" was not exercised without a struggle or
without limitations, and hence there took place the birth, in various
forms (to be gone into and studied concretely) , of other categories.
favoured and enabled to expand by the growing strength of the
central power of the monarch, right up to absolutism. Thus we
find the foonation of the noblesse de robe, with its own privileges, a
stratum of administrators, etc., scholars and scientists, theorists,
non-ecclesiastical philosophers, etc.
Since these various categories oftraditional intellectuals experience
through an "esprit de corps" their uninterrupted historical continuity
and their special qualification, they thus put themselves forward as
autonomous and independent of the dominant social group. This
self-assessment is not without consequences in the ideological and
political field, consequences of wide-ranging import. The whole of
• For one category of these intellectuals, possibly the most important after the
ecclesiastical for its prestige and the social function it performed in primitive
societies, the category of medical men in the wide sense, that is al those who "struggle"
or seem to struggle against death and disease, compare the Storia della medicina of
Arturo Castiglioni. Note that there has been a connection between religion and
medicine, and in certain areas there still is : hospitals in the hands of religious
orders for certain organisational functions, apart from the fact that wherever the
doctor appears, so does the priest (exorcism, various forms of asistance, etc.).
Many great religious figures were and are conceived of as great "healers" : the
idea of miracles, up to the resurrection of the dead. Even in the case of Icings the
belieflong survived that they could heal with the laying on of hands, etc •
•• From this has come the general sense of "intellectual" or "specialist" of
the word "chierico" (clerk, cleric) in many languages of romance origin or heavily
influenced, through church Latin, by the romance languages, together with its
correlative "laico" (lay, layman) in the sense of profane, non-specialist.
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idealist philosophy can easily be connected with this position assumed
by the social complex of intellectuals and can be defined as the
expression of that social utopia by which the intellectuals think of
themselves as "independent", autonomous, endowed with a
character of their own, etc.
One should note however that if the Pope and the leading
hierarchy of the Church consider themselves more linked to Christ
and to the apostles than they are to senators Agnelli and Benni,5
the same does not hold for Gentile and Croce, for example : Croce
in particular feels himself closely linked to Aristotle and Plato, but
he does not conceal, on the other hand, his links with senators
Agnelli and Benni, and it is precisely here that one can discern the
most significant character of Croce's philosophy.
What are the "maximum" limits of acceptance of the term
"intellectual" ? Can one find a unitary criterion to characterise
equally all the diverse and disparate activities of intellectuals and
to distinguish these at the same time and in an essential way from
the activities of other social groupings ? The most widespread error
of method seems to me that of having looked for this criterion of
distinction in the intrinsic nature of intellectual activities, rather
than in the ensemble of the system of relations in which these
activities (and therefore the intellectual groups who personify them)
have their place within the general complex of social relations.
Indeed the worker or proletarian, for example, is not specifically
characterised by his manual or instrumental work, but by performing
this work in specific conditions and in specific social relations
(apart from the consideration that purely physical labour does not
exist and that even Taylor's phrase of "trained gorilla"6 is a meta
phor to indicate a limit in a certain direction : in any physical work,
even the most degraded and mechanical, there exists a minimwn
of technical qualification, that is, a minimum of creative intellectual
activity.) And we have already observed that the entrepreneur, by
virtue of his very function, must have to some degree a certain
number of qualifications of an intellectual nature although his
part in society is determined not by these, but by the general social
rdations which specifically characterise the position of the entre
preneur within industry.
I Heads of F I A T and Montecatini (Chemicals) respectively For Agnelli, of
whom Gramsci had direct experience during the Ordine Nuovo period, see note

I I on p. 286.

• For Frederick Taylor and his notion of the manual worker as a "trained
gorilla", see Gramsci'g essay Americanism and Fordism, pp. 277-318 of this volume.
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Al men are intellectuals, one could therefore say : but not all
men have in society the function of intellectuals. *
When one distinguishes between intellectuals

and

non

intellectuals, one is referring in reality only to the immediate social
function of the professional category of the intellectuals, that is, one
has in mind the direction in which their specific professional
activity is weighted, whether towards intellectual elaboration or
towards muscular-nervous effort. This means that, although one
can speak of intellectuals, one cannot speak of non-intellectuals,
because non-intellectuals do not exist. But even the relationship
between efforts of intellectual-cerebral elaboration and muscular
nervous effort is not always the same, so that there are varying
degrees of specific intellectual activity. There is no human activity
from which every form ofintellectual participation can be excluded :
Iwmo faber cannot be separated from homo sapiens. 7 Each man,
finally, outside his professional activity, carries on some form of
intellectual activity, that is, he is a "philosopher", an artist, a man
of taste, he participates in a particular conception of the world, has
a conscious line of moral conduct, and therefore contributes to
sustain a conception of the world or to modify it, that is, to bring
into being new modes of thought.
The problem of creating a new stratum of intellectuals consists
therefore in the critical elaboration of the intellectual activity that
exists in everyone at a certain degree of development, modifying its
relationship with the muscular-nervous effort towards a new
equilibrium, and ensuring that the muscular-nervous effort itself,
in so far as it is an element of a general practical activity, which is
perpetually innovating the physical and social world, becomes the
foundation of a new and integral conception of the world. The
traditional and vulgarised type of the intellectual is given by the
man of letters, the philosopher, the artist. Therefore journalists,
who claim to be men of letters, philosophers, artists, also regard
themselves as the "true" intellectuals. In the modern world,
technical education, closely bound to industrial labour even at the
most primitive and unqualified level, must form the basis of the
new type of intellectual.
On this basis the weekly Ordine Nuovo8 worked to develop certain
• Thus, because it can happen that everyone at some time fries a couple of
eggs or sews up a tear in a jacket, we do not necessarily say that everyone is a
cook or a tailor.
1 i.e. Man the maker (or tool-bearer) and Man the thinker.
• The OTdine Nuovo, the magazine edited by Gramsci during his days as a
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forms of new intellectualism and to determine its new concepts,
and this was not the least of the reasons for its success, since such a
conception corresponded to latent aspirations and conformed to the
development of the real forms of life. The mode of being of the
new intellectual can no longer consist in eloquence, which is an
exterior and momentary mover of feelings and passions, but in
active participation in practical life, as constructor, organiser,
"permanent persuader" and not just a simple orator (but superior
at the same time to the abstract mathematical spirit) ; from tech.
nique-as-work one proceeds to technique-as-science and to the
humanistic conception of history, without which one remains
"specialised" and does not become "directive" 9 (specialised and
political)
•

Thus there are historically formed specialised categories for the
exercise of the intellectual function. They are formed in connection
with all social groups, but especially in connection with the more
important, and they undergo more extensive and complex elabora
tion in connection with the dominant social group. One of the most
important characteristics of any group that is developing towards
dominance is its struggle to assimilate and to conquer "ideologically"
the traditional intellectuals, but this assimilation and conquest is
made quicker and more efficacious the more the group in question
succeeds in simultaneously elaborating its own organic intellectuals.
The enormous development of activity and organisation of
education in the broad sense in the societies that emerged from the
medieval world is an index of the importance assumed in the modern
world by intellectual functions and categories. Parallel with the
attempt to deepen and to broaden the "intellectuality" of each
individual, there has also been an attempt to multiply and narrow
the various specialisations. This can be seen from educational
institutions at all levels, up to and including the organisms that
exist to promote so-called "high culture" in all fields of science and
technology.
School is the instrument through which intellectuals of various
levels are elaborated. The complexity of the intellectual function in
different states can be measured objectively by the number and
militant in Turin, ran as a "weekly review of Socialist culture" in 1 9 1 9 and 1920.
See Introduction, pp. xxxv ff.
• "Dirigente." This extremely condensed and elliptical sentence contains a
number of key Gramscian ideas : on the possibility of proletarian cultural hegemony
through domination of the work process, on the distinction between organic
intellectuals of the working clas and traditional intellectuals from outside, on the
unity of theory and practice as a basic Marxist postulate, etc.
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gradation of specialised schools : the more extensive the "area"
covered by education and the more numerous the "vertical"
"levels" of schooling, the more complex is the cultural world, the
civilisation, of a particular state. A point of comparison can be found
in the sphere of industrial technology: the industrialisation of a
country can be measured by how well equipped it is in the produc
tion of machines with which to produce machines, and in the
manufacture of ever more accurate instruments for making both
machines and further instruments for making machines, etc. The
country which is best equipped in the construction of instruments for
experimental scientific laboratories and in the construction of
instruments with which to test the fir,'>t instruments, can be regarded
as the most complex in the technical-industrial field, with the

highest level of civilisation, etc. The same applies to the preparation
of intellectuals and to the schools dedicated to this preparation ;
schools and institutes of high culture can be assimilated to each
other. In this field also, quantity cannot be separated from quality.
To the most refined technical-cultural specialisation there cannot
but correspond the maximum possible diffusion of primary educa
tion and the maximum care taken to expand the middle grades
numerically as much as possible. Naturally this need to provide
the widest base possible for the selection and elaboration of the top
intellectual qualifications-i.e. to give a democratic structure to
high culture and top-level technology-is not without its dis
advantages : it creates the possibility of vast crises of unemployment
for the middle intellectual strata, and in all modem societies this
actually takes place.
It is worth noting that the elaboration of intellectual strata in
concrete reality does not take place on the terrain of abstract
democracy but

in accordance with very concrete traditional

historical processes. Strata have grown up which traditionaly
"produce" intellectuals and these strata coincide with those which
have specialised in "saving", i.e. the petty and middle landed
bourgeoisie and certain strata of the petty and middle urban
bourgeoisie. The varying distribution of different types of school
(classical and professional)lO over the "economic" territory and the
varying aspirations of different categories within these strata
determine, or give form to, the production of various branches of
10 The Italian school system above compulsory level is based on a
division
between academic (" clasical" and "scientifc") education and vocational training
for professional purposes. Technical and, at the academic level, "scientific"
colleges tend to be concentrated in the Northern industrial areas.
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intellectual specialisation. Thus in Italy the rural bourgeoisie
produces in particular state functionaries and professional people,
whereas the urban bourgeoisie produces technicians for industry.
Consequently it is largely northern Italy which produces technicians
and the South which produces functionaries and professional
men.
The relationship between the intellectuals and the world of
production is not as direct as it is with the fundamental social
groups but is, in varying degrees, "mediated" by the whole fabric
of society and by the complex of superstructures, of which the
intellectuals are, precisely, the "functionaries". It should be possible
both to measure the "organic quality" [organicitd] of the various
intellectual strata and their degree of connection with a fundamental
social group, and to establish a gradation of their functions and of
the superstructures from the bottom to the top (from the structural
base upwards) . What we can do, for the moment, is to fix two
major superstructural "levels" : the one that can be called "civil
society", that is the ensemble of organisms commonly called
"private", and that of "political society" or "the State". These
two levels correspond on the one hand to the function of "hegemony"
which the dominant group exercises throughout society and on the
other hand to that of "direct domination" or command exercised
through the State and ''juridical'' government. The functions in
question are precisely organisational and connective. The intel
lectuals are the dominant group's "deputies" exercising the sub
altern functions of social hegemony and political government.
These comprise :
I . The "spontaneous" consent given by the great masses of the
population to the general direction imposed on social life by the
dominant fundamental group ; this consent is "historically" caused
by the prestige (and consequent confidence) which the dominant
group enjoys because of its position and function in the world of
production.
2. The apparatus of state coercive power which "legally" enforces
discipline on those groups who do not "consent" either actively or
passively. This apparatus is, however, constituted for the whole of
society in anticipation of moments of crisis of command and
direction when spontaneous consent has failed.
This way of posing the problem has as a result a considerable
extension of the concept of intellectual, but it is the only way which
enables one to reach a concrete approximation of reality. It also
clashes with preconceptions of caste. The function of organising
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social hegemony and state domination certainly gives rise to a
par ticular division of labour and therefore to a whole hierarchy of
qualifications in some of which there is no apparent attribution of
directive or organisational functions. For example, in the apparatus
of social and state direction there exist a whole series of jobs of a
manual and instrumental character (non-executive work, agents
rather than officials or functionaries) .ll It is obvious that such a
distinction has to be made just as it is obvious that other distinctions
have to be made as well. Indeed, intellectual activity must also be
distinguished in terms of its intrinsic characteristics, according to
levels which in moments of extreme opposition represent a real
qualitative difference-at the highest level would be the creators of
the various sciences, philosophy, art, etc., at the lowest the most
humble "administrators" and divulgators ofpre-existing, traditional,
accumulated intellectual wealth. *
In the modern world the category of intellectuals, understood in
this sense, has undergone an unprecedented expansion. The
democratic-bureaucratic system has given rise to a great mass of
functions which are not all justified by the social necessities
of production, though they are justified by the political necessities
of the dominant fundamental group. Hence Loria's13 conception of
the unproductive "worker" (but unproductive in relation to whom
and to what mode of production ?), a conception which could in
part be justified if one takes account of the fact that these masses
exploit their position to take for themselves a large cut out of the
national income. Mass formation has standardised individuals both
psychologically and in terms of individual qualification and has
produced the same phenomena as with other standardised masses :
competition which makes necessary organisations for the defence of
11 "Junzionari" : in Italian usage the word is applied to the middle and higher
echelons of the bureaucracy. Conversely "administrators" ("amministratori") is
used here (end of paragraph) to mean people who merely " administer" the decisions
of others. The phrase "non-executive work" is a translation of " [impiego] di ordine
e non di concello" which refers to distinctions within clerical work.
• Here again military organisation offers a model of complex gradations
between subaltern officers, senior officers and general staff, not to mention the
NCO's, whose importance is greater than is generally admitted. It is worth
observing that all these parts feel a solidarity and indeed that it is the lower strata
that display the most blatant esprit de corps, from which they derive a certain
"conceit" 1 2 which is apt to lay them open to jokes and witticisms.
11 "boria". This is a reference to an idea of Vico (see note 41 on p. 151).
13 For Loria see note 1 08 on p. 458. The notion of the "unproductive labourer"
is not in fact an invention of Loria's but has its origins in Marx's defnitions of
productive and unproductive labour in Capital, which Loria, in his characteristic
way, both vulgarised and claimed as his own discovery.
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professions, unemployment, over-production in the schools, emigra
tion, etc.

THE DIFFERENT POSITION OF URBAN AND RURAL-TYPE

INTELLECTUALS
Intellectuals of the urban type have grown up along with industry
and are linked to its fortunes. Their function can be compared to
that of subaltern officers in the army. They have no autonomous
initiative in elaborating plans for construction. Their job is to
articulate

the relationship between the

entrepreneur and the

ins trumental mass and to carry out the immediate execution of the
production plan decided by the industrial general staff, controlling
the elementary stages of work. On the whole the average urban
intellectuals are very standardised, while the top urban intellectuals
are more and more identified with the industrial general staff
itself.
Intellectuals of the rural type are for the most part "traditional",
that is they are linked to the social mass of country people and the
town (particularly small-town) petite bourgeoisie, not as yet elabor
ated and set in motion by the capitalist system. This type of intel
lectual brings into contact the peasant masses with the local and
state administration (lawyers, notaries, etc.) . Because of this activity
they have an important politico-social function, since professional
mediation is difficult to separate from political. Furthermore : in
the countryside the intellectual (priest, lawyer, notary, teacher,
doctor, etc.), has on the whole a higher or at least a different living
standard from that of the average peasant and consequently
represents a social model for the peasant to look to in his aspiration
to escape from or improve his condition. The peasant always
thinks that at least one of his sons could become an intellectual
(especially a priest), thus becoming a gentleman and raising the
social level of the family by facilitating its economic life through the
connections which he is bound to acquire with the rest of the gentry.
The peasant's attitude towards the intellectual is double and
appears contradictory. He respects the social position of the intel
lectuals and in general that of state employees, but sometimes
affects contempt for it, which means that his admiration is mingled
with instinctive elements of envy and impassioned anger. One can
understand nothing of the collective life of the peasantry and of the
germs and ferments of development which exist within it, if one
does not take into consideration and examine concretely and in
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depth this effective subordination to the intellectuals. Every organic
development of the peasant masses, up to a certain point, is linked
to and depends on movements among the intellectuals.
With the urban inte11ectuals it is another matter. Factory tech
nicians do not exercise any political function over the instrumental
masses, or at least this is a phase that has been superseded. Some
times, rather, the contrary takes place, and the instrumental masses,
at least in the person of their own organic inte11ectuals, exercise a
political influence on the technicians.
The central point of the question remains the distinction between
intellectuals as an organic category of every fundamental social
group and inte11ectuals as a traditional category. From this dis
tinction there flow a whole series ofprobleIns and possible questions
for historical research.
The most interesting problem is that which, when studied from
this point of view, relates to the modern political party, its real
origins, its developments and the forms which it takes. What is the
character of the political party in relation to the problem of the
intellectuals ? Some distinctions must be made :
1 . The political party for some social groups is nothing other than
their specific way of elaborating their own category of organic
intellectuals directly in the political and philosophical field and not
just in the field of productive technique. These intellectuals are
formed in this way and cannot indeed be formed in any other way,
given the general character and the conditions of formation, life
and development of the social group. *
2. The political party, for a11 groups, is precisely the mechanism
which carries out in civil society the same function as the State
carries out, more synthetically and over a larger scale, in political
society. In other words it is responsible for welding together the
organic inte11ectuals of a given group-the dominant one-and the
traditional intellectuals.14 The party carries out this function in
strict dependence on its basic function, which is that of elaborating
its own component parts-those elements of a social group which
* Within productive technique those strata are formed which can be said to
correspond to NCO's in the army, that is to say, for the town, skilled and specialised
workers and, for the country (in a more complex fashion) share-cropping and
tenant farmers since in general terms these types of farmer correspond more or
less to the type of the artisan, who is the skilled worker of a mediaeval economy.
14 Although this passage is ostensibly concerned with the sociology of political
parties in general, Gramsci is clearly particularly interested here in the theory
of the revolutionary party and the role within it of the intellectuals. See Intro
duction to this Section.
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has been born and developed as an "economic" group--and of
turning them into qualified political intellectuals, leaders [dirigentl]
and organisers of all the activities and functions inherent in the
organic development of an integral society, both civil and political.
Indeed it can be said that within its field the political party accom
plishes its function more completely and organically than the State
does within its admittedly far larger field. An intellectual who joins
the political party of a particular social group is merged with the
organic intellectuals of the group itself, and is linked tightly with
the group. This takes place through participation in the life of the
State only to a limited degree and often not at all. Indeed it happens
that many intellectuals think that they are the State, a belief which,
given the magnitude of the category, occasionally has important
consequences and leads to unpleasant complications for the funda
mental economic group which really is the State.
That all members of a political party should be regarded as
intellectuals is an affirmation that can easily lend itself to mockery
and caricature. But if one thinks about it nothing could be more
exact. There are of course distinctions of level to be made. A party
might have a greater or lesser proportion of members in the higher
grades or in the lower, but this is not the point. What matters is
the function, which is directive and organisational, i.e. educative,
i.e. intellectual. A tradesman does not join a political party in
order to do business, nor an industrialist in order to produce more
at lower cost, -nor a peasant to learn new methods of cultivation,
even if some aspects of these demands of the tradesman, the
industrialist or the peasant can find satisfaction in the party. '"
For these purposes, within limits, there exists the professional
association, in which the economic-corporate activity of the trades
man, industrialist or peasant is most suitably promoted. In the
political party the elements of an economic social group get beyond
that moment of their historical development and become agents of
more general activities of a national and international character.
This function of a political party should emerge even more clearly
from a concrete historical analysis of how both organic and tradi
tional categories of intellectuals have developed in the context of
different national histories and in that of the development of the
various major social groups within each nation, particularly those
groups whose economic activity has been largely instrumental.
* Common opinion tends to oppose this, maintaining that the tradesman,
industrialist or peasant who engages in "politicking" loses rather than gains, and
is the worst type of all which is debatable.
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The formation of traditional intellectuals is the most interesting
problem historically. It is undoubtedly connected with slavery in
the classical world and with the position of freed men of Greek or
Oriental origin in the social organisation of the Roman Empire.
The change in the condition of the social position of the
intellectuals in Rome between Republican and Imperial times (a

Note.

change from an aristocratic-corporate to a democratic-bureau
cratic regime) is due to Caesar, who granted citizenship to doctors
and to masters of liberal arts so that they would be more willing
to live in Rome and so that others should be persuaded to come
there. ("Omnesque medicinam Romae prifessos et liberalium artium

doctores, quo libentius et ispi urbem incolerent et coeteri appeterent civitate
donavit." Suetonius, Life of Caesar, XLII.) Caesar therefore
proposed : I . to establish in Rome those intellectuals who were
already there, thus creating a permanent category of intellectuals,
since without their permanent residence there no cultural

organisation could be created ; and 2. to attract to Rome the
best intellectuals from all over the Roman Empire, thus promoting
centralisation on a massive scale. In this way there came into
being the category of "imperial" intellectuals in Rome which
was to be continued by the Catholic clergy and to leave so many
traces in the history of Italian intellectuals, such as their char
acteristic "cosmopolitanism", up to the eighteenth century.
This not only social but national and racial separation between
large masses of intellectuals and the dominant class of the Roman
Empire is repeated after the fall of the Empire in the division
between Germanic warriors and intellectuals of romanised origin,
successors of the category of freedmen. Interweaved with this
phenomenon are the birth and development of Catholicism and of
the ecclesiastical organisation which for many centuries absorbs the
major part of intellectual activities and exercises a monopoly of
cultural direction with penal sanctions against anyone who attempted
to oppose or even evade the monopoly. In Italy we can observe
the phenomenon, whose intensity varies from period to period, of
the cosmopolitan function of the intellectuals of the peninsula. I
shall now turn to the differences which are instantly apparent in
the development of the intellectuals in a number of the more
important countries, with the proviso that these observations
require to be controlled and examined in more depth.
As far as Italy is concerned the central fact is precisely the
international or cosmopolitan function of its intellectuals, which is
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both cause and effect of the state of disintegration in which the
peninsula remained from the fall of the Roman Empire up to 1 870.
France offers the example of an accomplished form of harmonious
development of the energies of the nation and of the intellectual
categories in particular. When in 1 789 a new social grouping makes
its political appearance on the historical stage, it is already com
pletely equipped for all its social functions and can therefore
struggle for total dominion of the nation. I t does not have to make
any essential compromises with the old classes but instead can
subordinate them to its own ends. The first intellectual cells of the
new type are born along with their first economic counterparts.
Even ecclesiastical organisation is influenced (gallicanism, pre
cocious struggles between Church and State) . This massive intel
lectual construction explains the function of culture in France in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It was a function of
international and cosmopolitan outward radiation and of imperial
istic and hegemonic expansion in an organic fashion, very different
therefore from the Italian experience, which was founded on
scattered personal migration and did not react on the national base
to potentiate it but on the contrary contributed to rendering the
constitution of a solid national base impossible.
In England the development is very different from France. The
new social grouping that grew up on the basis of modern indus
trialism shows a remarkable economic-corporate development but
advances only gropingly in the intellectual-political field. There
is a very extensive category of organic intellectuals-those, that is,
who come into existence on the same industrial terrain as the
economic group-but in the higher sphere we find that the old
land-owning class preserves its position of virtual monopoly. It
loses its economic supremacy but maintains for a long time a
politico-intellectual supremacy and is assimilated as "traditional
intellectuals" and as directive [dirigente] group by the new group
in power. The old land-owning aristocracy is joined to the indus
trialists by a kind of suture which is precisely that which in other
countries unites the traditional intellectuals with the new dominant
classes.
The English phenomenon appears also in Germany, but com
plicated by other historical and traditional elements. Gennany,
like Italy, was the seat of an universalistic and supranational
institution and ideology, the Holy Roman Empire of the German
Nation, and provided a certain number ofpersonnel for the mediaeval
cosmopolis, impoverishing its own internal energies and arousing
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struggles which distracted from problems of national organisation
and perpetuated the territorial disintegration of the Middle Ages.
Industrial development took place within a semi-feudal integument
that persisted up to November 1 9 1 8, and the Junkers preserved a
politico-intellectual supremacy considerably greater even than that
of the corresponding group in England. They were the traditional
intellectuals of the German industrialists, but retained special
privileges and a strong consciousness of being an independent social
group, based on the fact that they held considerable economic
power over the land, which was more "productive" 1 5 than in
England. The Prussian Junkers resemble a priestly-military caste,
with a virtual monopoly of directive-organisational functions in
political society, but possessing at the same time an econoxnic base
of its own and so not exclusively dependent on the liberality of the
dominant economic group. Furthermore, unlike the English land
owning aristocracy, the Junkers constituted the officer class of a
large standing army, which gave them solid organisational cadres
favouring the preservation of an esprit de corps and of their political
monopoly. *
In Russia variousfeatures: the political and econoxnico-commercial
organisation was created by the Norman (Varangians) , and religious
organisation by the Byzantine Greeks. In a later period the Germans
and the French brought to Russia the European experience and
gave a first consistent skeleton to the protoplasm of Russian history.
National forces were inert, passive and receptive, but perhaps
precisely for this reason they assimilated completely the foreign
influences and the foreigners themselves, Russifying them. In the
more recent historical period we find the opposite phenomenon.
An elite consisting of some of the most active, energetic, enterprising
and disciplined members of the society emigrates abroad and
assixnilates the culture and historical experiences of the most advanced
U Gramsci is probably using the word "productive" here in the specifcally
Marxian sense of productive of surplus value or at any rate of surplus.
• In Max Weber's book, Parliament and Government in the New Order in Germanyll
can be found a number of elements to show how the political monopoly of the
nobility impeded the elaboration of an extensive and experienced bourgeois
political personnel and how it is at the root of the continual parliamentary crises
and of the fragmentation of the liberal and democratic parties. Hence the import
ance of the Catholic centre and of Social democracy, which succeeded during the
period of the Empire!? in building up to a considerable extent their own parlia
mentary and directive strata, etc.
16
Max Weber, Parlament und Regierung im neugeordnetem Deutschland. English
translation in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, ed. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright
Mil.
11 i.e. up to the formation of the Weimar Republic in 1 9 1 9.
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countries of the West, without however losing the most essential
characteristics of its own nationality, that is to say without breaking
its sentimental and historical links with its own people. Having
thus performed its intellectual apprenticeship it returns to its own
country and compels the people to an enforced awakening, skipping
historical stages in the process. The difference between this elite and
that imported from Germany (by Peter the Great, for example)
lies in its essentially national-popular character. It could not be
assimilated by the inert passivity of the Russian people, because it
was itself an energetic reaction of Russia to her own historical
inertia.
On another terrain, and in very different conditions of time and
place, the Russian phenomenon can be compared to the birth of
the American nation (in the United States) . The Anglo-Saxon
immigrants are themselves an intellectual, but more especially a
moral, elite. I am talking, naturally, of the first immigrants, the
pioneers, protagonists of the political and religious struggles in
England, defeated but not humiliated or laid low in their country
of origin. They import into America, together with themselves,
apart from moral energy and energy of the will, a certain level of
civilisation, a certain stage of European historical evolution, which,
when transplanted by such men into the virgin soil of America,
continues to develop the forces implicit in its nature but with an
incomparably more rapid rhythm than in Old Europe, where there
exists a whole series of checks (moral, intellectual, political, economic,
incorporated in specific sections of the population, relics of past
regimes which refuse to die out) which generate opposition to
speedy progress and give to every initiative the equilibrium of
mediocrity, diluting it in time and in space.
One can note, in the case of the United S tates, the absence to a
considerable degree of traditional intellectuals, and consequently a
different equilibrium among the intellectuals in general. There has
been a massive development, on top of an industrial base, of the
whole range of modern superstructures. The necessity of an equi
librium is determined, not by the need to fuse together the organic
intellectuals with the traditional, but by the need to fuse together
in a single national crucible with a unitary culture the different
forms of culture imported by immigrants of differing national
origins. The lack of a vast sedimentation of traditional intellectuals
such as one finds in countries of ancient civilisation explains, at
least in part, both the existence of only two major political parties,
which could in fact easily be reduced to one only (contrast this
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with the case of France, and not only in the post-war period when
the multiplication of parties became a general phenomenon) , and
at the opposite extreme the enormous proliferation of religious
s ects. *
One further phenomenon in the United States is worth studying,
and that is the formation ofa surprising number of negro intellectuals
who absorb American culture and technology. It is worth bearing
in mind the indirect influence that these negro intellectuals could
exercise on the backward masses in Africa, and indeed direct
influence if one or othr of these hypotheses were ever to be verified :
I . that American expansionism should use American negroes as its
agents in the conquest of the African market and the extension of
American civilisation (something of the kind has already happened,
but I don't know to what extent) ; 2. that the struggle for the
unification of the American people should intensify in such a way
as to provoke a negro exodus and the return to Africa of the most
independent and energetic intellectual elements, the ones, in other
words, who would be least inclined to submit to some possible
future legislation that was even more humiliating than are the
present widespread social customs. This development would give
rise to two fundamental questions : 1 . linguistic : whether English
could become the educated language of Africa, bringing unity in
the place of the existing swarm of dialects ? 2 . whether this intel
lectual stratum could have sufficient assimilating and organising
capacity to give a "national" character to the present primitive
sentiment of being a despised race, thus giving the African continent
a mythic function as the common fatherland of all the negro
peoples ? It seems to me that, for the moment, American negroes
have a national and racial spirit which is negative rather than
positive, one which is a product of the struggle carried on by the
whites in order to isolate and depress them. But was not this the
case with the Jews up to and throughout the eighteenth century ?
Liberia, already Americanised and with English as its official
language, could become the Zion of American negroes, with a
tendency to set itself up as an African Piedmont . I S
In considering the question of the intellectuals in Central and
South America, one should, I think, bear in Inind certain funda• More than two hundred of these have, I think, been counted. Again one
should compare the case of France and the fierce struggles that went on to maintain
the religious and moral unity of the French people.
18 The reference here is to the role of leadership among the Italian States
asumed by Piedmont during the Risorgimento. For Gramsci's analysis of this
phenomenon, see "The Function of Piedmont", pp. 104-106.
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mental conditions. No vast category of traditional intellectuals
exists in Central or South America either, but the question does
not present itself in the same terms as with the United States.
What in fact we find at the root of development of these countries
are the patterns of Spanish and Portuguese civilisation of the
sixteenth and seventeenth century, characterised by the effects of
the Counter Reformation and by military parasitism. The change
resistant crystallisations which survive to this day in these countries
are the clergy and a military caste, two categories of traditional
intellectuals fossilised in a form inherited from the European
mother country. The industrial base is very restricted, and has not
developed complicated superstructures. The majority of intellectuals
are of the rural type, and, since the latifundium is dominant, with
a lot of property in the hands of the Church, these intellectuals are
linked with the clergy and the big landowners. National composition
is very unbalanced even among the white population and is further
complicated by the great masses of Indians who in some countries
form the majority of the inhabitants. It can be said that in these
regions of the American continent there still exists a situation of
the Kulturkampf and of the Dreyfus trial,19 that is to say a situation
in which the secular and bourgeois element has not yet reached the
stage of being able to subordinate clerical and militaristic influence
and interests to the secular politics of the modern State. It thus
comes about that Free Masonry and forms of cultural organisation
like the "positivist Church" are very infuential in the opposition
to Jesuitism. Most recent events (November I 930), from the
Kulturkampf of Calles in Mexic020 to the military-popular insurrec
tions in Argentina, Brazil, Peru, Chile and Bolivia, demonstrate
the accuracy of these observations.
Further types of formation of the categories of intellectuals and
of their relationship with national forces can be found in India,
China and Japan. In Japan we have a formation of the English
18 "Kul
turkampf" was the name given to the struggle waged by Bismarck, in
the 1870s, with Liberal support, against Catholic opposition to Prussian hegemony.
The Dreyfus case in France, which lasted from Dreyfus' first condemnation in
1894 to his fnal acquittal in 1 906, coincided with a major battle fully to laicise
the French educational system and had the effect of polarising French society
into a militaristic, pro·Catholic, anti·Semitic Right, and an anti-Catholic Liberal
and Socialist Left. Both Kulturkampf and Dreyfus case can also be seen as aspects
of the bourgeois-democratic struggle against the residues of reactionary social
forces.
10 Plutarco Elias Calles was President of Mexico from 1 924 28. It was under
his Presidency that the religious and educational provisions of the new constitution
were carried through, against violent Catholic opposition.
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and German type, that is an industrial civilisation that develops
within a feudal-bureaucratic integument with unmistakable features
of its own.
In China there is the phenomenon of the script, an expression of
the complete separation between the intellectuals and the people.
In both India and China the enormous gap separating intellectuals
and people is manifested also in the religious field. The problem of
different beliefs and of different ways of conceiving and practising
the same religion among the various strata of society, but parti
cularly as between clergy, intellectuals and people, needs to be
studied in general, since it occurs everywhere to a certain degree ;
but it i s i n the countries o f East Asia that i t reaches its most extreme
form. Tn Protestant countries the difference is relatively slight (the
proliferation of sects is connected with the need for a perfect suture
between intellectuals and people, with the result that all the
crudity of the effective conceptions of the popular masses is re
produced in the higher organisational sphere) . It is more note
worthy in Catholic countries, but its extent varies. It is less in the
Catholic parts of Germany and in France ; rather greater in Italy,
particularly in the South and i n the islands; and very great indeed
in the Iberian peninsula and in the countries of Latin America.
The p henomenon increases in scale in the Orthodox countries
where it becomes necessary to speak of three degrees of the same
religion : that of the higher clergy and the monks, that of the secular
clergy and that of the people. It reaches a level of absurdity in
East Asia, where the religion of the people often has nothing what
ever to do with that of books, although the two are called by the
same name.

06
common
notions pt. 1:
workers
inquiry, coresearch,
Consciousnessraising
Marta Molo de Molina

1991. Law & Social Inquiry. Vol. 16, No. 1.

Common notions, part 1: workers-inquiry, co-research, conscio...

http://transform.eipcp.net/transversal/0406/malo/en/print

04 2004

Common notions, part 1: workers-inquiry, co-research,
consciousness-raising
Marta Malo de Molina
Authored by Marta Malo, Madrid, August 2004
Translated by Maribel Casas-Cortés and Sebastian Cobarrubias, of the Notas Rojas Collective Chapel Hill,
August 2005
Edited by other members of Notas Rojas, on line, February 2006

Throughout contemporary history, it is possible to trace a persistent distrust, on the part of movements for
social transformation, towards certain forms of knowledge production and distribution. On the one hand, a
distrust towards those sciences that aid a better organisation of command and exploitation, as well as distrust
towards the mechanisms of capture of minor knowledges (underground, fermented in uneasiness and
insubordinations, fed by processes of autonomous social co-operation or rebelliousness1) on the part of those
agencies in charge of guaranteeing governmentality. On the other hand, in many cases, there has been distrust
towards those supposedly “revolutionary” ideological and iconic forms of knowledge and a distrust of possible
intellectualist and idealist mutations of knowledges that initially were born at the heart of the movements
themselves. This distrust has lead to impotence in some occasions. In those processes of struggle and
self-organisation that have been the most vivid and dynamic, there has been an incentive to produce their own
knowledges, languages and images, through procedures of articulation between theory and praxis, starting
from a concrete reality, proceeding from the simple to the complex, from the concrete to the abstract. The goal
is that of creating an appropriate and operative theoretical horizon, very close to the surface of the ‘lived’,
where the simplicity and concreteness of elements from which it has emerged, achieve meaning and potential.
Today, in the dawn of the third millennium, where the reality of our mothers and grandfathers seems to have
burst into pieces before us (with the defeat of the anti-systemic movements from the post 1968 period, the end
of the world defined by Yalta, the disappearance of the subject “workers’ movement”, the end of the industrial
paradigm, informatic and technological innovation, automation, the deterritorialisation and reorganisation of
production, the financialization and globalisation of the economy, the affirmation of a state-form based on war
as a vector of normative production)2 and when the only thing that remains constant is change itself –dizzying
change-, certain actions acquire a sense of urgency and necessity. The necessity of getting rid of fetishes and
ideological backgrounds, too concerned with Being and essence, and the necessity of building operative maps,
cartographies in process, emerging from dynamics of self-organisation, in order to be able to intervene in the
real, and maybe to transform it. They are maps to orient and move ourselves within a landscape of
relationships and devices of domination undergoing accelerated mutation. But they are also maps that can help
us to situate ourselves in this hyper-fragmented landscape, to identify a point of departure and a link where the
production of knowledge and subjectivity converge in the construction of the common, shaking the real.
This necessity is being reinforced, even further if possible, by the centrality that ‘knowledge’ and a whole series
of generic human faculties (language, affects, communicability, social skills, playfulness and co-operation…)
have achieved in determining the economic value of any business. In more general terms, they have acquired
a centrality in competing in the upper echelons of the global economy, becoming strategic resources –from the
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capitalist point of view- for profit making and an interface of a flexible, delocalising and networked economy.
Linked to all these transformations (at least in what concerns labour) is the figure of the virtuouso: that worker,
until now taken as unproductive, that does not leave behind him a tangible product, but a task based on
execution or performance – favouring and managing the flow of information, networking and harmonising
relationships, producing innovative ideas, etc. The figure of the virtuouso challenges by its own actions
traditional divisions between Labour, Action and Intellect (Hannah Arendt): the intellect, put at the service of
labour, becomes public, mundane, and its character as a common good rises to the fore. At the same time,
labour, embedded in the intellect, becomes activity-without-end product , pure virtuosity executed in
relationship to the other, to the others that compose the networks of production. Finally, in the merging of
intellect and work, and since both of them adopt properties that until now were specific to action, action itself is
left completely eclipsed, after its specificity has been erased3.
Related to all of this (not as a univocal or direct consequence, but rather as a complex and paradoxical
relationship), a peculiar proliferation of experiments with -and search among- the realms of thought, action and
enunciation is found within social networks that seek to transform the current state of things (and within a social
formation that is already, in itself, virtuous, since it is forced to be so in order to survive). They are initiatives that
explore: 1) how to break with ideological filters and inherited frameworks; 2) how to produce knowledge that
emerges directly from the concrete analyses of the territories of life and co-operation, and experiences of
uneasiness and rebellion; 3) how to make this knowledge work for social transformation; 4) how to make
operative the knowledges that already circulate through movements’ networks; 5) how to empower those
knowledges and articulate them with practices….and finally, 6) how to appropriate our intellectual and mental
capacities from the dynamics of labour, production of profit, and or governmentality and how to ally them with
collective (subversive, transformative) action, guiding them towards creative interventions.
Certainly, these questions are not new, although the context in which they are asked may be. In fact, many of
the current experiences/experiments that are asking these questions, have looked back, searching for historical
references. They are searching for those examples where the production of knowledge was immediately and
fruitfully linked to processes of self-organisation and struggle. In this sense, four inspirational tendencies are
possible to identify in recent history: worker inquiries and co-research, feminist epistemology and women’s
consciousness-raising groups, institutional analysis, and participatory action research or PAR. All of these
examples, deserve (due to the wealth of accumulative experience) at least a brief overview, in the style of a
historical excursus that allows us to situate current discussions and trajectories of militant and/or action
research. We will dedicate large part of this prologue to this historical journey.

SOME SOURCES OF INSPIRATION
Worker Inquiry and Co-Research
The worker survey, where workers themselves use the techniques of academic industrial sociology (a sociology
that was developed and used in order to have better command over factories and neighbourhoods), begins at
least with Karl Marx himself. In 1881, Revue Socialiste asks Marx to elaborate an inquiry about the conditions
of the French proletariat. Marx accepts this assignment immediately, because he thinks it is important for the
French worker movement and its sects, so given to empty language and easy utopic thinking, to situate their
struggle in a more realistic terrain. So, Marx writes up a peculiar inquiry with more than one hundred questions,
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thousands of copies of which will be distributed throughout the factories of the country. Why peculiar? Because
this inquiry denies a neutral approach to the world of labour, it is against an approach exclusively looking for the
extraction of useful information, or for the verification of certain facts. This inquiry situates itself, openly, on one
side (the side of the workers’ reality), with questions that would be judged as biased by an empiricist
sociologist. It is not about pulling facts out from direct experience, but rather, it is in the first place oriented to
make the workers think critically about their concrete reality4.
The idea of “co-research”, that is, a form of research that tears down the division between the subjectresearcher and object-researched will not appear until the fifties in the United States. This appearance is
linked, on the one side, to the effervescence of industrial sociology and the focus on human groups as a
specific field of sociological inquiry (i.e. Elton Mayo’s “human relations” sociology5); and on the other side, to
the worker’s stories6. However, these insights were considered exclusively from an academic sociological point
of view. The Italian Alessandro Pizzorno, after importing it to Europe, helped to develop its politicised
dimension. Pizzorno, together with a group of Italian militant-intellectuals, (including Romano Alquati and
Danilo Montaldi7) would begin to transform and radicalise these methods between 1966 and 1967 applying
them practically to struggles in the province of Cremona.
During the sixties and the seventies, the use of the worker inquiry and co-research spreads under different
formats: it is used as a device to analyse forms of exploitation in the factory and neighbourhoods, as well as a
mechanism to track forms of insubordination by teams from journals such as Quaderni Rossi and Quaderni del
territorio (Italy) or groups such as Socialisme ou Barbarie (France). However on many occasions, these
techniques were driven by workers’ spaces themselves, in a more or less flexible way, without the intervention
from theoreticians or “experts” external to the processes of self-organisation. These techniques were used as
methods to construct platforms for struggle8. In the Spanish state, the journals of Teoría y Práctica, and Lucha
y Teoría would develop their own forms of worker research, conceived to write the history of class struggle
“narrated by its own protagonists” (as the subtitle to Teoría y Práctica put it).
From our point of view, it is worthwhile paying special attention to the uses of the worker-survey employed by
Italian operaismo (workerism a section of the Italian workers’ movement)9. The young operaisti, gathered in
initially around the journal Quaderni Rossi10, attempted to explain the crisis of the workers’ movement during
the fifties and the early sixties. For the operaisti, it was not possible to interpret this lived crisis merely as a
result of either the theoretical errors, or betrayals by the leadership, of leftist parties (an argument repeated by
those orthodox elements of the communist and anarcho-syndicalist sections of the workers’ movement). In
contrast, the operaisti argued that the crisis had taken place because of the intense transformations, in the
productive process and the composition of the labour force, introduced by the Scientific Organisation of Work.
Thus, the use of the inquiry was intended to reveal a “new worker condition”. Looking at the condition of these
new subjects, how they could reopen spaces of conflict and reinvigorate workers’ demands become a central
theme for the operaisti’s practice and discourse.
However, divergences around the procedures and focus of theinquiry emerged from the beginning. As
Damiano Palano tells us “a rather basic fracture emerged around the form and the goals of the survey, since
the formation of the first Quaderni Rossi group. On the one side, there was the faction of “sociologists” (lead by
Vittorio Rieser)11, and at that time the most numerous. This section understood the inquiry as a cognitive tool
in order to understand a transformed worker reality, and oriented towards provide the tools for producing a
theoretical and political renovation of the worker movement’s official institutions. On the other side, we find
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Alquati and a few more (Soave and Gaparotto), who, based on factory experiences in the US and France,
considered the inquiry as the basis for a political intervention oriented towards organising workers’ antagonism.
It was a considerable difference from the point of view of the concrete goals of the survey. The distance was
even greater though in terms of method: in fact, while the first faction was actualising Marxist theory with
themes and methods from North American industrial sociology, Alquati was proposing a kind of strategic
research in the study of the factory”12.
What was this strategic inquiry about, proposed by Alquati, the one who had developed the method of
co-research together with Danilo Montaldi, and who is remembered for using his bike to travel to the Fiat and
Olivetti factories? What was the basis of this epistemological and methodological turn that was present in the
most interesting uses of the worker-survey within the Italian operaismo? To put it shortly, the basis was a theory
of class composition, which later on would be complemented by a theory of worker self-empowerment (or
auto-valorisation). These concepts meshed with the Lukacs’ inspired ‘workers’ theory’, and with the
‘Copernican revolution’ inaugurated by Mario Tronti, another operaista. Tronti’s implicit basis was that of worker
autonomy. That is, a potential autonomy of the working class with respect to the capital. But let’s go step by
step.
The notion of class composition refers to the subjective structure of needs, behaviours and antagonist
practices, sedimented through a long history of different struggles. The first development of this concept
appears in the first writings by Alquati published in Quaderni Rossi. However this first (“organic”) formulation
will have to wait to be introduced in the operaista vocabulary. This happened when the journal Classe
Operaia13, in its second year, decided to include a specific section with this same name (class composition),
directed by Alquati himself.
But, what are the fundamental elements of the theory of class composition? Basically, they are three: 1) an idea
of the existence of an underground and silent conflict continued on an everyday basis by workers against the
capitalist organisation of labour; 2) the notion that the hierarchical organisation of business is in fact just a
response to workers’ struggles; 3) an intuition that all cycles of struggle leave political sediments that become
crystallised in the subjective structure of the labour force (as needs, behaviours and antagonistic practices),
and that demonstrate certain quotas of rigidity and irreversibility.
Very soon, the theory of class composition would become more complex, drawing the distinction between
“technical composition” and “political composition”. The first one refers to the situation of the labour force in an
internal relation with capital during a concrete historical moment, and the second one to a set of (antagonistic)
behaviours that, in that moment, define the class. However, some sections of the operaisti14 killed the
theoretical richness of this distinction and even the notion of class composition itself. They reduced the
technical composition to a simple economic factor, and identified political composition with the party (and with
worker movement’s ideologies and organisations). Nonetheless, the theory of self-empowerment as a process
of class composition (developed by Antonio Negri in the seventies), helped consolidate a more complex
interpretation: the definition of political composition as the product of conducts, traditions of struggle and
concrete practices of refusing work (all of them exclusively material) developed by multiple subjects in a given
historical moment and in a specific economic and social context.
The theories of class composition and self-empowerment have crucial consequences for the worker inquiry.
The group of “young socialist sociologists” writing in Quaderni Rossi, did not take them into account. For them,
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the inquiry was limited to considering the “effects” generated by the productive transformation over workers,
over their physical and psychological conditions, over their financial situation and over other particular aspects
of life. However, the other segment working on the operaista survey, was encouraged by the idea of class
composition as the product of historical sediments of preceding struggles, and at the same time, being
constantly renewed by the process of self-empowerment enrooted in the materiality of rebellious practices by
multiple subjects of production. The inquiry then was conceived as departing from the consolidated levels of
social antagonism in order to trace the underground, and frequently invisible, trajectory of everyday life
uneasiness and insubordinations15.
This version of the worker inquiry implied a further step from the simple questionnaire towards a process of
co-research: one the one hand, inserting militant-intellectuals, who were pursuing research into the objectterritory (almost always the factory, and some times, neighbourhoods), transforming them into additional
subject-agents of that territory. On the other hand, actively implicating the subjects who inhabit that territory
(mainly workers, and sometimes, students and homemakers) in the research process, at the same time, would
transform them into subject-researchers (not merely objects). When this double movement worked well, the
knowledge production emerging from the research process mutually nurtured a self-empowerment process and
the production of a rebel subjectivity in the factory and neighbourhoods.16

Consciousness-Raising Women’s Groups and Feminist Epistemology
Although the antecedents could be traced back centuries –such as women’s informal meetings and
experiences such as the Blackclubwomen’s Movement after the US war of secession (1865)17consciousness-raising groups, in the strict sense, were born from the radical feminist movement in the US
during the late sixties. Kathie Sarachild baptised the practice of collective analysis of oppression emerging from
sharing women’s feelings and experiences in a group, as consciousness-rising. This was in 1967 in the
framework of New York Radical Women.
Since their inception, consciousness-raising women’s groups aimed to focus on the self-awareness that women
have about their own oppression, in order to promote a political reinterpretation of their own life and establish
bases for its transformation. Following radical feminist terminology, they aimed to “wake the latent
consciousness”. Through the practice of consciousness-raising it was hoped that women would become
experts in their own oppression, building a theory from personal and intimate experience, and not from the filter
of previous ideologies. Besides that, this practice looked for recognition of the voices and experiences of a
collective, which has been systematically marginalised and humiliated through history.
The slogan “the personal is political” was born from the same practice. It was through this slogan and others
that recognition was demanded for consciousness-raising practice, based on historic struggles and revolutions,
as a “scientific method”. As Kathie Sarachild herself said: “The decision to emphasise our own feelings and
experiences as women and to test all generalisations and reading we did by our own experience was actually
the scientific method of research. We were in effect repeating the 17th century challenge to science to
scholasticism: ’study nature, not books’, and put all theories to the test of living practice and action. It was also
a method of radical organising tested by other revolutions. We were applying to women and to ourselves as
women's liberation organisers the practice a number of us had learned as organisers in the civil rights
movement in the South in the early 1960's.”18
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The promoters of consciousness-raising groups were certain that the only way to build a radical movement was
starting from the self. This was yet another slogan popularised by the feminist movement: “It seemed clear that
knowing how our own lives related to the general condition of women would make us better fighters on behalf
of women as a whole. We felt that all women would have to see the fight of women as their own, not as
something just to help ‘other women’, that they would have to see this truth about their own lives before they
would fight in a radical way for anyone.”19
Consequently, consciousness-raising groups were a mechanism to simultaneously produce truth and organise,
theory and radical action against an oppressive gender reality. It was not a previous analytical phase limited in
time, nor a goal in it self:
“Consciousness-raising was seen as both a method for arriving at the truth and a means for action and
organising. It was a means for the organisers themselves to make an analysis of the situation, and also a
means to be used by the people they were organising and who were in turn organising more people. Similarly,
it wasn't seen as merely a stage in feminist development which would then lead to another phase, an action
phase, but as an essential part of the overall feminist strategy.”20
Initially, the creation of consciousness-raising groups caused a big scandal, both from within the women’s
movement and from without. They were pejoratively labeled as “meetings for tea and cookies”, “gossip
sessions” or “gatherings of witches” (depending on particular tastes, misogynous traditions or prejudices).
These spaces were the target of all kinds of accusations, and especially of not being political, but rather
therapeutic and remaining at the individual level. The very slogan “the personal is political” was coined in
response to these critical “torpedos” coming from all directions. This response had an affirmative and defiant
spirit that questioned the bases of what until then was counted as “political”.
Despite the initial conflict, the practice of consciousness-raising spread like a wildfire: women’s groups and
organisations from all over the world, including those that initially were infuriated with the apolitical character of
these “witches gatherings” (such as the National Organisation for Women), began to use the practice of
consciousness-raising, adapting it to their needs. This occurred to such a point that a tendency towards the
institutionalisation and formalisation of consciousness-raising emerged around 1970. This process changed the
practice of consciousness-raising into a set of abstract methodological rules distanced from the objectives and
concrete context of the movement in which they were born. In that regard, Sarachild would insist firmly that
consciousness-raising does not constitute a “method”, but a critical weapon, adaptable to the goals of each
struggle:
The paraphernalia of rules and methodology -- the new dogma of ‘C-R’ that has grown up around
consciousness-raising as it has spread -- has had the effect of creating vested interests for the methodology
experts, both professional (for example, psychiatrists) and amateur. There have been a number of formalised
"rules" or "guidelines" for consciousness-raising which have been published and distributed to women's groups
with an air of authority and as if they represented the original program of consciousness-raising. But new
knowledge is the source of consciousness-raising's strength and power. Methods are simply to serve this
purpose, to be changed if they aren't working. 21
In conclusion, the basis of consciousness-raising was only one, as simple as it was difficult to put into practice:
“Analysing our experience in our personal lives and in the movement, reading about the experience of other
people's struggles, and connecting these through consciousness-raising will keep us on the track, moving as
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fast as possible toward women's liberation.”22
However, this excessive emphasis on the level of pure consciousness and the idea that a “latent
consciousness” existed in all women about their oppression as women, ready to be made visible, made some
groups believe in a “true consciousness”. It was conceived as a pre-existent object instead of something to be
generated. Following this notion, some groups focused more on the interpretation of oppression rather than in
the dredging of underground practices of rejection and rebelliousness, less explicit and maybe, less “true” for
those times. All things considered though, the practice of consciousness-raising was one of the central motors
of the feminist movement of the seventies and allowed for the design of plans of action and demands directly
connected with the experience of thousands of women: from the spectacular public burning of bras through
which the New York Radical Women came to light, to the clandestine networks of family planning and
self-management of health that flourished in many European countries and in the US. On top of that, many of
the intuitions present in the formulation and practice of these meetings “with tea and cookies” would generate a
whole feminist epistemology developed by intellectual women from different disciplines since the seventies up
until the present.
Tracing the trajectory of the different trends of feminist epistemology is beyond the scope of this paper. Sandra
Harding though would attempt tracing just such a trajectory in 1986, with all the simplifications and reductions
that such a classificatory operation implies. She distinguishes between theory from the feminist point of view,
post-modern feminism, and empiricist feminism23. On the other hand, it is a history developed mainly in the
academic sphere, although with important effects in many scientific disciplines. All things considered though,
we believe that it is worth mentioning, even if in a brief fashion, some of the common notions among those
feminist trends. Especially the implicit intuitions in the practice of consciousness-raising that actually serve as
inspiration for current initiatives of critical social research, militant research or action-research linked to
movements’ self-management dynamics.
In the first place, it is important to mention the thorough critique developed by feminist epistemology against the
eye of current positivist science “that can see everything” and it is situated in “nowhere”: an image that, in
reality, it is just the mask of a subject of knowledge that is largely masculine, white, heterosexual, and from a
comfortable class position, who as such, occupies a dominant position and has concrete interests in controlling
and ordering (over bodies, over populations, natural, social and mechanistic realities…). The supposed
neutrality from this kind of gaze is lead by a dualistic paradigm that solidifies the mind/body dichotomy
completely, where mind dominates the bodily “deviations” and its affects, always associated with the feminine.
In an effort to blast apart that disembodied subject of knowledge, without falling into relativist narratives,
feminist epistemology proposes the idea of a subject of knowledge who is embodied and rooted in a concrete
social structure. It is thus a subject who is sexualised, radicalised, etc). who produces situated -but no less
objective- knowledges. All the contrary: as Donna Haraway writes “only partial perspective promises objective
vision”. This partial perspective demands a politics of localisation and an engagement with a concrete territory
from which to speak, act and research24. Directly related to this critique towards the dominant scientific gaze,
feminist epistemology makes special emphasis in the power relations at play in every kind of research, and in
the consequent need for a social organisation of research based on the paradigm of reflexivity and criteria of
transparency and democracy. Finally, by recuperating an underground practice of all subaltern groups,
practices and interrelation and narrative are valued as part of the processes of knowledge production and
transmission.
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--This text is the first of two of the prologue of the book Nociones Comunes. Experiencias y Ensayos entre
Investigación y Militancia [Common Notions. Experiences and Essays at the Intersections of Research and
Militancy]. 2004. Madrid: Traficantes de Sueños (pp. 13-27). The second part of this prologue will be published
in the 4th quarter 2006 in the frame of the transversal webissue “instituent practices”.
1*Primary translators: Maria Isabel Casas-Cortés and Sebastian Cobarrubias. Editing translation team: Notas
Rojas Collective, in particular Nate Holdren. This text was published under Creative Commons license which
allows non-copy righted distribution or non-commercial use, and asks for authorship attribution. With the
author’s permission the translators have incorporated some complementary material in some of the sections
(e.g. PAR) and additional references in the footnotes.
About the notion of minor knowledges, see works by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, especially, Mil
Mesetas. Capitalismo y Esquizofrenia, [A Thousands Plateaux: Capitalism and Schizophrenia] PreTextos,
Valencia, 1997
2 See Sánchez, Pérez, Malo and Fernández-Savater, “Ingredientes de una onda global”, unpublished
manuscript written in the framework of a research project called Desacuerdos: www.desacuerdos.org
3 Paolo Virno, “Virtuosismo y revolución. Notas sobre el concepto de acción política”, in Virtuosismo y
revolución. La acción política en la era del desencanto, Traficantes de Sueños, Madrid, 2003, pp. 89-116
[Available in English as “Virtuousity and Revolution,” online at http://www.16beavergroup.org/mtarchive
/archives/000941.php.]
4 Yaak Karsunke and Gunther Wallraff, Karl Marx. Encuesta a los Trabajadores. Castellote ed., Madrid, 1973.
[See in English, “A Worker’s Inquiry,” online at http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1880/04/20.htm.] In
the first three sections of the survey, the questions are focused on analyzing the characteristics of exploitation
itself, while the last section, is oriented to encourage workers to think about oppositional modes against their
own exploitaition.
5 See, for example, Elton Mayo, Problemas humanos de una civilización industrial [Human Problems of an
Industrial Civilization], Buenos Aires, Nueva Visión, 1972
6 They are first person stories about the everyday experience in the factory. A beautiful example is the text by
Paul Romano and Ria Stone, El obrero americano, about workers’ conditions and the class-factory-society
relationship (The American Worker, Bewick Editions, Detroit, 1972; originally published as a pamphlet by the
Johnson-Forest Tendency of C.L.R. James and Raya Dunayevskaya in 1947, and translated to Italian by
Danilo Montaldi. For more on this text and its importance, see Harry Cleaver, Reading Capital Politically, AK
Press/AntiThesis, 2000).
7 Far from the figure of Gramsci’s organic intellectual, these militant-intellectuals have a long trajectory of
political involvement, including the formation of a group called Gruppo di Unitá Proletaria (Cremona,
1957-1962), active participation (especially by Alquati) in journals such as Quaderni Rossi, origin of Italian
operaismo, and development of strong international relationships, (especially by Montaldi), with groups such as
the French Socialisme ou Barabarie. Alquati, younger than Montaldi, would learn from him and from his
international references (e.g. authors such as Daneil Mothé, Paul Romano or Martin Glaberman) to concede
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special importance to the everyday underground antagonisms coming from the networks of material
communication built by workers against increasing factory control and “against working” (the foundations for
more visual and explosive conflicts).
8 See “Entre las calles, las aulas y otros lugares. Una conversación acerca del saber y de la investigación en
/para la acción entre Madrid y Barcelona” [“Between the streets, classrooms and other places. A conversation
around knowledge and research within and for action between Madrid and Barcelona”] in this same publication,
(pp.133-167).
9 (The best English language sources on operaismo are Steve Wright, Storming Heaven: Class Composition
and Struggle in Italian Autonomist Marxism, Pluto Press, 2002; and Harry Cleaver, Reading Capital Politically,
AK Press/AntiThesis, 2000.)
10 Funded and directed by the anomalous socialist dissident Raniero Panzieri. Publication period: 1961-1965
11 Alquati called them “young socialist sociologists”: besides Vittorio Rieser, other intellectuals participating in
this trend were Dino de Palma, Edda Salvatori, Dario Lanzarno and Liliana Lanzardo.
12 Damiano Palano, “Il bandolo della matassa. Forza lavoro, composizione di classe e capitale sociale: note
sul metodo dell’inchiesta”, en http://www.intermax.com/temi/bandolo.html. Translation and notes are author’s.
13 Publication period: 1964-1967. The editorial committee was formed by a good part of the Quaderni Rossi
group (Mario Tronti, Romano Alquati, Alberto Asor Rosa and Antonio Negri). They had abandoned it because
of disagreements with the faction of Raniero Panzieri.
14 For example, the one led by Massimo Cacciari who later on will become part of the Italian Communist Party.
15 See Damiano Palano: “Il bandolo della matassa”, cit.
16 For more information about the use of the inquiry and other aspects of Italian operaismo, from a point of
view internal to the experience, see, among others: Guido Borio, Francesca Pozzi and Gigi Roggero, Futuro
anteriore. Dai “Quaderni Rossi” ai movimenti global: richezze e limiti dell’ operaismo italiano, DeriveApprodi,
Roma, 2002, y Nanni Balestrini and Primo Moroni, L’Orda d’oro. 1968-1977: La grande ondata rivoluzionaria e
creativa, politica ed esistenziale, Feltrinelli, Milán, 1988. [See Steve Wright, “Children of a Lesser Marxism?”,
http://info.interactivist.net/article.pl?sid=04/12/16/1529237&mode=nested&tid=2 and Enda Brophy, “Italian
Operaismo Face To Face”, http://info.interactivist.net/article.pl?sid=04/11/23/156200&mode=nested&tid=9
17 Blackclubwomen’s Movement was formed by association of mutual support, composed exclusively by
women. They provided emotional and logistical support to slave women recently liberated.
18 Kathi Sarachild, “Consciousness-Raising: A Radical Weapon”, in Feminist Revolution, Random House, New
York, 1978, pp. 144-150. Digital version at http://scriptorium.lib.duke.edu/wlm/fem/sarachild/html.
19 Ibid.
20 Ibid.
21 Ibid.
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22 Ibid.
23 Sandra Harding, The Science Question in Feminism, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 1986. Authors such
as Nancy Hartsock, Hilary Rose, Patricia Hill Collins and Dorothy Smith would represent the theory from the
feminist points of view. Donna Haraway and Maria Lugones would contribute to postmodern feminism, and
Helen Longino and Elizabeth Anderson to the critical empiricist feminism. With the passage of time, the borders
between these three trends have become blurry as Sandra Harding predicted herself. For a brief (although
encyclopedic) compilation of the state of question about feminist epistemology, see the beginning of “Feminist
Epistemology and Philosophy of Science” in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. See also Sandra Harding, Is
Science Multicultural?: Postcolonialisms, Feminisms and Epistemologies, Indiana University Press,
Bloomington, 1998.
24 Donna Haraway, “Conocimientos situados: la cuestión científica en el feminismo y el privilegio de la
perspectiva parcial” en Ciencia, cyborgs y mujeres. La reinvención de la naturaleza, Ediciones Cátedra,
Madrid, 1995, p.326
Common notions, part 1: workers-inquiry, co-research, consciousness-raising
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Common Notions, Part 2: Institutional Analysis, Participatory
Action-Research, Militant Research
Translated by Maribel Casas-Cortés and Sebastian Cobarrubias, of the Notas Rojas Collective Chapel Hill,
August 2005 and edited by other members of Notas Rojas, on line, February 2006

Marta Malo de Molina
Institutional Analysis
Contemporaneous to feminist consciousness-raising groups[1], institutional analysis was born in France. It
emerged from, while at the same time overcoming, both ‘institutional’ pedagogy and psychotherapy. This birth
occurred in the midst of great social upheaval and a generalized crisis of institutional power. According to
institutional analysis, the “institution” is the form (at first, hidden) adopted by the schemes of production and
reproduction of dominant social relations. The crisis of the institutional form opened a space which institutional
analysis intended to explore. This sort of analysis starts from the institution itself in order to discover and
analyze its material base, its history and that of its members, its role in the technical and social division of labor,
its structural relationships, etc. How? Firstly, by recognizing the false neutrality of the (psycho)analyst or
pedagogue, and the fact that any and all analytical or educational projects imply an intervention. Second of all,
liberating the ‘social word’, collective expression and the “politics” (or even better, micropolitics) of desires, by
implicating each and every one of the members of the institution in the process of analysis. As Felix Guattari
writes in this regard:
“Neutrality is a trap: one is always compromised. It is more important to be aware of this in order for our
interventions to be the least alienating as possible. Instead of conducting a politics of subjection, identification,
normalization, social control, semiotic management of the people with whom we relate, it is possible to do the
opposite. It is possible to choose a micropolitics that consists in pressuring, despite the fact that we’ve been
conferred little strength, in favor of a process of de-alienation, a liberation of expression, using ‘exits’, or rather
‘lines of flight’, with regards to social stratifications”. Also, “In order to develop an authentic analysis [..] the main
problem would not be interpretation, but intervention. ‘What can you do to change this?’”[2].
However, this is not the only way of linking politics to action by institutional analysis. Given its origins in
pedagogy and psychotherapy, this analysis focuses on institutions such as the school and the hospital
(especially psychiatric). But, from the start, these institutions are understood not as isolated spaces; rather, the
entire institutional system is seen as communication and articulated with the State. This leads to a direct
relationship between institutional analysis and political militancy: in the last instance, the state will always resort
to violence when the stability of the institutional system is threatened. This makes “discovering” or analyzing
the institution impossible unless this implies some type of “confrontation” at a particular moment, and
experience in the strong sense of the term –that is, the experience of action, of militancy.
Even if some literatures tend to exclude Felix Guattari as a member of the institutionalist movement, this
anomalous and prolific thinker, analyst and militant was the one that coined the term “institutional analysis”
around 1964/1965, during a session of a study group that focused on institutional psychotherapy[3]. Guattari
coined this term due to the necessity to differentiate this new trend from two others: on the one hand, against
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the school led by Daumezon, Bonafé and Le Guillant (who coined the expression “institutional psychotherapy”
during the French Liberation in World War II) that limited analysis to an internal question within the walls of the
psychiatric institution. This focus understood the institution as an isolated entity with no relation to society in
general, believing that it was possible to de-alienate the social relations of the hospital by limiting research to
the institutional territory itself. On the other hand, institutional analysis also distanced itself form the increasing
specialization of [psycho]analytical practice, that gave exclusive responsibility to an “expert” person or group,
who then gained an extraordinary amount of power. “Analysis will only be useful when it ceases to be the task
of a specialist, of an individual psychoanalyst or even of an analytical team, all of which constitute a formation
of power. I believe that a process must be produced that emerges from what I’ve called agenciamiento
--organization making-an-agent-of/empowerment of analytical enunciations [I think is the French “agencement”,
which is sometimes translated as “assemblage”.]. This empowerment process is not composed solely of
individuals, rather it depends on particular social, economic, institutional, micropolitical, … workings.”[4] In this
same vein, institutional analysis would consider social movements as agency-makers/empowerments of
privileged analytical enunciation. Examples of this would be found in the feminist and free-radio movements.[5]
The practice of institutional analysis would proliferate and feed off of the experience of the magazine
Recherches and the FGERI (Federation of Insitutional Research and Study Groups), both of which brought
together psychiatric groups interested in institutional therapy, groups of teacher from the Freinet movement[6],
students connected to the BAPU[7] experience, architects, urbanists, sociologists, social psychologists…This
enriching input would lead to the incorporation of two vertices in the analytical process: on the one hand, a
“research on research”, that is to say, an analysis that takes into account “the fact that researchers cannot
comprehend their object except under the condition that they themselves are organized, and that they
questions themselves about things that on the surface have nothing to do with their object of study”[8]; on the
other hand, the idea of “transdisciplinarity” in research, which allows one to unblock false problems.
Additionally, it was in this context that key notions were proposed that would later be incorporated into the
critical social sciences: analyzer, institutional transfer, transversality…In particular, transversality would be the
keystone concept of analysis: “Analysis, in my opinion, consists in articulating, in producing coexistence –not in
homogenizing or unifying-, to provide a principle of transversality, to succeed in making different discourses
communicate transversally […], discourses of distinct orders and not only general theoretical discourses, rather
micro-discourses as well, more or less babbling, at the level of everyday life relations, interactions with space,
etc.”[9]
Confronting the faith in the practice of consciousness-raising (and much of marxist theory and practice), and
the importance of making what lies latent emerge into consciousness, institutional analysis, due in large part to
its roots in psychotherapy and pedagogy, insists in the potential of the molecular level, in the value of microdiscourses, in collective work on the economy of desire. In this sense, much emphasis would be placed on the
importance of the ‘analytical vector’ of social struggles to the extent that this vector could help unblock those
same struggles. In this respect Guattari would write: “I’m convinced that class struggles in the developed
countries, the transformations in everyday life, all the problems of molecular revolution, will find no solution
unless, apart from traditional theorizing, a very particular form and practice of theorizing is developed, at the
same time individual and of the masses, that in a continuous manner, leads to a collective re-appropriation of
all that concerns the economy of desire. […] At the same time that one formulates what one considers just, or
one gets involved in a struggle that one sees as efficient, the development of a type of ‘passage to the Other’
becomes necessary, an acceptance of heterogeneous singularity, a militant anti-process, that coincides with
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the analytical process.”[10]
The history of the institutionalist movements would have two phases and May ’68 would constitute the turning
point between them. The first phase would be fundamentally French and its concrete practice would be carried
out within the interior of a particular institutional framework (a school, a clinic, …). After May ’68 we find, on the
one hand, in France a tendency that re-inscribes institutional analysis in the terrain of specialist (whether
university-based or professional social psychologists). Institutional analysis would thus convert itself into largely
either a commercial or university product, under the auspices of figures such as Georges Lapassade, René
Lourau and Michel Lobrot. The problem here would not the recuperation of a practice that emerged in the heat
of dynamics of social self-organization and critique, rather again- as in the case of consciousness-raising- the
transformation of institutional analysis into a formalized and abstract ‘method’, or directly in the antipodes, of
the concerns, problems and worries from which the analysis was formulated. On the other hand, outside
France (especially in Italy and the United Kingdom) the institutionalist movement would completely exit the
institutional framework in order to attack the very principles and bases of the institution. Together with the
countercultural movement of the seventies this branch of institutional analysis would help to found
anti-psychiatry and school-free education. Ivan Illich, David G. Cooper and Franco Basaglia would be figures of
reference in this regard.[11]

Participatory Action-Research
Action Research or A+R (which later on will be complemented with a P for participation) was born as a reaction
to the productivist and technicist model proper to R+D (research and development). Action Research is the
result of a confluence between critical schools of social research and pedagogy (such as popular education,
especially the theories and experiences inspired by Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed). These
pedagogical experiences gain an important presence in Latin America, being linked to processes of adult
education and community struggles for improving everyday life conditions.
PAR attempts to articulate research and social intervention with local communities’ knowledges, know-hows
and needs. It considers ‘action’ as the main criterion to validate any theory, prioritizing practical knowledges.
The objectivity of these knowledges is generated through the degree to which they were collectively produced,
through interpersonal dialogue together with a procedure that goes from concrete elements (or realities) to the
abstract totality, returning afterwards to the concrete. By the time this knowledge returns and is reapplied to the
concrete, it is in a crystallized condition ready to generate action (thus the paradigm of objectivity is
transformed into reflexivity and dialogical engagement, embracing two principles similar in ways to feminist
epistemology). However, not every action is valid in and of itself: the action that is expected to emerge from a
PAR process has to be collective and contribute to the transformation of reality, generating a new and more just
reality. This is one other key aspect for the validation of the knowledge produced. Therefore, for PAR, social
(and transformative) praxis are at the same time, object and result of the study[12].
Another key element distinctive of PAR is its rupture with traditional relationships between subject (researcher)
and object (researched), which had been characteristic of classical sociological research. From the moment
one recognizes that every social subject holds potential for action, there is a search for a process of
co-research, in which different subjects, with diverse know-hows or knowledges, relate to each other according
to ethical criteria. Those subjects that are from outside of the community or the social reality under investigation
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should function as catalyzing elements, but never over determining the situation. This requires an absolute
transparency towards all the participants in the research process. Also, it demands a constant articulation and
feedback between the technical/scientific knowledge (which normally comes from outside) and the “popular
knowledges” already existing in the community. This allows for dynamics of formation and dynamics of
self-confidence and (discursive and reflexive) articulation of those knowledges that are usually not recognized.
This additionally requires permanent attention to the diverse planes of subjectivity (researchers such as Tomas
R. Villasante divide them into manifest, latent and deep/profound planes of subjectivity[13]).
PAR emerged as a strong trend during the mid sixties linked to popular education and grassroots activism in
the midst of anti-imperialist and anti-colonial revolutionary movements[14]. While most often associated with
Latin America and its connections with Freirian popular education, it soon becomes clear that PAR was a Third
World wide tool for radical organizing[15]. Besides Latin America, South Asia becomes an extremely important
site for experimentation with PAR (in particular India and Bangladesh), with PAR processes occurring as well in
different parts of Africa. Some of the most prolific and militant figures to follow in tracing this genealogy include:
Fals Borda from Colombia, Mohammad Anisar Rahman from Bangladesh (currently director of the Society for
Participatory Action of Asia, in New Delhi); and Sithembiso Nyoni from Zimbabwe[16]. It is at this moment when
it is claimed that “PAR has demonstrated itself to be an endogenous intellectual and practical creation of the
peoples of the Third World”(Fals-Borda 1985:2). The culminating moment for the consolidation and
internationalization of PAR was the World Symposium held in Cartagena, Colombia in 1977[17]. Since then, the
umbrella tradition of PAR has grown in internal diversity.
It was during this time of effervescence of anti-imperialist struggles throughout parts of the Third World then
that PAR would sink its roots and challenge the epistemological bases of the colonial social sciences
(sociology, anthropology, etc.). In particular, PAR became a tool to empower social struggles in rural areas and
to build strong ‘campesino’ movements. Though rural areas were where some of the most impressive work took
place, PAR also became a process of experimentation to empower marginalized urban communities and their
struggles over the spaces of everyday life. It was this mixture of a PAR process and urban social agitation that
facilitated experimentations with PAR in parts of the global North. From the late sixties on, PAR will reach
Europe[18] and North America[19].
Action Research arrived in the Iberian Peninsula during the eighties, through what was called dialectical
sociology developed mainly by Jesús Ibanez, Alfonso Ortiz and Tomas R. Villasante. Introduced into this
(Spanish state) geographical and historical context, PAR would very rapidly, upon its introduction, be
appropriated as a tool of governmental co-optation. It is true that PAR, as a formalized process of actionresearch which is often contracted by local administrations and innovative companies, would become on many
occasions a tool for consensus making. Channeling and calming down any trace of social unrest, especially
during the 80s, in a context where the “silent majorities” started to look disturbing, and it was necessary to
make them speak in order to better govern them. It is also certain though that many elements of PAR constitute
a source of inspiration to make research a tool of transformation[20]: PAR’s initial approaches, some of its
techniques and certain experiences of articulation of modes of collective action coming from the analysis of the
practitioner’s own situations, and the combination of technical, theoretical knowledges with other minor
knowleges (especially when these participated not due to an “invitation” by state institutions, but out of the
“irruption” of local communities –this distinction is made by Jesus Ibanez-).
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Militant Research Yesterday and Today
Inquiry and Co-Research. Class composition, self-valorization. The personal is political. Departing from the self.
Transversality. Micropolitics and the economy of desires. Liberation of expression. Lines of flight. ActionResearch. All of these concept-tools will reappear in the contemporary initiatives that are seeking to articulate
research and action, theory and praxis. The same will happen with many of the concerns, themes and
problems that we just traced in these historical examples. They resonate with current initiatives but in a strange
way, especially due to a radically different context. While the experiences just reviewed were born in a climate
of huge social effervescence, linked to massive social movements, the current terrain in which the majority of
contemporary initiatives of militant research are inserted, appears more mobile, changing, dispersed, and
atomized. What do these then have in common, the ‘old’ and the ‘new’, apart from a series of expressions that
the last ones borrow from the first ones, though in unorthodox ways, thus becoming their illegitimate
daughters?
Let’s see. First of all, both share a strong materialist inspiration. Against all idealism and all ideology, this
inspiration looks for the encounter between the thing and the name, between the common thing and the
common name. This is to say: instead of relying only on interpretations from books or pamphlets (usually
frozen), it is about contrasting these with elements coming from a concrete reality, and starting from there, to
proceed from the concrete to the abstract, always to come back to the concrete and the possibility of its
transformation. Thus, action and practice will be granted absolute primacy in all of these research experiences.
It is no longer that we have been interpreting the world for a long time and now is the time to change it (Marx
dixit), but rather that the very interpretation of the world is always linked to some kind of action or practice. The
question will be then, what kind of action: one that conserves the status quo or produces a new reality.
Second of all, apprehending the concrete elements as well as intervening on them are produced through that
sensitive machine that we know as the body, a surface where the inscription of a subjectivity, that lives and acts
in a concrete social reality, occurs. That is why we can say that another common element is the critique of all
disembodied theory, that pretends to speak from a neutral place of enunciation from where everything can be
seen. No, sirs: thought, by necessity, passes through the body, and therefore, thought is always situated,
implicated, taking a side. The question then is: on which side should we position ourselves/are we positioned?
Or, in other words: with whom do we think? With workers’ struggles, with dynamics of social conflict and
cooperation, with women, with “crazy people”, with children, with local communities, with subjugated groups,
with initiatives of self-organization…
The third of the common elements is the certainty that all new knowledge production affects and modifies the
bodies and subjectivities of those who have participated in the process. The co-production of critical knowledge
generates rebellious bodies. Thinking about rebellious practices provides/gives value and potency to those
same practices. Collective thinking engenders common practice. Therefore, the process of knowledge
production is inseparable from the process of subject production or subjectification and vice versa. It is of little
worth to go around telling (commanding) people what they should think, how they should interpret their own
lives and the world. One cannot be certain that this type of transmission of information from consciousness to
consciousness might produce something, or liberate in any sense. That form of transmission is too superficial,
and holds disdain for the potential of encounter between different singularities and the strength of thinking and
enunciating in common. It is from this concern that an interest in an articulation between collective forms of
thought and research emerged: the practices of co-research, self-consciousness and transverslity all go in this
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general direction.
Finally, the last common element that we can identify is the priority being granted to goals and processes over
any kind of formalized method. Method, when abstracted from the context and concerns from which it was
born, can become a corset that prevents a genuine connection between experience and thought, analyses and
practices of transformation. It becomes a kind of ideological screen that blocks any displacements that can
occur due to new problems and concerns that emerge in the midst of a research process. Actually, we could
say that processes of militant research are capable of putting real operations into place that are above all
methods. Militant research is, in this sense, always, an open trip, in which we know the origin and how it
started, but we do not know where it will finish.
Effectively, all these common elements between experiences of the past and current initiatives are appropriated
by these last ones in hybrid, babbling, stumbling and new ways. As mentioned before, the context is different.
Many of forms of militant research or action-research of the present are formulated, in fact, in an effort to break
with some of the identitarian and sectarian logics of the 80s and the 90s, especially in the global north, that
could freeze real conflicts. It also tries to break with the voluntarist activism that characterized those “years of
winter”, as well as its counterpoint, a dispassionate vision of knowledge distanced from the vital, productive,
affective and power-based contexts. In the context of an atomized social reality, where even strong
communities seem to have disintegrated forever and the large mobilizations appear and disappear without
leaving apparent solid traces, the issue of the “passage to the Other”, the relationship with ‘Others’ becomes
central in order to generate a common thought-action which does not remain in the small ‘us’ of a discrete
group or grupuscule.
In this new context, and beyond possible affiliations with the past, it is possible to identify three current
tendencies of articulation between research and militancy, with multiple points of connection and resonance
among them, as well as specific problems to each one. As a finale to this prologue, let’s try to introduce them in
a summarized (being, of course, very reductive), in an effort to draw a small cartography of militant research
today[21]:
1) On the one hand, we find a series of experiences of knowledge production about/against the
mechanisms of domination, combining a critique of the experts’ systems, with a fostering of minor
knowledges. Thus, they are able to initiate collective processes of knowledge production, instead
of the dominant tendency of individualizing and privatizing knowledges (through legal
mechanisms of patents and copyrights or the necessity to build up a curricular trajectory [CV] in
one’s own name). Within this framework, we can identify the collective construction of
cartographies linked to processes of mobilization[22]. There is also the combination of expert and
minor knowledges produced by experiences such as Act UP[23] and more classical but
nonetheless important initiatives, based on research for critical reporting purposes developed by
activist groups that intervene in those social terrains that are submitted to especially crude forms
of structural violence[24]. The international conference celebrated in Barcelona in January 2004,
under the title of Investigacció. Jornades de Recerca Activista, constituted an important encounter
of this kind of experience.[25]
2) On the other hand, it is possible to identify a set of initiatives that pursue the production of
thought from the very practices of social transformation, from its internal dynamics, in order to
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boost and promote those same practices. How?: through a virtuous procedure from practice to
theory to practice, sometimes kicked off by the singular encounter between dissimilar
subjectivities[26], and other times initiated by a people that participate in the same practices that
they intend to reflect upon[27].
3) Finally, we could talk about those initiatives that take research as a lever for interpellation,
subjectification and political re-composition. How?: using the mechanisms of the survey, interview
and discussion group as an excuse to talk with Others and between themselves, to challenge the
distances produced in a hyper-fragmented social space. Those mechanisms can be used to
speak of one’s own reality, in search of common notions that describe it; in search of forms of
resistance, cooperation and flight that pierce it, providing a metropolitan materiality to the
Zapatista proposition of “walking while asking”[28].
The gross and still clumsy traces of this cartography need to be submitted to the critical eyes of multiple
militant-researchers. These lines are being drawn on a very concrete sheet of paper: a context of a rich, hybrid
and virtuoso social composition, with a strong demand for transformation, and in search of re-appropriating its
own capacity to create worlds. With this goal, this cartography invents and fine tunes tools with which to
interrogate itself and others, interrogate the reality in which it is inscribed, fastening itself to this reality’s surface
and maybe shaking it. Some of its basic raw materials are the word, the image and the practice of relating
oneself.

[1] See Common notions, part 1: workers-inquiry, co-research, consciousness-raising, http://transform.eipcp.net
/transversal/0406/malo/en.
[2] Jacky Beillerot, “Entrevista a Felix Guattari” in Felix Guattari et al. La Intervención institucional [Institutional
Intervention] Mexico: Folios, 1981, p. 113 y 111.
[3] Specifically, the GTPSI-Groupe de Travail de Psicologie et Sociologie Institutionelles, facilitated by Francois
Tosquelles between 1960 and 1965.
[4] Jacky Beillerot, “Entrevista a Félix Guattari”, op. cit., p.103
[5] About these forms of organization, see Félix Guattari, Plan sobre el planeta. Capitalismo mundial integraddo
y revoluciones moleculares, Traficantes de Suenos, Madrid, 2004.
[6] A pedagogical movement of cooperative and experimentary schools. It was founded by the French
communist teacher Célestine Freinet at the end of the twenties. The movement would reach international
dimensions.
[7] Bureau d'Aide Psychologique Universitaire-University Centers of Psychological Assistance
[8] Jacky Beillerot, “Entrevista a Félix Guattari”, op. cit., p.96
[9] Ibid., p. 106.
[10] Ibid., p. 105. The articulation of the molecular revolutions with an authentic mass social revolution would
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become the question that most preoccupied Félix Guattari after May ’68.
[11] On the history and some experiences of institutional analysis one book of reference (in Spanish) is the
edited volume by Juan C. Ortigosa (ed.) El análisis institucional. Por un cambio de las instituciones, Campi
Abierto Ediciones, Madrid, 1977. In that same volume see the articles by Félix Guattari and the CERFI.
[12] As an interesting aside, Action Research developed clear connections with French institutional analysis,
especially with the ‘formalized’ version developed by Lapassade, Lourau and Lobrot, and key concepts such as
‘analyzer’and ‘transversality’ were shared
[13] See Tomás R. Villasante, “Socio-praxis para la liberación”. Also see Fals Borda, Villasante, Palazón et al.
Investigación-Acción-Participativa, Documentación Social, 92, Madrid, 1993.
[14] Note of the translators: the two following paragraphs were not in the original text.
[15] The movement of PAR in the global South has been interpreted as counter power constituting an “
insurrection of subjugated knowledges” by Arturo Escobar (1984) “Discourse and Power in Development:
Michel Foucault and the Relevance of his work to the Third World” en Alternatives X:377-400

[16] For more information see Orlando Fals-Borda (1985) [1988] Knowledge and People’s Power: Lessons with
Peasants in Nicaragua, Mexico and Colombia. New Delhi: Indian Social Institute; Orlando Fals Borda and Aisur
Rahman (1991) Action and Knowledge: Breaking the Monopoly with Participatory Action-Research. New York:
The Apex Press.
[17] See Comité organizador del Simposio Mundial de Cartagena (1978) Crítica y Política en Ciencias
Sociales. El Debate Teoría y Práctica: Bogotá: Editorial Fundación Punta de Lanza (two volumes)
[18] As two expressions linked to PAR in Europe consider the Science Shop movement started in the
Netherlands (See Michal Sogard Jorgensen 2004 Science Shops. Thinking the Future and Twinning Old/New
Shops: Science Shops vs. Universities. Electronic document: http://europa.eu.int/comm/research/sciencesociety/scientific-awareness /shops_en.html,) and the movement of Universidades Populares in Spain (See
Colectivo Ioé. 2003 Investigación Acción Participativa: Una propuesta para un ejercicio activo de la ciudadanía.
Paper presented at Activist Research Conference, Barcelona, Online document at www.investigaccio.org)
[19] Two main centers dedicated to participatory action research currently active in North America are the
International Council for Adult Education based in Toronto, directed by Budd L. Hall. It is also the publisher of
Convergence a quarterly journal in the broad field of adult education and PAR in general. In the US, Highlander
Research and Educational Center in Tennessee is one of the oldest (1932) and most active, with renowned
figures in the field of PAR as John Gaventa. For a comprehensive overview of initiatives and centers in the US
see Community-Based Research in the United States a report by Loka Institute released in 1998, pdf document
on line.
[20] For an excellent review of the basic features of PAR see Elena Sánchez Vigil, “Investigación-acciónparticipativa” in TrabajoZero, Dossier Metodológico sobre coinvestigación militante, Madrid, September 2002,
pp.3-8. For a more exhaustive analysis of the context in which PAR emerged, as well as a review of its
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epistemological and methodological bases, including interesting examples see Luis R. Gabarrón and Libertad
H. Landa, Investigación Participativa, Cuadernos Metodológicos, n.10, CIS, Madrid, 1994.

[21] This cartography is the same as that presented in Sánchez, Pérez, Malo and Fernández-Savater,
“Ingredientes de una onda global”, cit. This was produced in Madrid, thus its tentative, partial and provisional
character. Some have read this cartography as if it were a taxonomy of militant research, that highlights a
series of models of this sort of research from which one would have to pick. This piece was never intended to
be understood that way. Rather this chapter was meant to be a kind of orientation diagram that can bring one
into contact with the practices (each one quite different from the others) that participated in the book Nociones
Comunes, of which this text is the Prologue. The desire of this chapter remains precisely that then, a prologue
that introduces the reader to the various practices contained therein.
[22] Some examples of this type of practice are: maps about multinational networks produced by Bureau
d’Etudes and Université Tangente (http://utangente.free.fr); maps about resistances by the Buenos Aires-based
Street-Art Group (http://gacgrupo.ar.tripod.com); the map of and against the Barcelona Forum of Cultures in
2004 (www.sindominio.net/mapas); or the cartography of the straits of Gibraltar (http://areaciega.net/index.php
/plain/cartografias/fadaiat/cartografia_del_estrecho) produced by Straits Indymedia
(http://estrecho.indymedia.org/index.php) and the Red Dos Orillas (the Network of the Two Coastshttp://www.redasociativa.org/dosorillas).
[23] This organization of people with AIDS was formed in the US after the ‘explosion’ of the “AIDS crisis”. It has
a strong presence in France as well. In this organization medical knowledge is combined with the knowledge of
the organized members with AIDS, as well as their networks of family members and friends. For more
information see http://www.actupny.org and http://www.actupparis.org. In the Spanish state, we can find similar
examples where different kind of knowledges are combined. The experience of Laboratorio Urbano is focused
on the urbanists’ and architects’ knowledge is combined with from neighborhood knowledge and squatter
knowledge, all making alliances in order to build an urbanism from the bottom-up, in contact with the direct
experience of inhabiting the city (http://www.laboratoriourbano.tk). The experience of Grupo Fractalidades en
Investigación Crítica combines social-psychological knowledge, migrant knowledges and activist knowledges in
order to develop projects of social research (http://psicologiasocial.uab.es/es/node/193)
[24] Some examples in the Spanish state: Ecologistas en Acción (http://www.ecologistasenaccion.org) or the
collective AlJaima, that is working in the area of the straits of Gibraltar.
[25] See http://www.investigaccio.org.
[26] A very interesting experience is the one developed by Colectivo Situaciones, through their workshops in
collaboration with different counter-power realities in Argentina. [This chapter is available in English online at
http://www.ephemeraweb.org/journal/5-4/5-4index.htm. Other experiences are the workshops or roundtables
organized by the University of the Poor in the US (http://www.universityofthepoor.org) and the inquiries and
interviews by DeriveApprodi magazine (http://www.deriveapprodi.org).
[27] This has happened in a non-systematic way within the Social Centers –squatters’ and community centersin Italy and in Spain.
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[28] The multiple experiences of inchiesta and coricerca developed in Italy are located in this framework. See
magazines such as DeriveApprodi and Posse, as well as the initiatives by the German collective Kolinko which
has engaged in interviews in telemarketing (http://www.nadir.org/nadir/initiativ/kolinko/engl/e_index.htm). In
Spain, several examples could be understood under this framework: the incipient trajectories of Precarias a la
Deriva in its process of action-research from and against precarious labor/life, see http://www.sindominio.net
/karakola/precarias.htm); Colectivo Estrella, with its interviews about precarity and anti-war mobilizations (see
http://www.nodo50.org/tortuga/article.php3?id_article=2939); and Entrásito, with its work ofinquiryand agitation
with migrants and the precarious (see http://estrecho.indymedia.org/newswire/display/7778/index.php).
Common Notions, Part 2: Institutional Analysis, Participatory Action-Research, Militant http://transform.eipcp.net/transversal/0707/malo/en
Research
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“There is a revolutionary becoming not to be confused with the future of revolutions nor must it be
carried out by militants”
“Nomadism is precisely this combination between war machine and smooth space”
Gilles Deleuze

The intellectual‑creative‑communicative skills of the new activists, the need to rename the world from below in
order to reestablish a non‑mediated communication with society, together with the desire to produce
understandings of the dizzying current social transformations we are living through, constitute the basis for a
proliferation of experiences focused on the need to strongly link the intellect and collective action. What is being
generated is truly a “becoming militant researchers”[1]; the prosthetic use of research methodologies by social
movements, and the production of cartographies or maps.
Research within and by movements is useful to break the invisible boundaries made by militant groups and
exclusionary identities, as well as to question the inertia attached to the voluntarist activism based without a
project nor self‑reflection. However, we should go beyond. We should know how to always listen and test the
emergent social uneasiness and potentialities, developing the capacity to transform the current atomization
process into conjunctions and isolation in collective potency.
It is important to recognize that, currently, many participatory research methodologies tend to incorporate
themselves into the institutional matrix with the purpose of facilitating the governability of disaffected societies
before a representative democracy. The weakness and benevolence of certain “participatory” dynamics
undertaken by institutions are well known. We cannot forget that “participatory interventions” have a recognized
niche in the academia already, with the risks that this entails.
From the perspective of an “offensive” reconstruction of antagonist dynamics, we face the challenge of thinking
both research and organizing together, in the context of great mobility and instability. We should avoid thinking
through these two issues separately. We need to push the experience of militant research and participation
beyond that point. For us, the need to link “becoming militant researchers” to different devices of collective
aggregation and organization, constitutes a central priority. In many instances, militant and participatory
research are able to situate an issue (explore and address a problem in complex ways). They are also able to
find things drawing a cartography of the territory, webbing together links between heterogeneous subjects and
knowledges. However, in many instances, they are unable to build or insert themselves in plans of political
action that are more conscious and ambitious.
We still trust in the ability of political subjectivities in movement to build large and potent collective machines.
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However, we believe that this will not happen if these research‑participatory dynamics are not combined with
organizing devices that “bite into” the real. At the same time, we have confirmed that the potential of the
movement cannot be other than the capacity to chain the singular knowledges of the multitude and make them
work like a vectoralized war machine. A war machine should work in a “centralized” fashion when the conflict
breaks out, tensing itself. Immediately after, the machine is opened and is no longer tensed, in order to remake
and propagate itself in a viric and porous fashion. These machines should be able to build processes of
empowerment from below, winning concrete battles, transforming the social problems we are facing. If the
action‑research processes are not opened to broader communities and are not thought and constructed in
concert with political projects of an “accumulative” and strategic dimension, they will not achieve the qualitative
jump that we need.
Cartography and war machine are for us two magic–concepts in order to understand the limitations that we
have referred to in regards to militant research. These concepts are useful to think and attack these problems
at one and the same time. Cartography understood as the capacity by movements to investigate and map the
real: craft‑work to detect and make the appearance of interferences in the societies of ‘consensus’ resonate.
Cartography understood as an abstract prototype for the analysis of a problem in map form, diagramming
blueprints of potential composition/assemblage. They are open maps for orientation, “connectable in all of its
dimensions; detachable, reversible, susceptible to constant modification”[2]
War machine understood as organizing‑or‑assemblage processes capable of transforming points into vectors:
“like a lineal disposition constituted by lines of flight. In this sense, the war machine does not have war as its
objective, its objective is linked to a very unique space, the smooth space that it itself constitutes, occupies and
propagates”, having in mind that “a war machine can be more revolutionary or artistic than military”[3].
Therefore, it is about deciphering those vectors of subjectification that articulate the transformation of the real,
many times in odd ways for the classical militant’s gaze. We would like to insist that it is not about interpreting
to organize, but about detecting those points able to compose a common plane, a collective flight.

The tool of cartography allows us:
To identify the hot spots of contemporary conflict, its dynamics and actors, its movement and those trajectories
that go from temporary uneasiness to the desire of building an alternative to one’s own situation.
To think codes that articulate communication among the subjects implicated in a given issue, to learn from them
and to experiment with communicative devices able to generate a new field of feeling and common reference.
To test those statements that would allow naming a given situation, in order to confirm its capacity of influence.
Take on, then, the need to prefigure new, mobile and situational statements. The production of new names and
concepts is not the task of a militant, but it will always be a collective and choral exercise of enunciation.
To introduce the ephemeral as a variable that accompanies every organizing process. From that point on,
doubt and experimentation will become constituent elements of all militant practice.
To generate groups able to transform themselves through constant recombination in interactions with “others”,
understanding the outside as an asset and a singularity to be desired and appropriated
To transform militancy into a research process that surveys the passions, affects, humors, pathologies,
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fantasies, stories and becomings of social figures. In this way, the figure of the militant, as both researcher and
nomad, looses all exteriority and is criss‑crossed, through and over, by the dynamics of the situation which s/he
inhabits, its crises, doubts and recompositions. This same figure then, being able to map excesses, pushing
them beyond and composing them; linking statements, desires, and bodies. Transforming militant groups in
analyzers and creative intercessors of social desires and statements.

Using the notion of war machine suggests the following to us:
To rethink the liaison with organization, surpassing the asphyxiating dichotomy between verticality and
horizontality, understanding the important relationship between micro and macro politics, composing high
co‑efficients of transversality.
To assume a non‑traumatic relationship with power, with a vocation for providing the multitude with a level of
strength capable of intervening in and altering current social designs. Map opportunities; making diagrams and
sustaining a new, productive and rebel institutionality of the movement.
To think organization from a composite perspective that takes both molar and molecular dimensions into
consideration. To experiment with a creative combination between tension and distension, between enunciative
strength and tacit silence, between intervention in the public sphere and subterranean construction.
To think the combustion of cultural, artistic, analytical, political and desiring practices in complex terms.
To yearn for and put into action experiments full of audacity, testing the hypothesis that are being developed,
verifying the doses of strength and intelligence that are able to articulate both networks and the set of
competencies or skills with which we act.
To situate the role of militancy beyond research, for example, the articulation of devices able to formulate
common experiences between extremely singular realities. This “obsession” for the common puts the
relationship between communication and organizing at the center. Communicating potentially allied
experiences is not enough to build organization, but it becomes its necessary condition.

Experiences in Southern Europe
A. Research and organizing from and against precarity
What are the new social subjects inhabiting the precarization of existence? How to build organizing
mechanisms out of a precarious social composition for the ‘coming together’ of precarious figures? What is the
role of knowledge and research in the success of self‑organizing processes by the new figures of precarity?

Precarias a la Deriva (Madrid)[4] is one of the most revealing experiences of militant research of the latest
years. They have produced a thorough cartography of the multiple trajectories of precarious subjects in the
metropolitan circuits of Madrid. After years of experience in the Women’s squatted Social Center called
Eskalera Karakola, PAD inaugurated a collective project of research in search of new partnerships for and
strategies of cooperation, knowledge and subversion. The collective research process encompasses a
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self‑survey of their own lives, though appealing and connecting with others, and creating a rich web of minor
knowledges, critical skills and alliances among diverse precarities.
Departing from a feminist analysis and from the lived transformations of the metropolis, PAD has gone beyond
any reductionist approach to precarity. Instead of constituting an exclusively labor‑based phenomenon, it is
about rethinking the intersections between different social stratifications (class, race, ethnicity, gender, sexual
orientation and identity, educational background, etc.) and how they constitute the new borders of the
precarization of existence. They have been searching for common names and languages, links and strategies
to subvert the corporation‑city. Some of the “fundamental tools being used are: the drift, as a device to
disconnect the crazed and routinized space‑times, of the totally mobilized corporation‑city and its ‘population’
(trips to work, shopping, daily itineraries in public transport) and as a path to rediscovery, with new eyes,
common eyes, of the circuits of precarity; the workshop, as a place for sharing and deepening these visions;
and the assemblies, as a space for self‑reflection, identification of problems and formulation of work and action
hypotheses”[5]. Their numerous talks and public presentations, which speak to many European realities of [the]
movement, have become an important reference for knowledge in first person about the process of producing a
precarious existence. After a first phase of research that produced a DVD and a book, they are inaugurating
now a new experiment: Todasacien: Agencia de Asuntos Precarios. This is a physical space that allows the
“virtuous combination of consultancies, workshops and encounters among women to invent mechanisms of
grassroots mutualism and the development of a precarious instinct”, articulating a collective response to the
phenomenon of precarity.

Entránsito [Intransit] (Málaga), a space for research and action around precarious issues, is the product of the
experiences developed in the Social Center “Casa de Iniciativas”. It was a long itinerary made of migrant
struggles and self‑education work about social transformations in the contemporary world. This initiative was
born with the goal of understanding current changes in labor, trying to detect common situations crossed by
subjectivities “in transit”, in order to experiment with modes of action and organizing attuned to these new
political animals.
Once the incapacity of the classical union model to address temporary and flexible workers had been tested
and proven, the next task then was to begin with an initial attempt of getting closer to – analyzing and
understanding – the forms of social uneasiness, emotive tonalities and modes of inhabiting that fragmented
territory where the construction of a common looks impossible.
Entránsito has promoted spaces of contagious encounter between precarious people – both native‑born and
migrants –, in order to rethink the strategy of defining new collective rights that are able to attack the current
emptying of the notion of citizenship we live with nowadays. Redefinitions of citizenship for Entránsito include
struggling for guarantees to a social salary and freedom of movement for everybody. Together with other social
networks they have coordinated the research project Otra Málaga [Another Málaga] (“precarity, immigration
and financial speculation in the territory we inhabit”). The results have produced a different map of Málaga’s
territory, a book of interviews and a DVD about the reality of social conflicts and movements in the province of
Málaga. Another important project of this collective is constructing public spaces for movement in Southern
Europe. The collective has also help to put together (together with other realities of the territory) the successful
st

event of EuroMayDaySur (the May 1 celebration/protest for precarious people), and to build the network
called Precari@s en Movimiento, connecting collectives in Málaga, Sevilla, Granada, Jerez y Córdoba.
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The Oficina de Derechos Sociales [ODS – Center for Social Rights] (Sevilla), placed in the neighborhood
community center of Pumarejo, has launched a process of “co‑research about the circuits of precarity”[6]. This
project attempts to complement their daily work as a social and legal consultancy focused on the problems
suffered by the “un‑guaranteed” [no‑garantizados, those without access to their social rights]. Problems dealing
with housing issues, migration papers and labor rights are, for example, the most frequent problems faced by
this singular office on an everyday basis. The ODS combines distinct planes of work by trying to transform the
problems brought up by isolated individuals into the consultancy office [as in case work] into processes of
social self‑organization, creating mutual aid networks, and strategies in search of concrete victories against the
abuses made by home‑owners and bosses as well as against the shortages of the state’s social protection or
welfare system. In order to address these issues, the ODS uses two central axes for its work in combination.
On the one hand, identifying or testing what kind of “institutions” and infrastructures can social movements
create in order to de‑precarize living conditions. On the other hand, experimentation in order to construct a
model of social syndicalism/union able to intervene in the current processes of precarization that go far beyond
labor relations in the strict sense.
At the same time, the ODS proposes to research and build a narrative in first person about this subjectivity that
is still under construction which we call the precariat. The co‑research project by ODS tries to expand the
reflection about current living conditions experienced all of us as precarious people, and to search for forms of
grassroots empowerment. Workshops, debates, surveys and video‑analysis experiments are nurturing the rich
collective process underway called MayDaySur. In this way, the ODS is building a process of reflection with
activists working against precarity and trying to adjust the dual tasks of creating forces of social composition
with the services and roles of the consultancy office.

B. Maps of territory, tools of social movement articulation and enunciation
How to transform a map into a process of re‑signifying a territory and re‑articulating social movements? How to
name a territory undergoing permanent transformation? How to situate new mechanisms of power, conflicts
and emergent social subjects in a fragmented and complex territory?

Rizoma [Rhizome](Málaga) has created a transdisciplinary space where people can get together to study,
discuss, theorize and intervene on issues related with current territorial transformations, urbanism and the
consequences of the intrusion of neoliberalism in all spheres of our lives. Rizoma has produced multiple
articles, discussion groups and has developed a unique form of critical pedagogy within an academic setting.
Additionally though, Rizoma has also developed a choral research project about the convulsive territory they
inhabit which they’ve baptized ZoMeCS (Zona Metropolitana de la Costa del Sol). This territory/zone has been
especially punished by the effects of mass tourism, real estate speculation and environmental destruction.
Through a drift called 020404 Deriva en ZoMeCS[7], this research project has demonstrated a unique capacity
to invent a research tool able to generate critical knowledge production, and this in a time when the academy
seems to have established an open alliance with private interests. The experimental drifts of the Rizoma group,
carried out by more than 300 students and professors of the School of Architecture of Granada, were open to
uncertainty and to the strange interaction with the urban landscapes which were traversed. These drifts have
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worked as a “research‑performance” about the micro‑physical aspects of the becomings of this area of
Málaga’s cost: what kind of images do we observe?; how are urban development projects organizing the
territory?; what kind of subjects inhabit the territory and how do they perceive its current transformations?; what
kind of work are we facing? These were some of the questions to be addressed by the working groups through
images, texts, and drawings during these macro‑drifts. These walking‑narratives have resulted in collectively
authored books, published under creative commons license, and they have produced a chain of unforeseen
effects, both in students and professors, that since then, have been engaging different projects.

Cartografía Otra Málaga (Málaga). In the framework of the Málaga Social Forum, the Entránsito collective
wanted to develop a social cartography over the territory with two main objectives. On the one hand, to provide
visibility to the crisis of the current development model, by focusing on three conflicts considered to be
strategic: precarious labor, real estate speculation and migrant movements. On the other hand, to survey
different organizing experiences, even the smallest and most marginal ones, in order to create relations
between them, and inaugurate or strengthen coordination efforts among them. The main research group
traveled over the entire province, armed with the methodological tools of qualitative sociology, blank maps, a
camera and hundred of questions. While the material product of the investigation has been very rich, the
organizing processes resulting form this research have surpassed the expected objectives. This rich process of
interconnection and proliferation of relationships has facilitated the creation of an migrant coordinating
committee in Málaga, the diffusion and extension of organizing work around precarity and the consolidation of
ecologist networks in defense of the coastal zone. The Otra Málaga project is a clear example of how useful
these political‑research devices may be in re‑compositing social movement processes, going beyond any kind
of academicism. It has also allowed for a re‑signification/re‑definition of the territory by focusing on the conflicts
faced by the local population, providing an alternative vision in a context marked by maps produced by tourist
agencies, real estate promotions and an imaginary oriented excessively towards mass tourism and private
consumerism. This research project has not only opened dozens of contacts with previously unknown
collectives and experiences, but has helped to nurture new political spaces.

¿De que va realmente el Fórum 2004? [What is the Forum really about?](Barcelona)[8] is a cartography born
out of the collective will of connecting and networking the different knowledges and visions that were critical of
the Fórum de las Culturas event taking place in Barcelona along with its municipality, full of “progressive” talk
and vocabulary. The map was planned as a tool that could be used by different social collectives in the
campaign against the Forum2004; thus a map‑action. On one side, points of action throughout Barcelona were
marked, headquarters of the large corporations that were participating in the financing of the Forum, and
describing how they conducted their business. On the other side, the marketing campaign behind the Forum
was exposed. Barcelona was sold as the city of world peace, multiculturalism and sustainability. This side
explained the real estate speculation behind the Forum and its blueprints for a corporate‑centered city instead.
The map, by displacing the original sense of the Forum, was subverting this “event‑city‑logo”. Additionally, the
map provided visibility to those social conflicts hidden by the happy, civic and innocuous look developed by the
progressive culture of the spectacle‑city.
The map was collectively constructed, and one of the important aspects of this process was it ability to
propagate and stimulate a creative and extensive campaign that was able to articulate diverse sensibilities. The
goal was to boycott the event and its economic, urbanistic, speculative, as well as symbolic deployment. Its
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important to mention that a set of actions, mobilizations and communication devices (such as forumatón)
sustained and invigorated the cartographic work. The map contributed – in an unmeasurable and invaluable
way – to the failure of the Forum’s marketing control team as well as its legitimacy and attendance.

Cartography of the geopolitical area of Gibaltrar Strait[9] This project was born in the midst of the collective
process called Indymedia Madiaq (Strait in Arabic). Indymedia Estrecho[10] is a politico‑communicative project
that paradoxically wants to situate itself beyond a city, beyond borders and the very divisions between nation
nation‑states. Making a cartography of an “Other‑territory” – a border zone of high strategic importance
co‑inhabited by social processes of great intensity and violence – become a necessary tool to orient ourselves
and our practices/praxis. The map allowed for the development of an inventory of the knowledges embedded in
large and diverse social networks, and assisted in placing them in relation to one another, socializing them.
Different type of people participated from the beginning of the project: networks of social movements and
activists, communicative‑agents and people from both coasts. On side A of the map the goal was to provide a
different vision the Straits, a dynamic vision, criss‑crossed by diverse flows with different intensities
transforming this territory into a battlefield between control and excess. Migratory flows, capital movements,
information and communication networks, surveillance systems and detention centers, the transport of all kinds
of merchandise, the militarization of space, and areas of intensive [agricultural] exploitation. At one and the
same time, the map signaled spaces of resistance and struggle, providing visibility to the emergence of
organizing experiences.
Side B attempted to show the development, in recent years, of social spaces and events that have allowed the
diffuse creation of movement networks that never existed before. It also tried to present concepts, images and
texts that have somehow helped constitute the network of subjectivities participating, in different ways, in
Indymedia Estrecho.
The somewhat chaotic feeling of this cartography is due to the impossibility of showing a territory undergoing
permanent transformation in a coherent and consistent fashion. This territory has been convulsed by intense
social dynamics and criss‑crossed by flows and networks of high complexity. This cartography has allowed a
complete re‑definition of this geographic area. It has also contributed immensely to the development and
consolidation of the Indymedia Estrecho project, providing visual images for the main goal of that project:
disobeying borders in order to build an “Other‑territory”.
*
These are some of the experiences that we consider important at the intersections between militancy and
research. They are practices that are difficult to classify and characterized by their dynamism. Each one of
them continues its path, recomposing/recombining itself with the paths of the movement and generating, luckily,
effects and resonances that exceed the initial goals of their authors.

[1] For further development of this problematic, see the collective publication: Marta Malo de Molina (ed.)
Nociones comunes. Experiencias y ensayos entre investigación y militancia, Traficantes de sueños, Madrid,
2004, http://www.sindominio.net/traficantes/editorial/nociones_comunes.htm; for the English translation of the
first part of the books’ introduction Common notions, part 1: workers‑inquiry, co‑research,
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consciousness‑raising see http://transform.eipcp.net/transversal/0406/malo/en; furthermore the article by
Marisa Pérez Colina, Raúl Sánchez Cedillo, Marta Malo de Molina y Amador Fernández‑Savater, Ingredientes
de una onda global, en Desacuerdos, nº 2, Macba/Arteleku/Unia Arte y Pensamiento, Barcelona, 2005,
http://www.estrecho.indymedia.org/newswire/display/17603/index.php
[2] Gilles Deleuze, Félix Guattari, Mil mesetas. Capitalismo y esquizofrenia, Pretextos, Valencia, 1994.
[Available in English as A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Translated by Brian Massumi.
University of Minnesota Press: Minneapolis, 1987. Quote from page 12 of the English version]
[3] Gilles Deleuze, Félix Guattari, Conversaciones. 1972‑1990, Pretextos, Valencia, 1999.
[4] http://www.sindominio.net/karakola/precarias.htm.
[5] Precarias a la Deriva, A la deriva. Por los circuitos de la precariedad femenina, Traficantes de sueños,
Madrid, 2004, http://www.sindominio.net/traficantes/editorial/precariasaladerivapdf.htm. [Portions of this book
are available in English at Precarias a la Deriva’s website: http://sindominio.net/karakola/precarias.htm]
[6] http://laboprecario.org.es/tiki-index.php?page=sevilla.
[7] http://www.rizoma.org/html/020404.html.
[8] ¿De qué va realmente el Fórum?, http://www.sindominio.net/mapas/es/mapa_es.htm.
[9] http://mcs.hackitectura.net/tiki‑index.php?page=MAPA%3A+cartografiando+el+territorio+madiaq.
[10] http://estrecho.indymedia.org/ or http://madiaq.indymedia.org/.
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Brief relation about meaning, methods
and examples of militant investigation
and co-research as political action
by Gigi Roggero
I’ll separate my relation in three parts. In the first part, I’ll try to explain
what I mean when I speak of militant investigation and co-research as political
action, and the radical differences as regards both sociological and academic
research, and traditional worker investigation. In the second and in the third
part, I’ll speak about common methods of co-research. The need to build up
common methods doesn’t mean the construction of academic method, or a standard
method: this is a not sense to ourselves! I speak of a need to build up a common
work, common languages, common notions, common field of militant research,
common political activity and action, to build up a European common space of
movement and radical transformation, in which multiplicity of political
experiences, militant groups and subjects live and cooperate.
I say clearly, to avoid dangerous misunderstandings: we aren’t researchers
interesting in political processes, but we are militants that use research for
our political activity in the movement and in the precariousness struggles!

1) Theory introduction
Which
is
the
co-research? In
difference

difference
between
traditional
my opinion, the difference is

worker
investigation
and
first of all a political

In fact, the traditional idea of worker investigation inside the workers
movement, also in innovative sectors, uses paradigms, scientific organization
and capitalistic tools, of which the militant researchers criticized not the
contents and the form of production, but only the aim. In other words, the
worker
inquiry
addressed
the
sociological
research
toward
political
organization, and not toward market and goods system
On one side, there was an idea of neutrality of the science, which was thought
as the most appropriate for revolutionary activity; on the other hand, the
knowledge produced in the research is used by an external subject, the party or
the union. So, there was a division of work between politics and research
The hypothesis and the aim of the co-research is the overcoming, the knocking
down of this separation between politics and research. So, the production of
knowledge is in the same moment the production of subjectivity and the agency,
of common practices and languages, and the construction of a political
self-organization. We are speaking about another form of research, where
knowledge and science live inside the politics process of the co-research, not
in a far future. It’s too little the critic of the science only for its uses;
the critic of the science means a radical experience of an immediate alternative
of cooperation
Brief, co-research is an hypothesis to experiment another form of political,
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productive and human cooperation, inside the process activated by militants and
social subjects. In other words: worker investigation is inside representation
space, co-research tends to be beyond and against representation space

2) Research methods
As I said in the introductive part of my relation, my speech about methods isn’t
a speech about academic or university project, but about politics projects of
militant action and production of knowledge for precariousness struggles
The co-research is not identified in the qualitative interviews, although the
qualitative interviews can be the best and more relational tool. In addition,
even quantitative elements can be important – for example, with questionnaires.
I repeat: co-research is constructed in the relational space, it’s important how
the social subjects cooperate, struggle and organize themselves
On this discourse, speaking on multiplicity of subjectivity, resistances,
struggles, workers, cooperation, political aims and so on, there isn’t of course
a universal and standard method. Anyway, it’s important discuss on common
methods and research practices, to think common projects, common techniques, a
common expertise to use, common ways and aims
So, the tools can be: qualitative interviews (vis-�-vis); focus group; videointerviews (an interesting tool, but different than audio-interviews, more
direct, less deep); in a first step, also questionnaires. I repeat: it’s
important to prefer relational tools, because the interview is simply a moment
of a process – a cooperative and politics process
Brief: co-research is a politics process, in which the method of knowledge
production is radically different from academic method, but it’s important. In
other words: research without co is an academic project, not interesting to
ourselves; but co without research is an “introspective” inquiry, separate from
social subjects, struggle and real subjectivity

3) Examples of research method
In our webring, we imagine a research project that goes on for concentric
circles (we will try to translate this in maps and cartography). In the first
circle we have the militant groups; in the second circle we have the struggles;
in the third circle, we find out the “social subjects”. For each circle, we are
going to build its map, and then we can overlap different levels and identify
links
For militant group, we have prepared a “knot cards”
For “social subjects”, we must think general outlines of research, that we can
discuss and use to produce common experiences and translate all we did told in
theory
To simplify, the “struggle circle” is the possible link between militant groups
and “social subjects”
An hypothetic research project can be in three steps: a) composition of research
group, identification of field of research, selection of analytic and politics
problems and topics, knots and variables-key, elaboration of first hypothesis to
begin, finding out of times and calendar, tools (for example audio-interview and
questionnaires, and respective interview outline) and cases of intervention,
initial aims; b) selection of the subject to interview, achievement of the
interviews, new subjects to interviews, and so improvement of the relational and
cooperative net; c) analysis of materials and interviews, discussion and check
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on initial hypothesis, new elaboration, construction of a new net of research
and cooperation, discussion and check of initial aims, new aims and new projects
of research
Particularly important is the identification of the subject of research (for
example workers of spectacle, workers migrants, university researchers,
chainworkers and so on), and the field of research (theatres, media, university,
call center, metropolis and so on). The settlement and delimitation of subjects
and field (not the sectoralization, because all the subject are in the category
of living labour and precariousness of course) is important to give
effectiveness to the politics projects and to give flesh, bodies and reality to
the “social subjects” of our languages
Also important it’s the elaboration of the outline of interview. The outline is
not standard, of course, but depend on fields and subjects. Anyway, we can say
that there are some common elements in all outlines, for example: biographic
elements (age, family background, place of birth and current address, present
and past works), political elements (membership of politics groups, parties or
unions, participation on struggles, and so on), subjectivity, agency and forms
of life
At the same time, we can build common methods of interviews and tools
All my speech is not about the immediate construction of a common project of
co-research: before to do it, we have to develop a common work to build up
common notions and languages, politics activity and practices. But, on the other
hand, to build up this, we could imagine some hypothesis of European
co-researches for the future, from the fields of political action of militant
groups involved in the project and in Euromayday process. For example, there are
collectives that makes politics intervention and militant investigation on
workers migrants, care labour, students and university, workers of spectacle,
and so on. On this regards, could we build up, step by step and inside the
webring process, networks of co-research – in perspective at European level –
for each of these fields of political activity?
Finally, I have a proposal of “brief-middle term”: we can build up a small
project of brief videointerviews in the towns of Euromayday 06, with few
questions – common for all – to the subjects of the precarity, and not
“rhetorical” or “propagandistic” (if we already know replies, it’s unnecessary
to do questions!). This can be useful on one hand to experiment a first common
investigation; on the other hand, to get used to a common work.
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Polygraph: While today students are certainly involved in various political and social movements, it is no longer around the
figure of the student that these struggles revolve. So, we would
first like to ask: what happened to the figure of the student as a
political agent? In How the University Works, Marc Bousquet
proposes that we understand the student as a worker, and while
we see this as an indispensable move in many contexts, we are
curious about what might be lost in identifying the student
completely with the worker.1 We wonder, for example, about a
need or a desire to retain the specificity of the student as one
who studies, or perhaps as one who postpones or even refuses work. In addition, in their piece “The University and the
Undercommons,” Harney and Moten forward concepts of the
subversive intellectual and also of a maroon community, which
includes all sorts of agents and actions not entirely covered by
either the figure of the student or the figure of the worker.2 So,
we’re curious to hear about this move away from more traditional categories of political subjectivity.
Fred Moten: The question that immediately comes to my
mind is whether or not a movement or political mobilization
is dependent upon the figure—not just the figure of the student, but the figure as such. On the other hand, to ask that
question is to immediately wonder about the body that constitutes the ground of that figure. The interplay between body
and figure is reminiscent of that movement of abstraction and
re-materialization that’s so powerful in Marx’s work around
the interplay between labor and labor-power. So I just want to
raise that question, not to try to answer it but to keep it open
and maybe as something we can come back to.
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If we do believe that movement or political mobilization is dependent on the
figure, and on the figure of the student, then we have to ask some questions about the
success rate of such movement and mobilization. In other words, at the very same
time that it is cause for concern that the figure of the student is not at the center of
a certain kind of political mobilization, it’s also important to consider the value, the
utility, the success of a range of movements that we all appeal to, especially now, on
the fortieth anniversary of ’68. One might retrospectively begin to evaluate those
movements that were centered around the figure of the student and think through
what has been gained and what was also potentially lost or given up by such a centering. I’m just answering the question with more questions, I guess.
What I would want to do is not so much keep producing questions but to step
to the side of the question a bit and think through the importance of study—that
maybe it might be possible to imagine a form of movement or political mobilization
that would be driven by or centered on the activity of study in a way that does not
require the figuration of the student, or potentially some sort of reification of the
figure of the student. And so one of the things that I hope we get to talk about today
is the importance of study, maybe what the relationship is between study and a good
old Marxian term: our species-being. What’s the relationship between what it is to be
human and what it is to study? I think that might be a fruitful way to think through
things; maybe we’ll dig up a whole bunch of stuff that way.
Stefano Harney: I just want to acknowledge first that it’s a real event for Marc’s book
to come out. We have known Marc for a while and know the work that he does and
how hard he works, so for him to finally have the time to do all of this for us in
book form, it’s really a treat for me, and a pleasure. It occasions the question of just
why does the University go to such lengths to avoid the identification of students
with study. Is there a possibility that by thinking this relation of study, we could
open up a politics in and beyond the university that would be a proper challenge to
university power and a challenge to ourselves? I’m thinking in particular of a few
aspects of study, and it makes me want to re-pose the question you asked (although
I always hate people who re-pose the questions they are asked, but still…), which is:
how might the student be possible in the university? It seems to me that the student
would only be possible if there was already study. And so, rather than starting with
the figure, if we actually started with the relation of study. One of the things that
interest me about study is that study seems to me perpetually immature, perpetually premature, perpetually unready. Recently, as I’ve been consumed and caught up
with questions of management and governance, not being ready for governance is
for me of growing importance. So, I’d like to think about study with you, partly as
this immaturity, partly as this premature moment, collective moment, that is not
ready. Part of the reason I would like to do that is that all the work Marc has done
shows me very clearly that the University is very intent on making sure that study is
not at the center of what goes on at the University.
Marc Bousquet: I couldn’t agree more that the University itself is displacing study,
and therefore suggesting a further displacement of the familiar terminology for per-
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sons performing study, that is, students. I wonder, Steve, what you would call the
embodied persons describing themselves as students. How would you characterize
their relation, since, I think we probably would all agree that it is not one of study,
and that that is a source of communal disappointment?
Stefano Harney: Well, I’m still working through exactly how I would characterize
the relation of study in general, but I don’t mean to suggest that we wouldn’t have
to, through analysis, consider the student, at least in part, as worker. Certainly we
have to do that. For me, it’s more a question of what we want to do with that. One
of the risks that I’ve persistently encountered in university politics is that in the
process of the battle, I forget why I’m doing it. Suddenly I’m doing it because it’s a
battle. So, figuring out some way to maybe use study as a way of remembering why
I’m doing it is not just a matter of making myself stronger to do it, or making us
stronger, but really also because it would have everything to do with strategy and
tactic. To put that very clearly, if we have a lot of energy around the fact that we are
exploited and we’re not getting a chance to study, there’s different things you could
do with that. You could decide to contact the local union, and fight it out through
the local union, and that’s where your political energies would go, and that’s fine.
But you also might say, I don’t want to change one institution for another, the union,
where I know there’s no study, where there’s nothing, you know, there’s a research
department full of thugs. That doesn’t seem like much of a trade. It’s partly about
tactics and strategy. You have to say this is about study, in part, because you’re not
studying, you’re doing work.
Marc Bousquet: I was really captured by the address that Steve gave last week at
CUNY Baruch College on the city as business school, which traverses a lot of concerns, including the pervasive role of governance in the network of crossings between what used to be called public and private interest. In introducing the concept
of study, it raised for me the question not just of what’s going on with those students
who work, or those persons who work within the University, but of the persons
with leisure who do not study, and the persons with leisure who do not study while
becoming professionalized, and being professionalized in a variety of ways, but with
specific intensity in the business school. This is a conversation I had with some of
you last night, two bourbons in. Reading your address is the first time I can think
of in 5 years or more that I have been interested at all in talking about curriculum.
Because I haven’t known how to think about its transformation, and certainly it’s the
first possibility I have seen to aggressively address what has happened to curriculum.
If the curriculum has been evacuated of study, and something else has been substituted for study, that’s what I’m looking for: what is the name of that other thing?
Polygraph: One of the things that we were curious about is recognition, and how this
is very different in your respective projects. For instance, Marc’s discussion of the student-worker in How the University Works implies a desire for recognition of the work
that students do. On the other hand in the “Seven Theses” Fred and Steve propose that
the “only relationship to the university is a criminal one.” I don’t know if you would
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consider the subversive intellectual or the criminal or the maroon to be figures, but in
all of those cases one does not want to be recognized. If you’re a thief that’s the worst
thing that can happen to you; you don’t want to be called out as a thief, you want to be
unrecognized. Could you talk a bit about the difference there in how thinking agency
in terms of imperceptibility or something like that would relate to study as something
you have to steal?
Fred Moten: I think it links up with Marc’s question; maybe the follow-up to Marc’s
question is the question right before your question. Let’s say that there is a kind
of curriculum that has been imposed upon the one who would be a student, and
in that imposition the one who would be a student is rendered a non-student, or
rendered incapable of studying or at least his or her capacity for studying is greatly
diminished. Given that, the question would then be: is that capacity actually liquidated, or has it been suppressed and diffused in ways that then require the one who
would study to go and find it, as it were, in a whole bunch of secret, surreptitious
zones, that in maybe one complex movement one both finds an object of study and
finds study. In such a movement one also finds oneself as a student, but the issue
then is how you go about that process. In other words, given what it is that the
University appears to demand of the ones who would be students, how do you deal
with that demand and then go do something else?
Here’s where a range of issues come into play, where I think it really is necessary
to get some kind of a clear sense of what it is that the University actually now seems
to be demanding from the ones who would be students, get some sense of what that
curriculum is. My tendency is to believe that, on the one hand, what they demand is
massive and huge, and if they get what they demand it has massive implications, but
then there’s this other sense that I have that what they really demand is not actually
much. It’s a massive demand that does not actually make much of a demand on the
one upon whom it is imposed. What I’m really thinking of, just on an experiential
level, and maybe it happened to a bunch of you guys, it certainly happened to me a
couple times as an undergraduate, when I realized that what they wanted me to do in
order to get a certain grade was really a minimal thing; I could do what they wanted
me to do and then do what I wanted to do in terms of study, in terms of a certain
kind of collective intellectual and alcoholic activity (in which Steve and I have been
engaged in very serious ways for well over two decades now), but that’s what I really
wanted to do. You mention bourbon and I don’t think it’s peripheral, you know, but
that’s another issue. What I’m saying is there’s that moment when you realize that
they’re not even asking that much of you. The realization that they’re not asking that
much actually makes a whole range of things possible that had not seemed possible
before. I think there’s another moment in which this can occur in graduate school
around exams, when you start to realize, you know, “Wait, is that the question you
were asking me? I thought you were going to ask me some deep question that I would
have to think about, and instead what you have done is you made me go through
this horrific experience in order to ask me simple, stupid questions just to see if I did
the reading. I thought we had all agreed that we were all going to do the reading and
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you just asked me this to see if I was going to do it. Why? Why did you ask me that?
What were you getting out of me? What were you demanding of me when you set
this situation up?” The demand is a certain kind of commitment to a certain kind of
professionalization, which, if you allow yourself to be fully taken by it, you are well
on the way to doing the work of reproducing the University as it already is.
I’m talking a long time because I’m trying to get at a point which is kind of
hard to say. I’ll see if I can say it a simple way, try and repeat it at least. What they
demand of you is massive, but it’s as if what they demand from you is the obsession
about what they demand from you. Somehow, appearing to give them that thing that
they demand where appearing to give that makes you apparently recognizable, then
opens up the possibility of a whole range of activities that you could undertake that
would operate under the rubric of a certain kind of criminality or misrecognition.
It’s a moment of dissimulation, and I just think it opens up a range of possibilities.
There’s a moment where you just don’t take it. Again, it’s easy for me to say this. I’ve
got a job, and tenure, at this sort of ridiculously luxurious place, but it still doesn’t
disqualify what I’m saying from being possibly true, which is that there’s a certain
fundamental right, and maybe even an obligation, on the part of the one who would
be a student not to take certain structures within the University seriously, to actually
look at them clearly and give them all of the value that they actually deserve, which
is really, really not much.
Stefano Harney: That was really deep, so can I tell you a joke? I had a colleague at
the University of London who was invited to the Fuqua Business School to give a
talk. So he prepared the talk, shows up at the school and says, “I’m really honored
to be here at Duke. I am going to start with a quote by Fred Jameson, since I’m here.”
He does the talk. At the end they come up and say, “That was a really good talk.
Who is this Fred Jameson guy?” The point of that story is not that Fred Jameson is
insufficiently famous, it’s that this colleague of mine went across and he did Fred
Jameson at the Fuqua Business School. And although they didn’t know who he was,
they loved the talk. Two things I want to say about that. One is if you want to look
for the critical, look no further than the business school. It describes every course
in the Business School: critical approaches to the market, critical approaches to accounting, etc., etc. But at the same time, to echo what I think Fred [Moten] is talking
about here, the real burden on those students is that the curriculum is about almost
nothing. This makes it a really difficult curriculum at one level because they have to
become this almost nothing. And many times they are successful, as you know once
you meet them as trustees; they are fully nothing by that point. But I think there is,
nonetheless, in the Business School more than anywhere else, there is this kind of
space to say, “Critical, what do you mean critical?” So I think this question of a kind
of emptiness is something that we need to turn to our advantage. To fill it with study
would be one useful thing.
Polygraph: In our readings this past year we found ourselves moving further and
further away from understanding what the University actually is in our contemporary
moment. We find in your projects really different approaches to thinking about the
University. We would like to hear how you might describe the University as a site of

164

On Study

production, of work and/or immaterial labor, of education, of research, of profit, of
emancipatory projects and so on. I guess it’s a real simple question, but what is the
status of the University today? What kind of site is it? Is it even possible to answer
that question? At what point does the conversation about the University itself breaks
down? Is that the point of these conversations? I am thinking about the boundedness
or unboundedness of this thing called the University.
In addition, since we are circling around the question of critique, maybe you could
comment on the relation between the university understood as the site of critique, and
the University as it emerges as a very different kind of space in “Seven Theses.”
Fred Moten: One of the things that comes to mind immediately is this notion of
governance, which I take wholly from Steve’s piece called, “Governance and the
Undercommons.” So I am going to quote this passage that says “And what does governance look like? I would say in large part it looks like the continuous production
and exhibition of self-generated intelligible public interests.”3 I take that to mean
that the insidious way that governance manifests itself is in a massive over-proliferation of choices, which are probably best understood as false choices. This returns
me to your earlier question, Marc: What would we call this body if we don’t call it a
student? Well, I think at the institution I just left, there was no decree that ever came
out that said that we should call the student this name, but everything pointed toward the student as consumer. And the work that the student was required to do in
the University, by the University, was the work of consumption, which was manifest
primarily as a constant proliferation of choices. And part of the professoriate’s task
was to produce more and more stuff that the student had to make a choice about.
I think about this too at the level of exams in graduate studies. There was a moment when in English departments there was a canon, and the way that the exams
operated was like this: I took my exams and it was sixteenth-century, seventeenthcentury, and John Donne. It was pretty straightforward. There was never any of this
endless torture of making one’s own lists. The self-administration of the exam is
justified as a giving over of choice, but within a context of coercion. It is coercion
made to look nice and be smooth—the mythical velvet handcuff type thing. So that
strikes me as a mode of governance. I guess the thing that I am thinking a lot about
now is whether or not it’s possible to move beyond a discourse that is predicated on
these, I think, misguided ideas about choice. But I think I am far away from where
the question started.
Marc Bousquet: Maybe I’ll follow Fred and throw in something in your direction,
as I would follow exactly the same point about the nature of governance as the act of
production of public interests. I guess the angle I would take on it is similar. I would
take it in the direction of NGOs and this sort of Clinton-Blair technocratic tradition of the management of the movement and the multiplication of the movements
which can be read as a version of consumerist choice in movement culture—but one
that is very aggressively managed in very particular sorts of ways. So I guess I would
love to hear a little bit more about the ways in which the University can be a site of
these kinds of unprofessional resistances, anti-professional resistances even. I talked
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a little bit about the UPS workforce in my classroom, and I cannot think of a better
phrase than “dumb insolence” to describe the affect of the student who showed up
in my class after working until 4 a.m., having a couple of beers, and at 8 a.m. sitting
there with alcohol on his breath wondering what the fuck he was doing there. And
so where do we go with that manifestation and does it become something larger at
the site of the University, or do we have to follow it as it’s kicked back to Appalachia
as failure and waste?
Stefano Harney: These are interesting questions that are kind of swirling for me
now. I think I would like to say a quick thing about NGOs, creative cities, creative
industries (I don’t know if you have any locally, but coming soon to a neighborhood
near you), and something about the University. I think they’re connected. I’ll say
this as quickly as I can. The NGO is in some ways the laboratory—the research lab—
of this new kind of governance. The point about this new kind of governance is that
it’s based on the ethos of the NGO. The NGO is not satisfied until you are speaking
for yourselves. The NGO isn’t here to speak for you; the NGO is here because you’re
not speaking for yourselves. The day you are speaking for yourselves the NGO’s
work is done. So getting you to do that is the constant project of the NGO, which
was borrowed by the Clintons and by all sorts of corporate governance models. The
solicitation out of you of interest that can then be taken up, collected, and used is
the movement of the NGO. Gayatri Spivak has a lot on this, so I don’t need to go
over it more. Michael Hardt and Toni Negri also bring this to our attention with the
concept of immaterial labor. The point about your interests is that they’re directly
productive and that’s why we need them. But they’re also not apparent to capital:
hence the NGO, and hence the University. This also means that there is a certain
emptiness at the heart of that operation: purposeful emptiness. The University must
remain empty as a way of pulling these interests out of you. It’s no good anymore
for the University to deliver a national curriculum as if capital could still use it. It’s
obsolete.
And to the creative cities, if we dare! I don’t know if you know this whole discourse of Richard Florida.4 He has all these theories about how urban development
is gonna take place through the infusion of culture and creative industries, which in
turn are marked and represented by figures of the artist, queer couples, people who
frequent expensive coffee shops, all these sociological profiles. And the point is not
to find the profile, but actually for the city to create it through policy. So again there
is this attempt to manage something out of a population that then will be made productive. It’s more awkward than what goes on in the NGOs and the University, and
I think it’s ultimately doomed to fail. But the point about these creative industries
and the notion of “creative cities” is that you’re supposed to be able to fit yourself into
them. Richard Florida writes all these books, he has a new one called, Who’s Your
City?, which is supposed to be like a management text.5 The only possible reply is,
“My city is New Orleans, the most creative city in the country, and its been wiped off
the face of the earth.” I don’t really see the connection between survival and creativity
at quite that level. I grant that the creative cultural industries are probably fake, but
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I think the NGOs and the University are for real around this governance question,
which is why I bring it all the way around to study again.
Study isn’t ready for governance and study needs to be self-directed. Even at a
place full of such riches as Duke, the University is lacking. Maybe it’s not what we
can do for the community of Durham because of all our rich resources; maybe there
is also a certain lack here that means you have to go outside to study. This is not
something that I thought of; it’s something that I encountered recently at a social
center in Rome called ESC [Eccedi sottrai crea]. This social center set up just outside
the gates of La Sapienza, the big university in Rome, and basically said to people, “If
you want to study Rousseau, if you want to study for your exams, we are going to be
doing a study group over here on Rousseau, and then next week we are going to do
Montesquieu. Want to come over, out of the University where they are not teaching
anything, and come study with us?” So that is a different model, obviously, of what
you do strategically with the fact that a student in La Sapienza is just some bureaucratic piece of paper that gets moved around. It’s not the same move as some of the
things that Marc documents. It’s a different move based on thinking of the University
as hollow and that study might have to occur not within it but somewhere else.
Fred Moten: This outside of the University is inside of it, too, it seems to me. One
way to think about it, just to augment Steve’s point, is that I still consider the
University to be a refuge for study. It’s a place where, if you want to study—there are
not a lot of better places, especially in the United States, you could go if you want
to engage in study. And all of the critiques of the University, all of the exposure of
the corporate nature of the University doesn’t negate that point. To lose sight of that
point is to lose sight of something important. That raises the question of what one’s
relationship ought to be to a place which is, on the one hand, a refuge for study, but
on the other, an institution that exerts a quite vicious and brutal—however much it
is comfortable and gentle—control over study. So much so that it tends even to render study less possible than it ought to be and thereby produces the effect that Steve
just mentioned: namely, you went to the University to study Rousseau, but now you
have to go out of the University in order to study Rousseau. What I’m interested in,
however, is whether or not there are other surreptitious underground zones within
the refuge. Or another way to put it might be that we consider a refuge a place you
run to in order to be a little bit more free. But maybe that running to the refuge,
which, however legitimate it remains, is a possible choice that has to be bound up
with a whole bunch of extra running that one does within the refuge. That as much
as it’s necessary to talk about escape from the institution, it is also necessary to talk
about escape within that institution. The question then becomes how one takes up
this other kind of refugee status within the University.
Audience: I wanted to follow up on this idea of the outside, which is present in both
of your projects. I felt you were grappling with how the outside is figured in the “Seven
Theses on the Undercommons.” The moment of criminality—I think we were facetiously characterizing it as stealing office supplies from Duke and then running over to, like,
your local nonprofit, and, you know, making copies for them or something like that—
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implies a relationship to the outside. In your work also, Marc, there is a moment at the
end of Chapter Five where you talk about student debt, and who really is incurring
the cost of student debt. It’s not just the students, it’s the community. You say it takes
a village to create the situation of debt, because they’re going to be the ones incurring
the cost. So pushing the question of the relation of the university to its outside, is the
outside a collectivity? A place? A lever where you can put pressure on the University
itself?
Marc Bousquet: This is the first time I’ve heard anybody say it in just this way:
the traditional hope for the University as refuge is to see it as a universal point
from which to leverage anything else you want to do. This is the fantasy place, the
cloud-circled meta-plane from which you can emerge as the director of the transformation. Yet, for the first time, someone has said, we need the fulcrum point to be
someplace outside in order to leverage what’s fucked up within the University. So
that’s an interesting reversal.
To address your question about the outside, I’d like to turn to an earlier example
of extra-institutional study. It might be useful to look at the shift in industrialization
during the early nineteenth century. There you have a practice of worker literacy,
and very much outside of, not just the University, but of schooling altogether. This
moment is deeply enabled by the production of cheap badges, of flags, of uniforms
for voluntary associations, so that people can parade around as members of a selfeducated group that produces its own culture. This production allows them to aim at
solidarity within, and after having produced that solidarity, to appear as a collective
actor in some version of the public. The ability to print its own culture, to purchase
the services of printers and to distribute artifacts that are of and for the group, is
part of that moment of worker self-education that then began to mutate and became
middle-class. This movement, which began as self-determination rapidly became
an instrument of social control. But I think we can use that moment to reflect on
our present. How, for instance, do new media work in this context? In what sense
do new media enable new forms of self-education, of the production of alternative
solidarities as well as cultural production outside the model of mass media? What
is this moment and how does it relate to our hopes for a new model of educating
oneself as part of a group? I think this links up to the sort of anti-professional model
of education that Fred and Steve have articulated so well when they talked about
professionalism as neglect of sociality, which is not the same as solidarity, but there’s
a wonderful interplay between them, and it helps us think the possibility of solidarity,
of negotiating the complexities and intersections of multiple solidarities.
Audience: I have a question about pedagogy, I guess. It seems to me that you describe
really well the University as something evacuated of any sort of curriculum but which
is nevertheless this kind of purely formal operation of soliciting people to invest something in filling this space. And I think in the case of the exam, it’s a similar thing. The
student produces all the lists, it’s already forming a kind of self-education, but it’s a
self-education that’s not emancipated from a certain form of authority. In fact I think
authority is that much stronger since it doesn’t have to intervene in its traditional guise.
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So it seems there’s a shift there from a traditional form of pedagogy to a kind of lack of
pedagogy which nevertheless sustains itself in the form of authority. And then when
you say, let’s move out of the University, it seems to me that all of you tend toward a
model of collective auto-didacticism. But I wonder if you also have a model of pedagogy. What is the status of pedagogy? Because it doesn’t seem to me that moving out of
the University would necessarily liberate you from all these points of authority which
exist inside University. Thinking about a new form of collective auto-didacticism, a
new form of collective study, necessarily has to include thinking about new forms of
pedagogy. Is a relationship to authority necessary in the process of study? What happens to this relationship once you have a new collective form of study?
Audience: I’m from UNC, which is a public university. We are going through a period where they are cutting down on graduate students taking a long time. I’m in the
department of anthropology, where we notoriously take forever, and we’re getting horrible mean notes that really put a limit on it. So I’m just wondering if you have a take
on that. And then secondly, do you have a figure of resistance, or if we’re questioning
that, do you have a notion of resistance?
Polygraph: So we have a question about resistance, and also a question about pedagogy.
Fred Moten: First of all I just want to say I’m completely committed to a certain notion of the outside. But I guess it would be an outside which is not only not opposed
to, but actually quite often manifests itself within, the inside. When I was coming up
in school, the inside/outside opposition was one of the early training grounds for
infantile deconstructive disorder. So I’m wary of the opposition but at the same time
I’m now much more committed to the value of both terms. I’m shocked to hear myself say such a thing. But still, given that, what I would want to say would be that this
only redoubles the importance of the question of pedagogy. It doesn’t negate that
question at all, because the question remains: what would be the situation, whether
inside or outside, or both, of learning? How will that situation operate? How will
it take form? It’s not a question that I can answer, but your phrase “collective autodidacticism” is an interesting one.
Just allow me for a couple of minutes to make what will seem like a really intense detour; it’s actually not, because it raises the question of the collectivity of
auto-didacticism. My first impulse is to totally valorize collectivity in whatever form,
but here let’s think about what that might mean, let’s say within the context of an
individual case.
So one of the things that I was thinking about yesterday, in thinking about the
figure of the student, I started wondering, is there something about the students
whom we have in school now, the undergraduates, that’s different from 40 years
ago? Many things, obviously. But one thing that might be really different is that these
students have been brought up almost completely within a quite intense, and I think
oppressive, regime of childhood development. I went to the pediatrician with my
one-year-old for his one-year check-up, and basically what I realized is that the one-
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year check-up is not so much to make sure his heart is beating okay and to look down
his throat; it’s about whether he has achieved certain developmental milestones. One
way to think about this sort of ubiquity of the developmental milestone is that it allows you to impose upon children at an ever-younger age a kind of schedule for their
fitness, for governance. Or in Steve’s term, their “readiness for governance.” What’s
interesting about the developmental milestone is it’s all about trying to understand
their readiness at a given moment.
This is ultimately just a way of rephrasing the question: How can we begin to
imagine a pedagogy that is not predicated on the readiness for governance of the
student? We live in an age where little five-year-olds are interviewed for acceptance
into schools. Rather than just say, “this is ridiculous,” it raises the question, what is it
that the interviewer is looking for? They’re looking for something! They’re looking
for, ultimately, fitness. You know, at Carolina Friends School, they pride themselves
on giving the students more choices. So what they’re interviewing for is readiness
to make choices. If we folded that into what we were saying before, this would be
another version of readiness for governance. I’m just asking, is there a pedagogy that
does not require the exclusion of the one who is unready for governance?
So it’s not an answer to your question, maybe just a reframing of the question
that gives it a little bit more contour. If we began with a certain wariness toward the
figure of the student, it seems to me that such a pedagogy would begin with a wariness toward the figure of the teacher. There’s more to be said about it but rather than
go on another whole long tirade—
Stefano Harney: It’s important to recognize, you know, that of the four thousand
higher education institutions in the country, Duke is not that typical, right. But
also I think it’s important to recognize that wherever you’re sitting in the University,
you’re probably not very typical either. You’re probably not sitting in the middle of
it, and certainly if you’re sitting in the humanities, you’re not sitting in the middle
of the University. The ideology, in the old-fashioned sense, of the liberal arts makes
us think that the humanities are the heart, and that this other stuff has happened to
the University. But clearly that doesn’t really hold up anymore.
I just use my own example—I find it important and interesting to study the
business school. Just to give one simple example: There was a group of people from
the humanities trying to do critiques of management. And they would say about
management that it’s actually cultural, that it’s actually discursive, that it’s really about
power relations, you know. And one day they discovered that that’s exactly what they
say about management at the Harvard Business School. So there wasn’t a critique
where they thought there was. And, basically, the group collapsed. Now what’s interesting to me about that is that I do a lot of that myself. I talk about self-organization
a lot. But do I know what the difference is between that and self-management? I’m
not sure I do. If I had to try to study it in the Business School, though, I think the
difference would become apparent pretty quickly; if they were to try to stop me, that
might be an indication that I had actually hit on self-organization rather than selfmanagement. But the truth is I don’t know. But I do know how close a lot of these
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professional knowledges are shadowing what we think we’re doing. There’s some
strength in that, but there’s also a huge risk, obviously.
Marc Bousquet: I just want to add two terms to the discussion. The first one is institution. In terms of your question about the shape of resistance and the possibilities
of resistance, we have to face the question of what to do with existing institutions.
If the relationship to institutions is to hijack or hotwire them for our own purposes,
then, which institutions are we going to seize? I feel almost the same way about the
University as I do about trade unions: they’re both deeply flawed institutions and yet
what else are you going to jump into when you want to get from A to B in a particular instance, absent larger kinds of transformative possibilities?
The other term I want to throw out—it’s probably unwary of me to do so to
an anthropologist—is the term culture. Steve’s exactly right that the organizationalculture school of management is something that we should read for informational
purposes, that is to say, uncritically. Because there is no point in being critical about
aims that they are quite frank about. There is absolutely nothing you can do about
exposing their aims that they aren’t aggressively trying to do themselves. Their aim,
quite explicitly, is to institute a culture war from above. As Steve points out, it’s not
just a question of managing the culture of an organization; they have transferred,
through the logic of governance, that model to managing much larger systems—the
organizational-culture approach to managing the country, the globe.
What interests me is not to expose—“A-ha, it’s culture war from above!”—but
to ask what the responding culture war from below would look like. To the extent
that I have viable disciplinary interests in literary-historical activities, I’ve returned
to the literary on the basis of the question: What does the culture war from below
look like? When did we have it? What was its shape? Who did it engage? What lines
were crossed? And then, what was the nature of the reaction to whatever gains were
made at any particular moment?
Audience: And could you say more about this notion of study and its relation to a
perpetual unreadiness for governance? I’m not quite sure what it means, what is this
unreadiness?
Stefano Harney: I think governance has some still more traditional applications,
but it also has this element of a kind of prospecting of mass intellectuality. Like
prospecting, it’s a bit unsure, you know, about where it actually wants to drop the
drill to extract this mass intelletuality. It has the added problem, unlike mining that
it actually has to care about environmental destruction because the capacities that it
wants are relational capacities; they’re very hard to extract from bodies unless you
are able to extract them from populations. So, starting from that premise, it seems
to me that whatever else study is, it has to be something that occurs at the level of
relational resistances of populations. That’s why I do think it is so important to raise
the question of pedagogy. It’s really important to raise the question of what we mean
by engaging in a kind of sabotage or a battle, or whatever you want to call it, in the
University as well. You know, I don’t think that we can think in terms of a complete
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retreat in those regards, partly because the battle is brought to us all the time, but
also partly because it’s a way for us to get a feel for study. I don’t have a worked-up
conception of it, but what I like about study is that it’s the opposite of exam. Exam
is the finish of study, if you like, and study is the exams yet to come. It’s the opposite
of expertise, in some ways, you know. If somebody says, “I made a study of this,” it
means “study’s done, and now I’m an expert.” But I like it as a relational term to
think about this kind of circle of knowledge—teaching—study, as that set of relations that never really leaves prematurity. Each time more teaching happens, we
realize we’re not ready; each time more study happens, we realize we’re not ready.
I’m not above associating that with a basic kind of communist notion like, “You’re
supposed to do critique in the afternoon.” Okay, then let’s do it, and that would look
more like study than a critique where we pulled the veil back, right, and discover the
corporate University, where we say “Look, I told ya. See who those trustees really
are?” But once we discover that, what have we done? Well, maybe we now have the
power to actually fight that through unionization or something else. But what usually ends up happening, because of the power of the University, is that one is just left
with moral appeals. And who wants to be left with that politics? So that’s what I’m
trying to think of something outside of that.
Audience: You were talking about maturity and especially the way that governance in
the University maintains the student in this kind of forced choice, where one is unable
to choose what one really wants without having a kind of adult relationship to it. I was
wondering, and looking again at the kind of immaturity before governance, where’s the
place of in loco parentis? This is something that Universities legally have been hammering away at for the last fifteen to twenty years, making themselves less and less legally
responsible as the parental figure over their students. When students commit suicide
or do something off-campus that might be illegal, the University doesn’t seem to have
any kind of bearing on it. If we’re going to think about this kind of immaturity, and if
we’re going to think about the figure of the child, is there this kind of parental relationship in the University? It seems like that’s something that’s been thought through for a
while. Does it still hold? Are we going back there? Are we looking for another way of
thinking about it?
Stefano Harney: Well, I’m conscious that this has a particular context at Duke, obviously, which I can’t really address authoritatively, but I think it’s part of the way
Universities in general are changing. I see it in British Universities. The disciplinary stuff happens early on, but you graduate from that, and by the time you get
to the University, you’re in another register, right? The kind of register Foucault
talks about, where it’s not really necessary to work with individual bodies anymore.
Where the work is at the level of population. I think that the University is operating
more at that register. So if something tragic happens to an individual student, that’s
not really a crisis in the governance of the University. It’s only a crisis if the population doesn’t continue to be a self-managed population who are ready for governance.
That would be a tragedy. But one of the reasons we’re doing this stuff is that we don’t
see much evidence of that tragedy at the moment, so we gotta figure out some way
to provoke it. So I think it’s just a more sophisticated version of in loco parentis
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that the University’s involved with, and I think it speaks to the question of why
Universities are so big now. They need to modulate mass intellectuality outside the
University, and that requires more sophisticated tools.
Fred Moten: I want to get back to the question of what would be an example or a
figure of resistance. This is a horrible thing to do, but I propose as a figure of resistance my son, Lorenzo. ’Cause to be a parent nowadays is to have a certain model of
development imposed on you. You must then constantly watch your child to make
sure that he or she adheres to it. This model of development is very much bound
up with governance inasmuch as it is bound up with the child showing at certain
moments that he is ready to make certain choices, some very basic, some elaborate,
up until the moment that he chooses to go to Duke or UNC or, you know, wherever,
Cornell.
And so what’s at stake, I think, in that regard, is not to oppose, but rather to
imagine some other possible formulation of development. In other words, I’m still
fairly committed to the notion of development, both on the individual and the social
level. It’s just that, I’m interested in what Steve earlier today called, “development all
over the place,” a transversal development, rather than a linear one, the kind of development that Guattari might be interested in or something like that. And as such,
I propose my son Lorenzo as a model of such development. Now this imposes upon
me not only a different set of parental demands, but also a different set of pedagogical
demands. I have to situate myself in relation to that development, which is, in other
words, at a certain moment, to situate myself all over the place. It’s like, you know,
what would you do if Sun Ra were in your class; that’s kind of the question I’m asking.
What would you do then? What would you do, you know?
According to a certain kind of really vulgar business model it would be advantageous to relinquish as much of that responsibility as possible, and that goes hand-inhand with the imposition of choice on the student as a mode of governance. These
things link up together. But rather than relinquishing responsibility, how else might
we respond to these pedagogical demands?
I don’t want Marc’s turn or return to the literary to be passed over in silence, because I’m an English teacher or a student of English, myself, and he is too. So I think
this becomes a quite crucial thing. I took a class on modern poetry at Harvard from
Helen Vendler. She once said something about how she felt so bad for people who
didn’t have the opportunity to make aesthetic choices in their lives. And I used to
think, “You crazy person. These people who you think don’t make aesthetic choices
make aesthetic choices all the time.” But now that I have, hopefully, a little bit more
rational understanding of either rational or irrational choice, I’m thinking that maybe the better way to put it would be, “Those people who she thinks lost or never had
the capacity to make aesthetic choices are actually moving all the time in more or
less sensitive ways within a political aesthesis.” One way to begin to understand that
movement is to turn to the literary or to turn to music, which in and of itself already
implies a turn or a return to study and to certain questions regarding both the object
and the concept of the object of study. And I think this opens up some space not

A Discussion With Marc Bousquet, Stefano Harney, and Fred Moten

173

just to think about politics, but about how to act politically—how to move and how
to act within a politics.
Audience: What would the relationship between study and creation be? As you were
talking, I was reminded of another sense of study as a preparatory act, as when one
makes a study for a painting. Is study a preparation for creating something? Or is study
itself a creative practice? You study in order also to create. When you’re talking about
study and the temporality of study, is it a preparation to remain not prepared for governance? Or to prepare for something else?
Fred Moten: I would say that in thinking about this notion of a study as a sketch in
preparation, two things come to mind.
One, the importance of maintaining oneself within the structure of a rough draft.
To move sensitively within an ongoing set of gestures or maneuvers is what I called
earlier a kind of political aesthesis. It’s the ongoing-ness, the roughness, the drafted- or
draftiness of it that I think is really important, and it goes hand-in-hand with this notion of the unfinished or the unready or the unfit. And secondly, within this question
of the rough draft or the sketch, what is in the process of being made is a set of quite
specific and, I think, detailed conceptualizations of and about form. In other words,
this roughness or this drafted-ness or this unreadiness or unfinished-ness or unfitness is not to be confused with nakedness or bareness, to bring up an Agamben-type
formulation. This is where the form of art and the form of life converge in ways that
I think are worth paying attention to.
But with all that said, here is where it’s really crucial to get a handle on how it is
that a certain notion of creativity and creation is being used now. Maybe Steve can
say more about this creative city stuff and why it ought to have the effect of making
us wary about an already-given discourse on creativity that is easily appropriable
in various problematic ways. Folks like us or maybe some of the folks that we study
are meant to be the engines or the shock troops, you know, of this new eruption of
creativity into the city. Those of you who are from New York will know what I’m
talking about: certain neighborhoods in New York have become, as the result of the
gathering of creativity in those neighborhoods, the most uncreative places you can
possibly be right now. And this is not an accident, it happens all the time; it happens
all over the place. This doesn’t mean we dispense with creativity or creation, but just
that we need to be careful about how we distinguish what we mean by it from what—I
still believe in they—they mean by it.
Audience: But in thinking about an idea of immaturity and the freedom to study—
isn’t there a real kind of class position already implied there? The people who would be
most able to do that, to embrace study, to screw around, to get outside the rules, are the
very people in a privileged class position, whose parents are paying their way through
school and may not have to work at all. And the people who have to have the most
adult relation to the University, who have to attend their courses diligently, who take
on work-study jobs, are the least able to embrace that attitude of immaturity because
they’re working around the clock.
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Audience: And I was wondering if we could add the question of student debt to the
discussion. I know that seems like quite a detour, but we’ve been thinking a lot about
student debt and it seems like something that is actually pretty under-theorized at this
point. Earlier today, Marc brought up the question of forms of subjectivity that may
be produced by student debt in the contemporary moment. So I was wondering if you
have any thoughts about student debt.
Stefano Harney: One of the things that I’ve spent a lot time trying to do is map
this thing called the university so that it doesn’t end up in only one kind of class
configuration or another. On the other hand, you know there are problems with
study everywhere, and the problems were different everywhere. It’s a question of
trying to equate them, and a question of trying to link them, I think. I went to a very
privileged school, and nobody did any studying there. But of course they ended up
doing a lot better than somebody who didn’t do any studying somewhere else, in
many cases.
But I think one way to approach this is to think of student debt in more than one
register. For example, what would it mean think of study debt? One of the things it
would mean to think in terms of study debt would be that it wouldn’t really be possible to undertake study except in the context of some kind of constant reiteration
of who makes it possible for you to do that, in terms of history, in terms of class, in
terms of scholarships, etc. At the boring level, this is the problem of the traditional
idea of the professor as craftsman, those people who think they really are the author
of their own work. But that’s not as interesting as study debt, because study debt is
already so much more dispersed, and reliant on so many more different kinds of
historical conditions. At one level at least, study debt dwarfs student debt, right?
Your debts, you know, your material debts, they may kill you, but they’re not as large
as our debt to be able to have this conversation. And if we could have that kind of
conversation about social debt, that to me would be a lot more interesting. Alvaro
[Reyes] and I were talking about this in the context of the debt at a distance of Italian
Marxist thought to the whole history of black radicalism. It’s immense and rich and
it functions to enrich as debt, rather than you know, to be a burden. So it would be
really interesting to think about study debt in those terms, and it might be a way of
reversing the power of student debt in some ways.
Fred Moten: This reminds me of Walter Rodney’s History of the Guyanese Working
Class. There’s an amazing formulation in the book, where he says that the historical problem that emerges when thinking about the history and the origins of the
Guyanese working class is how soon something that would be recognizable, in a
classical Marxian sense, as a working class emerged after emancipation.6 It’s sort
of an intellectual problem along the lines of this old experiment that Einstein did
when he was still trying to believe in all the stuff he was believing in, called the EPR
experiment. He basically said: you take two particles and you place them in this sort
of space-time separated distance from one another so that if there is seemingly any
kind of communication between the particles, it would have to occur at a velocity
faster than the speed of light. They did the experiment and found something that
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appeared to be communication, some kind of coordination in their movement. At
which point Einstein said that either quantum mechanics is wrong, or there is something called “spooky action at a distance.” It’s a similar kind of problematic: how did
the Guyanese working class emerge? A working class is not supposed to emerge that
fast, right? If underprivilege is the general, historical zone, a political and economic
zone, that in its most extreme form completely negates the possibility of study, then
how do we explain all of these students who emerge from zones of acute underprivilege? Most of the folks that I pay attention to in my work emerge from just this
unlikely place. I’m not trying to say that the question about class position is wrong,
because I actually think that it’s right. But this other thing is also right. And we have
to figure out how these two things can be right at the same time: namely, that study
is both an effect of privilege, but also seems equally to be an effect of under-privilege.
Right? Maybe by thinking through those things, we can get a different understanding of privilege, as well as a richer understanding of study. ■
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Intellectuals in a Social Movement
- talk at UCSD lecture series, “Public Culture in the Visual Sphere” First of all, thanks to everyone, inside and outside the UC system, who understood why I wanted to come to Southern
California just in advance of the March 4 walkout. I want to participate in your struggle, which directly affects me as
an inhabitant of the United States. I’m speaking to an art department, but for once I’m going to be iconoclastic. I
don’t think this talk should hide behind images. This is going to be about public culture, the basis of it, which is
slipping and which will probably turn into something else, for better or for worse depending on what happens.
It’s been obvious for years, for decades, that the existence of public culture in the United States lies under serious
threat. Today, when the public character of the university is on the verge of disappearing, when culture is slated to
become a definitively private matter under corporate control, to speak of any other issue would be hypocrisy. The
taste we may have for politically engaged art, in particular, would turn to ashes in our mouths. I think everyone
understands this. The object of our discussion must now be ourselves, the speaking subjects in the room. My point
will be that, as intellectuals, we can only define public culture by actions that reshape and ultimately reinvent that
which is commonly held to be public. These are speech actions, symbolic actions with consequences, political actions
where you can win or lose. They involve a crucial and necessary relationship to social movements, of the kind that
are finally beginning to exist within the universities themselves.
Social movements arise in the face of adverse realities, when a state of affairs is felt by large numbers of people to be
intolerable. But it is impossible for social movements to take democratic form, or better, to intersect with formal
democracy, in the absence of a shared set of beliefs that can be stated as propositions about reality. In a complex
society, the role of intellectuals is to shape such beliefs into a coherent analysis, a doctrine. The intellectual, as
distinguished from the scholar or the academic, is characterized by exactly this: she produces a doctrine. It’s a big
word, an unfriendly one, no one likes it, and we’re not too good at using it on the left anymore; but that’s still the way
it works. The fact that in a university, almost everyone concerned is potentially an intellectual, just makes the
production of an effective doctrine more difficult and more urgent.
Over the past fifteen years, on both sides of the Atlantic and in both hemispheres of the Americas, a critical doctrine
has formed among intellectuals on the left which identifies the root of contemporary social inequalities in a political,
economic and governmental program called neoliberalism. What are the main points of this doctrine? First
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neoliberalism was understood as the erosion of legitimate state power, and therefore of the welfare state, in favor of a
free-trade policy appealing to libertarian or even anarchist values but serving the interests of transnational
corporations. It then came increasingly to be seen as the ascendancy of finance over industry, in a world dominated by
accountants and traders, where all economic planning was done according to the price signals of the market. In a third
moment, associated with the governmentality theories of Michel Foucault, it was defined as a variety of political
rationality that it is exercised first of all by the individual on him- or herself, through intimate calculations of the
losses or gains incurred by every act. We realized that all social institutions were being reshaped to demand these
intimate calculations, in the absence of anything public or common. By this point, neoliberalism was being presented
as what the anthropologists call a “total social fact.” The idea was consolidated in 2003 when Wendy Brown
published her article on “Neoliberalism and the End of Liberal Democracy.” The critical doctrine appeared to be
complete. The question is, why did nothing happen?
In retrospect, it’s clear that that this critique of neoliberalism remained not only ineffective, but also stunted. It was
too clean, too rational. First, it had to be admitted that the neoliberal program could be put into effect by conservative,
nationalist and militarist elements within the state, and therefore, that it had no inherent contradiction with very
savage forms of racism or imperialism. The re-election of Bush in 2004 convinced us of that. But still there was no
broad social movement, in the university or anywhere else in the US, which was quite different in that respect from
Latin America and Europe. Only under the pressure of the housing-prise collapse, the financial meltdown and the
fiscal crisis of the states, have two crucial elements been added to the critical doctrine, bringing into play the feeling
of intolerability that makes people take a stand in a social movement.
The first of these elements is the recognition that unlimited transnational trade and predatory financial management
result in widespread proletarianization, extending to the university itself. By proletarianization I mean low wages, shit
jobs, variable hours, no long-term contracts, no benefits, no health insurance: a reduction in life chances for millions
of people, and above all, the immediate political subordination of those same people to the arbitrary will of richer and
more powerful others. Now, this recognition of proletarianization is counter-intuitive for anyone seeking a university
degree or exercising that degree as a professor, because a university degree has always been associated with a move
up the social ladder. The fact of proletarianization confronts you with the nature of the power at the top, toward which
you are supposedly climbing. That is why the second crucial element is the realization that the effectiveness of
neoliberal governmentality entails a more or less unconscious identification with the interests and the lifestyle of
those who profit from unregulated global trade and rapacious financial management. What I mean is an identification
with the ruling class – and the phrase is not too strong today, in this new Gilded Age, when about half the total social
wealth goes to the top 10% of the population, and almost a quarter goes to the top 1%. Of course, this identification
with the ruling class is a very different condition for the precarious grad student and the tenured professor at the top
of the salary range. It’s a deluded fantasy in the first case, a state of objective complicity in the second. But the
important thing is, only when this identification becomes conscious, and intolerable, only when it is broken by some
kind of demand for substantial equality, can intellectuals go beyond a merely critical doctrine, to join social
movements and produce political actions.
So what are these political actions? I want to talk about three kinds of specifically intellectual actions, all of which are
happening right now in the UC system. The first is the organization of public debates over the core doctrines that give
a social movement form. A public debate is something very different than an argument conducted in a lecture hall or
through the mediation of a peer-reviewed journal. A public debate is potentially accessible to anyone. In a complex
society, where highly abstract chains of reasoning lie behind almost every important decision, this idea that a public
debate should be open to anyone is usually considered simply impossible, wishful thinking, a joke. There is simply no
space for such a debate, no space of inclusion. But the contemporary urban university gathers together students and
professors, private employees and public functionaries, highly trained professionals, artists, street people, illegal
immigrants and dropouts: it offers a unique chance to organize a public debate. Maybe the only American analogue to
the urban public space of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, with its cafés, monuments, and visible seats of
authority, is to be found on the campuses of contemporary universities. The university remains a kind of democratic
stage, right up to the point when it’s taken over by robocops and encircled by helicopters, like at Berkeley last
November. This means that the university can be the kernel, the proving ground, the experimental heart of a public
debate that will then extend outwards to broader ranges of society through an extremely wide variety of channels,
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from popular media and cultural practices to professional or bureaucratic circuits, as well as the formal arenas of
democratic government.
For the debate to be public, it’s crucial that it involve people with various levels of income, from differing ethnic and
cultural groups. And it’s also crucial that it involve different kinds of language, different sorts of gestures and
feelings, which is where art and literature and poetics can come in very powerfully, if the artists and the poets make
the effort, as quite a few of them are doing. To the extent that working people, students, contract teachers, full
professors, artists, administrators and the representatives of the super-rich – I mean the Regents – are involved in the
current strife over the evolution of the UC system, you have the beginnings of a public debate right here; and for
once, it’s emerging with the help of intellectuals on the left, with some orientation toward public culture and
substantial equality. So what’s gonna happen? What happens when you carry out a complex debate over equality in
public?
What happens, typically, is that the debate overflows. It overflows the limits of collegiality and due democratic
process, not only because the students are passionate and unruly, and not only because the police is full of sadists and
commanders who know how to use them. It overflows for the exact reasons that are shown in the doctrine, namely
that there is a contradiction between the postulate of equality and the binding force of the law as it is currently
written. If the situation is intolerable enough to give rise to a social movement, it is because the law is structured so
that the usual channels do not work, due process is fruitless, and the face of the existing social order has begun to
look like the visors and shields of the police. This is the time for direct action, the crucial move beyond what’s
usually considered to be the practice of the intellectual.
Direct action occurs when the collective intelligence of the social movement finds a way to break the law concretely,
with simple gestures that can be said to realize in fact what they symbolize in principle: as for instance when a
theoretically public building is made into a real site of public culture by an occupation. Of course it can be objected
that the Tea Party members believed they were doing exactly that, when they entered the Town Hall meetings to
exercise their right to free speech. So there is always an argument and a counter-argument about the justice of
political actions that break the law. At this point, the role of the intellectual in defining public culture becomes
extremely demanding. She has to determine where to raise her voice and which building to enter, in the closest
possible conformity to the clearest and most widely debated doctrine. But what that means is that nine times out of
ten, she or he or we are too late, someone else has acted more passionately and rashly and actually done the deed,
leaving the field of argument far more messy and confused than one had ever imagined.
Defense, in a social movement, is the most difficult political action for intellectuals, whose job is to speak in public. It
means arguing for the people on your side even when they fucked up. It means publicly restating what is intolerable,
at a time when the newspapers are full of smashed windows, broken flowerpots and misplaced threats. It also means
sustaining all kinds of internal arguments about what went wrong, and why, and how to change it or even how to
accept it, how to make it a strategy. Of course there is a limit to the imperative of defense – you can’t defend every
sort of extremist act – but by far the most common mistake lies in marking that limit too soon. The movement has to
be defended against the rage of its members; but their rage too has to be defended, against those who would make it
into an excuse to simply reinstate the law as it is. And defense entails risks — the pragmatic risk of legal or academic
consequences, the personal risk of disputes with your friends and comrades and colleagues, the psychic risk of a
broken identification with the ruling elites. At stake in this last risk is the struggle against governmentality, against the
intimate calculation of individual profit, whether fantasmatic or real. So you can find out a tremendous amount about
yourself, precisely at the moment when you accept or refuse to defend someone else’s acts in public.
The success of a social movement is to make all the facets of this struggle, which together are called courage, into
something widely admired and emulated, a positive norm, a virtue. Only from this sort of reciprocal emulation can a
new legitimacy of public culture be born. We are light years from any such success on the American left today. The
Democrats are polite and proceduralist, while the Republicans have opted for a very different strategy, a more
irrational and effective one. We need to learn how to make passion political again, because if we don’t, public culture
will just disappear. And this has to be done across the spectrum of society. If some full professors, administrators,
contract faculty, grad students, artists and drop outs do not find the courage to defend the cause of educational
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equality against whatever obstacles its expression as a social movement may throw up in its way, then there isn’t
much chance for public culture in the twenty-first century.
I want to end by being realistic. There is a real chance for starting a national movement in California right now, in this
coming week. What it needs is not just the semblance of a victory, Schwarzenegger backing down, a one-year
suspension of tuition hikes and department closings, or any other palliative measure that administrators might offer in
a pinch. What it needs is a refusal of the neoliberal market logic and the clear expression of an alternative, by which I
mean another way of valuing and respecting human life, one that can be expressed immediately as gesture and voice,
but that can also be translated into the kind of detailed technical knowledge-work that people in the university
actually do. Stopping the total makeover of the university means running the place differently, not tomorrow but
today. It means stopping business as usual, art as usual, engineering as usual, sociology as usual, to find some way of
changing your own life and letting other people know it. This is no longer a detail or a good fight we can afford to
lose. The thing is that naked exploitation, outright theft, total corruption, religious war and climate change, all these
are aspects of a social pathology which is now undeniably reaching toward a peak. The current restructuring of
society by means of the fiscal crisis has nothing anymore to do with democracy, it is in fact the elimination of liberal
democracy and its replacement by a class society – a racialized class society – backed up by the weapons and
electronic filtering devices of a security state. Under these conditions, I ask myself whether one can give up the
aspiration to equality and remain a sane human being.
If we succeed in launching a national movement, then people in the universities could go beyond a merely critical
doctrine and start working on the positive transformation of society in the directions that a majority of the people
seemed to be calling for during the campaign for Obama’s election. That doesn’t mean that anything would change by
the action of a magic wand; but it means that a space of possibility would open. Far from being utopian, it’s a matter
of being resolved, and going ahead with the social transformation wherever you can, with whomever you can find,
even if the formal apparatus of the system remains stuck in contradictions it cannot resolve. This going ahead is not
only a way to remain sane, it’s above all a way to become someone different. So this is the third possibility of
intellectuals in a social movement: the possibility of an invention.
[after which, much debate ensued]

Protest messages on March 4, photo by Holly Eskew – see more here
This entry was posted on February 26, 2010 at 5:59 pm and is filed under 1. You can follow any responses to this entry through the RSS 2.0 feed.
You can leave a response, or trackback from your own site.
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6 Responses to “Doctrine – Debate – Defense – Invention”
1.

PAUL MCLEAN Says:
February 27, 2010 at 7:45 pm | Reply

Dear Brian,
This is an historical document, and correct in all respects. Congratulations. If I can assist in any way, please
contact me at the address provided.
Best,
Paul
2. afh blog - artforhumans.com » Doctrine – Debate – Defense – Invention By Brian Holmes Says:
February 27, 2010 at 8:01 pm | Reply

[...] Intellectuals in a Social Movement [...]
3. links for 2010-02-27 – website of caleb waldorf... Says:
February 28, 2010 at 1:32 am | Reply

[...] Doctrine – Debate – Defense – Invention "Intellectuals in a Social Movement" Brian Holmes talk at UCSD
lecture series, “Public Culture in the Visual Sphere” (tags: education california resistance) Share: [...]
4.

jam sae Says:
March 2, 2010 at 5:45 pm | Reply

Damn just when thought the twentieth century would bring race relations to an end, events like what happened
at UCSD bringing your perfect world ideal to an end. What happened at UCSD was the first public incident of
racism in quite some time. But this just points to the underlying tone of racial superiority that infests the
conscience of america. Good article, but what will happen with this awareness of the problem of racism?
5.

Drew Snyder Says:
March 7, 2010 at 6:37 pm | Reply

Mr. Holmes, thank you for posting this as I am sure I’m not the only one who was unable to attend your talk.
I’d like to ask you a question that brings the context back to the artist, as the talk you gave was part of a series
that is meant to address the relationship between visual and public culture. I know you said you don’t want to
“hide behind images”, but I think its also fair to say that artists like to hide behind images. The word hide gives
it a negative spin; put differently, I think a lot of artists want to use metaphors and images and otherwise be
indirect because they see a certain aesthetic advantage to that rather than just employing a more straightforward method. However, as you discuss in this post, there has to be a certain clarity of direction for social
change to occur. My question returns to the role of the visual artist in this dialogue.
I guess I’d like to make a distinction between two types of art, one we might call “political art”, in other words
art that is just so explicit about its agenda, where its impossible to mistake. We’ve all seen this right? You walk
into a gallery and see a painting of George Bush swinging on swing suspended from one of two Golden Arches.
Something like that. And then there is the other kind of art that is made for the sake of itself, where the agenda
is more like its own aesthetic. Personally, I am far more interested in making and looking at things that fall into
the second category, and whenever the art feels overly “agenda” driven, I get turned off. Having said that, it
make sense that in order for an artist to be an effective activist, he or she would need a clear message, one that
is less interpretable, i.e. less suceptible to misinterpretation, being hijacked etc. Maybe what I’m wondering is
if on some level there is a point to art like its not supposed to be clear, which, if true, might make artists
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ineffective activits. Does that make sense? I have some ideas why this might not be true. The question I’d love
for you to discuss is, in your opinion, at what point to those two distinct approaches to art converge? Or maybe
you disagree with those two categorizations; certainly they may not be exhaustive, but for the purpose of this
question, I’m curious about your opinions on how someone’s art practice that is inherently occupied with its
own aesthetic can also be an effective voice for productive social change without tainting itself by being too
explicitly agenda driven. Thank you for your work.
–> Thank you for your question, it’s nice to actually make use of the blog and few people do. You know, I’m
not an artist but an intellectual, a critic, an activist, and when I said I did not want to hide behind images it was
not to tell artists how to do their work, but to show how I was trying to do mine. It was literally to avoid hiding
my own urgent concerns behind someone else’s image, talking about their image, which would for me could
easily become a mere object, a thing I could pontificate on and everyone could fixate on, maybe to the
exclusion of a very important present situation which is the one I was called to San Diego to talk about in the
first place. I wanted to take the position of a subject, one who speaks in the first person singular and even plural
— and in fact, this did encourage almost everyone in the audience to speak, so it worked for that anyway.
Usually I do show images, I am quite deeply involved in art, I collaborate with artists and I produce metaphors;
but here I wanted to avoid anything even close to a professor’s or a critic’s neutrality, which is a position I have
come to mistrust, because it tends to absolve people of their responsibility to respond to actual situations.
What’s more, I think there is really a lot of hiding behind images in California now: everywhere there is the
sleek, hedonistic image of consumption, earthly paradise, in a place where the US military fabricates its
weapons, launches its jets and rockets, builds fences at its borders, and exploits not only its immigrants and
workers to the point where they can barely pay their rent, but also exploits a good part of the staff and adjunct
teaching personnel of the university itself, to degrees I could never have imagined twenty years ago when I was
doing my degree at the University of California. For a decade there has been an authoritarian trend in US
society, accompanied by widening class differences, and I am afraid it could get ugly even as people in the
so-called middle classes remain quiet and keep to their private affairs.
To perceive all that is part of being an artist or a writer, in my belief, it’s an acuity of perception that makes it
possible to create something, even something very ambiguous. Throughout the twentieth century, artists
insisted on the need to perceive what’s happening in society, there is a whole critique of the image that runs
from dada to situationism and beyond, which is founded on this need and which displaces artistic activity from
surfaces and volumes to gestures, words, forms of reception and processes of interaction. I do find that
compelling, much more so than GW Bush hanging from the Golden Arches by the way! Unlike some people,
however, I do not make that dadaist or situationist displacement into a norm.
In my view, art touches people because the artists have allowed themselves to be touched by something and
they have put that experience into forms. It happens in all kinds of ways; I have worked with great street artists
whose posters and stickers were in no way univocal, had no clear message, but functioned politically because
they allowed people to remember their fragility and uncertainty amidst the crowd and the starkness of the
conflict. I am very impressed by people like Ricardo Dominguez, artists who make wildly inventive tools of
communication and interaction, people whose audacity seems to me artistic, because it invents a quite different
way to live. But I also work with people using film, drawing, paint, installation, performance. The idea of
purity (which could be the corollary of “tainting” or “being tainted”) is quite foreign to me. What’s interesting
in the ambiguities of art is that often I find myself feeling almost split, uncertain who I am, where the art is
carrying me, what I am opening up to, or on the contrary, why I am scared or repulsed by what I see and feel.
So that’s impurity and it can even be a kind of pollution by the banal or the cruel or the impossibly intimate. As
a critic but also as a human being, I think art is better when these ambiguous affects lead me on to different
relations with people. But there is no formula for that, I cannot say “it must take place in public space” or “it
must unfold in the presence of other people,” because in my experience, art lodges in the memory and it sinks
into my body, so those effects could come out anywhere, at any time, in the absence of the art object and maybe
even when I have forgotten it.
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Finally, I think art is about the generation of intensities between people, who are insanely complex, always
halfway lost in their societies and their histories, with the result that in effect, the artworks are often quite
complex and subtle, that is, when they are not brutally simple, because it takes a lot to make a world full of art
and there are many different approaches. I hoped to generate such intensities in San Diego, with explicitly
political words. I do think that given the way the UC system is being run, we could reach a situation, not
exactly where there is no art department at UCSD, but where there is no room for this kind of uncertainty,
where art is decoration for the rich person’s wall or the corporation’s gadget, where artists are the superior
manipulators of people’s affects without ever a chance to ask questions, open up doubts, or struggle to perceive
what lies outside the habitual field of vision and even what is hidden. After living in Europe for a long time and
getting to know the museum and gallery world very very well, I find that there is something extremely valuable
about the experimental situation that has opened up in university art departments in the US, and I think that’s
worth defending along with all those aspects of the university that are still public, ie withdrawn from the direct
pressure of the market and useful for other ends than that of making money. So, anyway, I suppose all this is no
exact answer to your question, but it’s some give and take, it’s somewhere in the area, and I’m glad you asked,
all the best, Brian
6.

Drew Snyder Says:
April 6, 2010 at 2:00 am | Reply

Even though its late, I wanted to thank you for your thoughtful response. I understand you are living in Paris. If
you are there now I would love the chance to get together, discuss further and learn more about your projects. If
you’re interested, please send me an email at drew@andrewsarts.org. Thanks! Best, Drew.
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Women’s Studies Unbound: Revolution, Mourning, Politics
Wendy Brown

We are convened in Belfast to ask what women’s studies is, what feminism might be,
‘beyond sex and gender’.1 This beyond is a strange place, if it is indeed a place,
where it is proposed that the subject and object of the field might be left behind
even as the field persists. It is a place where the ‘what’ and the ‘we’ of feminist
scholarly work is so undecided or so disseminated that it can no longer bound such
work, where the identity that bore women’s studies into being has dissolved without
dissolving the field itself. Or is it not a place but a time, this ‘beyond’ of sex and
gender? Are we proposing to be after sex and gender, no longer bound by them or
perhaps no longer believing in them, and yet, in the peculiar oﬀering that only
temporality makes, bringing along what we are after even as we locate it behind us?
If feminist scholarship came into being through the analytic circumscription of sex
and gender, being feminist scholars beyond or after sex and gender is not the same
as dispensing with them but rather, perhaps, is more like being after The Fall, after
their fall. Fallen yes, but like all toppled sovereigns and overthrown founders they
do not thereby cease to govern. (‘The dead are mighty rulers’, Freud reminds us,
prophesying among other things his own continued hovering over our work.2) So we
are compelled, now that we know the impossibility of circumscribing gender without
participating in its construction and regulation, and now that we know the
indissociability of sex and gender from race, caste, class, nation and culture, to think
feminism and women’s studies in this condition of afterness, in this temporal condition
of ‘knowing better’ about our naive yet founding past, and thus also to grieve what
we now know we never should have loved … a tortured and guilty grieving to be
sure. What is the cost of such grieving, not just to ourselves, but to this field that
lives on after the death of its subject and object? And if we are not grieving, if we
are only delighted to be ‘beyond sex and gender’ what then is the quality of this
afterness, what parasitic relationship to a past that it does not love do these practices
maintain?
But wait! A place and a time ‘beyond sex and gender’ – wasn’t this the revolutionary
feminist dream? Wasn’t feminism born of the utopian aspiration to make a world in
which sex and gender would become history as significant markers of human
diﬀerence, as vehicles of inequality and injury, as keys to life possibility, as ways of
distinguishing worth, potential, humanity from its other? How and when did sex and
gender become essential objects of feminism rather than that which we aimed to
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overthrow? No, the question has to be put diﬀerently now: what kind of feminism
aims to conserve rather than reduce, eliminate, or at the very least diﬀuse sex and
gender? If women’s studies has diﬃculty imagining itself beyond sex and gender, this
would seem to confess its contemporary investment in their persistent social, political,
psychic or economic importance, thus locating a non-revolutionary sensibility and
aim at the core of women’s studies. Women’s studies invested thus comes after the
loss of revolutionary feminism; it figures itself as a non-utopian enterprise with more
than a minor attachment to the unhappy present.
In this light, I want to turn the question of the future of women’s studies a bit, to
ask not whether feminism and feminist scholarship can live without sex or gender,
but how it lives, and will continue to live, without a revolutionary horizon. Not how
we may thrive in the aftermath of the dissemination of our analytical objects, but
what we are in the wake of a dream in which those objects were consigned to history?
What does it mean for feminist scholars to be working in a time after revolution,
after the loss of belief in the possibility and the viability of a radical overthrow of
existing social relations? What kind of lost object is this? Revolution belongs to
modernity and whatever our respective orientations toward the value of modern vs.
postmodern thought, there is little question that the time of modernity is no longer
securely ours, that key elements of modernity are waning, that if we are not ‘beyond’
modernity we are most certainly ‘post’ modernity. The post, of course, is a complex
transitional and conjunctural moment, one in which we continue to live ‘with’ what
we are also ‘after’. This living with is uneasy work: ghosts and ungrieved losses clutter
a present and future that are anything but sure footed. ‘We suﬀer,’ Marx reminds
us, ‘not only from the living, but from the dead. [Indeed], le mort saisit le vif ! ’3
i. Mourning Revolution
What do we mourn when we imagine we are mourning revolution today? Something
has died but we argue over what the body is (there will turn out not to be a body).
A unified Left? Reason? Social totality? Marxism? Belief in the Good, the True, and
the Beautiful? Hope? Grand narratives? Utopia? The promise of the twentieth
century? Love of the world? Modernity? Humanity? Is radical transformation itself
no longer imaginable or is it the fantasy of human control over human destiny that
has vanished? Or are we stymied at conjuring postcapitalist, postpatriarchal,
postcolonial social, economic and political forms that could emancipate and satisfy
all and each? Is it a postrevolutionary vision that eludes us today?
Since grief inevitably recalls prior and contiguous losses, perhaps settling on a single
object is not so important: whatever we are mourning most immediately might be
the scene for discovering all that has gone unmourned for a feminist Left in our
time. But such discovery is not easily won: The condition of mourning is a stumbling
and stuttering one, a condition of disturbed ground, of inarticulateness, of
disorientation in and about time. A mourning being must learn to walk again, on
ground once made level by the now lost object, a process that makes palpable how
contingent firm and level ground always is. Indeed, in mourning, one discovers
horizons, banisters, firmaments and foundations of life so taken for granted that they
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were mostly unknown until they were shaken. A mourning being also learns a new
temporality, one in which past meets future without moving through a present (in
which the present all but vanishes) yet also one in which the future is unmoored
from parts of the past, thus puncturing conceits of linearity with a diﬀerent way of
living time. In mourning, too, the solidity of the subject falters: even as one may be
‘consumed by grief ’ and so retreat from the world, grief also diminishes the subject
undergoing it, undermining illusions of autonomy and self-constitution, revealing
hitherto unknown dependencies and the limits of agency, mocking the will’s desire
to project itself backward and forward in time.
Revolution, the world turned upside down, through which modernity entered history,
which modernity would perfect and by which modernity would be perfected, appears
today both anachronistic and unprecedentedly dangerous. Anachronistic because
political, economic and social powers are dispersed, thus the reins of society cannot
be grasped, perhaps do not even exist. Unprecedentedly dangerous because the
technologies available to counter-revolutionary forces and to states in particular are
deadly beyond compare – these include not only the weapons of physical warfare
but technologies of organization, infiltration, intelligence, interrogation. Dangerous
too because all visions of The Good now appear to consort with fundamentalism.
(It is telling that the only time revolution was meaningfully invoked in the last quarter
century was to describe the transformation of Iran following the rise of Ayatollah
Khomeini.) If regimes of truth are inevitably totalitarian, what remains of
emancipatory claims about the best way to order and govern human beings? How
even to endeavour to transform the present, whatever totalitarian elements it might
harbour, without tapping this danger? Perversely, this sensitivity to fundamentalism
would seem to consign us to the present, not because it is freer or in other ways
better than the alternatives, but because pursuit of concrete alternatives inevitably
implicates us in the deliberate imposition of a truth, as opposed to negotiating or
passively living under one. The post-Enlightenment feminist Left is politically
neutered, and neutralized, by this formula: if there is always a governing political
truth, at least let us not be the fundamentalists; if every regime is an Occupation, at
least let us not be the occupying force. Thus have we lost the capacity to imagine
ourselves in power, self-consigned instead to the rancorous margins in which we are
at best a permanent heckle to power.
For Hannah Arendt, modernity yields the radically new modality of political change,
revolution, from the convergence of three principles constitutive of the age: (a) the
rise of ‘the social question’ which above all denaturalized mass poverty as inherent
in the human condition, (b) the centring of freedom as a human need or right, (c) a
historical consciousness that embraced the possibility of novelty and the conviction
that the course of history could suddenly begin anew. It is when ‘the idea of freedom
and the experience of a new beginning … coincide’, Arendt argues, that revolution
in the modern sense is possible and takes the specific form of the rise of the oppressed
to displace their oppressors and the regime that privileged them.4 There is
another singular feature of modernity that makes revolution its spirit, namely the
progressivism that suﬀused modern philosophies, histories and political dreams,
the historiography that operated at the level of moral and political conviction that
human existence on all fronts – freedom, prosperity, equality, civility – was steadily
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improving. It is via this progressivism that the other meaning of revolution, a
naturalistic phenomenon that cannot be stopped – as in the earth revolving around
the sun – conjoins with the agentic features of popular uprising for bread or freedom
to capture the inevitability of such uprisings and even the inevitability of their
eventual triumph.5 In the age of freedom, equality and new beginnings, revolution
emerges as the term for a continuous and inexorable push for the realization of these
values against the old regimes that denied them both legitimacy and actuality. Left
revolutionaries of the twentieth century placed themselves in this tradition – the press
of the poor and the outcast for a freedom and equality that was their unquestionable
modern entitlement, the unstoppable force of democratization, the realization of
‘true human emancipation’, indeed, the realization of modernity’s promise around
the globe.6
It is this conviction about the inevitable triumph of the people over the illegitimate
powers of wealth and rule that exploit, dominate or disenfranchise whose loss washes
over us today. What has been drained from the present is not only faith in the
capacity of revolution to dethrone corrupt or illegitimate power, but the standing of
this capacity as a beacon of the spirit of the age. Gone is the belief in radically
breaking with history; equally eviscerated is the notion of inexorable progress toward
freedom and the related notion that an innate human desire for freedom is the engine
of history. Shattered too is the conviction that the future belongs to the downtrodden,
that power is ever anything but illegitimate, that equality, freedom and well-being
for the many are inevitable, let alone possible.
The promise of Revolution delivered by the Enlightenment was premised upon
presumptions about the emancipatory nature of reason and the capacity of human
beings to make their own history. It was a promise that, unfettered by tradition and
legal subjection, reason would carry its human subjects to truth, freedom and equality.
This is also the conceit of social contract theory from Hobbes to Rousseau to Rawls:
under the reign of reason, human beings could consciously and deliberately fashion
their world, vanquishing gods, kings and other super-human forces as makers of
history and polities. Reason, knowledge, truth and freedom against power – this was
the formula that poststructuralist insight discredited in relocating power to the inside
of those ostensibly emancipatory forces. But even before this insight took hold,
twentieth century events had largely devastated the Enlightenment promise: the two
World Wars; the Shoah; the Nakbah; the merciless pillaging of the Third World
by the First; socialist revolution turned brittle, brutal, then grey; decolonization
turned to bloody authoritarianism and corruption; the calculated geopolitical
instrumentalization of the Third World by Cold War powers; the materialization of
a form of global capitalism unprecedented in its reach and capacities for deracinating
human lives; and a final decade featuring a rise in violent ethnonationalisms literally
unimaginable to Kantian universalists half a century earlier.
As the promise of the twentieth century darkened, its shadow lengthened over the
already foundering hopes of the Enlightenment and modernity – hopes for a steady
improvement of the human condition, hopes rooted in the progress of liberty and
the inevitable spread of equality, hopes tethered to the revolutionary spirit but in its
calmer register.7 A promise and hopes that seem to have died before their time,
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except Gillian Rose recalls that for something to have died prematurely involves
imagining a time when death would be nothing, possible only when life is nothing,
when death comes to what already does not matter.8 This very nothingness, Rose
argues, was already contained within modernity (Weber reads Tolstoy as revealing
how progressivism, especially in knowledge, empties life of meaning and knowledge
of its Truth value) and is deepened, according to Rose, by ‘postmodern’ formulations
in which history is not charted by progress, inherent purpose, a drive toward an end,
anything at all.9 Yet if modernity was always only a promise, then fruition is not its
telos; rather modernity’s achievement was this promise. When the promise dies, it
does not take our earthly goods and activities but our sense of futurity, and the future
is the place where almost all meaning is harboured for modern progressivist
consciousness. The nihilism so often attributed to ‘the postmodern’ is not a draining
of meaning from the present – where meaning can thrive even and sometimes
especially in the wake of God and Truth – but a draining of the future from present
meaning, a loss of redemption in Benjamin’s sense. Mourning revolution is thus
mourning a particular kind of futurity, a specifically modernist kind of rightful
expectation, a temporality we do not yet know how to live without.
In mourning revolution, we are not mourning dead bodies, but rather, the
insuﬃciently dead body of the past and even, the insuﬃcient sacrifice of the present
to the future. This failure, this insuﬃciency, in turn breeds a diﬀerent sacrifice: the
promise of rebirth that arises with revolution’s unique imagined capacity to break
with the past. In mourning this perverse insuﬃciency of killing, then, we mourn the
promise that collective human will can come between past and future and that a
humane future will rise out of a vanquished inhuman past.
The death of a promise is like no other because a promise is incorporeal; there is
no body to claim, to bid farewell, to bury (which is why the Left argues incessantly
over what the body is). In mourning a dead promise, a promise that no longer is
one, we mourn ‘the disappeared’; this is a perpetual and ungratified mourning that
reaches in vain for closure. The very object that we mourn – the opening of a
diﬀerent future, the ideal illuminating that future – has vanished. So we cannot even
see or say what we mourn, gather at the site of its disappearance, weep over its
remains, hold its lively embodiment in our memory as we must if the mourning is
to come to an end. This is a mourning that inevitably becomes melancholia – as the
loved and lost promise becomes nameless and unfathomable in a present that cancels
and even mocks it, its disappearance is secured by this loss of a name and so also is
our inconsolability. Melancholia too because if we experience the promise as not
simply dead but betrayed, we are divided against our love for it. Love betrayed but
not given up is love that literally does not know where to house itself.
ii. Socialist and Feminist Revolutions
The contemporary Euro-Atlantic Left is in mourning not just for the idea of
revolution as a political modality, but for two particular revolutionary dreams that
died in the last quarter of the twentieth century. One, very roughly, could be called
socialist. The other, equally roughly, could be called feminist and sexual. Intertwined
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in complex and diﬀering ways for diﬀerent segments of the New Left, both carried
the utopian promise by which our world view was framed as well as our orientation
toward critical theory. It is not easy to disentangle the collapse of a revolutionary
modality at a generic level from the collapse of these particular projects of
transformation; our mourning is confusing and confused here. Are we grieving a
particular radical vision or radical vision as such? Or is it revolutionary culturalpolitical life that we are at once embarrassed by and pining for?
The New Left attachment to socialist revolution – which was never merely about
economic justice, rather, its promised fruit included a panoply of betterments in
human and nature-human relations – is diﬃcult to loosen, notwithstanding the
concrete failures of state socialism. Without replacing a profit-driven economic system
by one rooted in common ownership and ordered by thoughtfulness about the
complex needs of humans and their habitat, it is diﬃcult to conceive not simply
the relief of economic desperation on the part of the many but the building and
sustaining of social forms that could cultivate modest generosity, security, equality,
peaceability, mental and physical health and responsible relations with nature. But
that replacement is remote to the point of vanishing today.
What happened to the dream of socialist revolution is tediously familiar. State
socialism is economically unviable in a capitalist world order – ineﬃcient,
uncompetitive, impoverished. Nor does it emancipate: work is no less alienating, no
more under the control of the worker, no more organized for immediate human
needs, no more engaging of human creativity, no less dreary, than under any other
regime. But if not state socialism, which was never the revolutionary dream anyway,
then what? World socialism? Organized by what scandalously centralized global
powers? Self-governing interdependent villages? In what version of history? The loss
here then is not just a revolutionary agent or impulse, nor is it just the odds for
revolutionary success. The problem is that it is nearly impossible to conceive of an
emancipatory, ecological and economically capacious socialism that could follow
upon the current development of what Marx referred to as ‘productive forces’, that
is compatible with contemporary political, economic or social organizations of space
and populations, and that is incorruptible by what we now know to be the many
and dangerous ways of power.
Feminist revolution – which was never merely about sexual equality but, rather,
carried the promise of remaking gender and sexuality that itself entailed a radical
reconfiguration of kinship, sexuality, desire, psyche and the relation of private to
public – went awry somewhat diﬀerently. Given the loss of the socialist possibility,
there were limits to its realizability but reckoning with limits is not the same as
reckoning with absolute loss, and the feminist ambition to eliminate gender as a site
of subordination could technically be met within a capitalist life form, that is, there
is nothing in sexed bodies or even in gender subordination that capitalism cannot
live without. The stakes in the old arguments about whether feminist revolution
required a socialist one were largely contoured by a male left dubious about whether
feminism was ultimately radical or bourgeois, whether gender subordination was a
primary or derivative contradiction in the social order, whether it was truly material
in the present or mainly attitudinal, the ‘muck of ages’ not yet washed away. This
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configuring diverted attention from the most crucial connection between new left
and revolutionary feminist aims. It is clear enough that women and men can be
rendered interchangeable cogs in a contemporary and future capitalist machinery,
where physical strength is rarely at issue, where continuity on the job matters little,
where reproductive work has been almost completely commodified and reproduction
itself is nearly separable from sexed bodies and is in any event separable from a
sexual division of labour. Notwithstanding the protracted Marxist-feminist analyses
of the indispensability of unpaid housework to the production of surplus value, the
home as a necessary if stricken haven in a heartless world, and the need for a
malleable surplus army of labour (all of which were straining to prove both the
materiality of gender subordination and its necessity to capitalism), it is evident
enough today that the equal participation and remuneration of women in the
economic and civic order can be achieved, if unevenly and with diﬃculty.
Capitalism neither loves nor hates social diﬀerences. Rather, it exploits them in the
short run and erodes them in the long run. In Marx’s poetics, capitalism ‘batters
down Chinese Walls’, levelling and homogenizing every aspect of cultural and
traditional diﬀerentiation that it subjects to ‘its naked cash nexus’.10 Capitalism
commodifies and reifies sexual diﬀerence even as it steadily erodes the ground of
this diﬀerence in biology, the sexual division of labour, and the productive
and reproductive functions of the family. Capitalism does not require gender
subordination or even gender any more than it requires racial subordination or race;
it has tendencies that augment as well as tendencies that attenuate such
subordination; social movements and public policies can abet one or another
tendency or both simultaneously. So the critical question for feminist revolution does
not concern the inherent relationship of capitalism to gender subordination at the
level of political economy. Rather, the critical question is whether what potentially
issues from subordination, namely a radical critique of systemic injustices and
suﬀering and a radical vision of alternatives, can be sustained in a capitalist social
order over time and take shape as viable and organized opposition. What fuels or
depletes a lived consciousness of the inhumanity, irrationality or simply unsatisfying
nature of current arrangements and the impulse to make a diﬀerent order of things?
What sustains a willingness to risk becoming diﬀerent kinds of beings, a desire to
alter the architecture of the social world from the perspective of being disenfranchised
in it, a conviction that the goods of the current order are worth less than the making
of a diﬀerent order? It is this capacity to develop and sustain a critique and a vision
of the alternatives that contemporary capitalism undermines so eﬀectively with its
monopoly on the Real and the imaginable, with the penetration of its values into
every crevice of social and subjective existence, and with its capacity to discursively
erase if not concretely eliminate alternative perspectives and practices. Without
another conscious vantage point from which to perceive, criticize and counter the
existing order of things, a vantage point Herbert Marcuse argued largely vanished
in post-War capitalism, it is almost impossible to sustain a radical vision as realistic
or as livable.11 And it is almost impossible to fight for something not on the liberal
and capitalist agenda, a fight largely incompatible with seeking freedom from that
agenda.
In the Euro-Atlantic world, there was one decade in the last half century in which
this other dimension was carved out in the form of political subcultures. The political
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upheavals and formations of the Sixties included the production of a cultural-political
and epistemological outside that allowed utopian visions to stake more than utopian
claims, to be sustained by and partially lived out in the subcultures themselves. In
Eastern Europe, this decade came later and had a diﬀerent political valence, one
fuelled by the ambition to topple state communism and one whose utopian vision
was limned by the imagined (and overdrawn) freedom of ‘the West’.12 In both cases,
though, what was so heady about these cultural-political formations, what made their
risks and deprivations utterly worthwhile to the participants, was not merely the
anticipation of a beautiful new world to come nor merely the eﬀect of a popular
political potency rarely felt in late modernity – it is not clear that either Sixties
radicals in the West or Eighties dissidents and intellectuals in the East felt such
potency much of the time. Rather, in both cases, a radical protest of the status quo
was lived out in a highly charged subculture that was as libidinally compelling as a
group experience can be, a revolutionary erotics that paradoxically bound its
participants precisely by inciting challenges to all conventional bonds – those
containing intellectual work within the academy, those restricting love and sex to
the family, and above all, those separating Eros, politics, ideas and everyday existence
from one another. When poetry becomes political, when politics becomes erotic,
when thinking is de-commodified and comes to feel as essential to life as food and
shelter, not only do ordinary fields of activity become libidinally charged, but this
desublimated condition itself betokens (however illusorily) an emancipated world to
come. This revolutionary awakening of the mind and the senses carries (however
falsely) a promise of living beyond repression, alienation, compartmentalization,
indeed beyond settled forms or institutions tout court. It is diﬃcult to avoid nostalgia
for the irreverent and transgressive spirit coursing through these subcultures … brief,
out-of-history times when all social practices – from marriage to literature to
architecture – are open to rethinking and refashioning. Boundary smashing Eros
saturates the social form … which is also why it cannot last.
However problematically, this formation of political life and possibility carried at its
heart attachment to both political and individual transformation, a deep conviction
about the possibility of making humans diﬀerently, and pleasure in both the powers
of critique and of collective action. Revolutionary feminism promised that we could
become new women and men, that we could literally take in hand the conditions
that produce gender and then produce it diﬀerently, that not simply laws and other
institutions could be purged of gender bias but that humans themselves could be
produced beyond gender as history has known it. Nor was this revolutionary feminist
impulse circumscribed only by feminism’s second wave and its convergence with the
New Left. Rather, it can be traced from Wollstonecraft to feminists of the French
and Russian Revolution to novelists, poets and theorists of the revolutionary moment
of the second wave in North America and Europe. This was feminism that imagined
humanity one day free of gender as a social production, just as the ideal of
communism figured humanity not simply emancipated from class but free of
domination by necessity. Androgyny was one version of this feminist vision but there
were other formulations that worked with the possibility of diﬀerence delinked from
subordination.
As philosophically and politically naive as this belief appears in retrospect, we are
still compelled to ask: what is feminism without it, without the conviction that the
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deep conditions of gender subordination – and not only the laws that encode it or
the norms that regulate it – can be identified and transformed? What suspicion about
the naturalness of gender subordination persists when feminism addresses only the
wrongs done to women and not the socially produced capacity for women to be wronged, to
be victims? What inevitable entanglement with a politics of ressentiment tinges feminism
if the problem is always one of how women are treated by power, if the fix always
entails taming power (obtaining protection through law or regulation), if we cannot
figure a world in which we imagine governing ourselves and imagine release from
the identity that has been the site of our injury? Feminism without revolution means
giving up on seizing the conditions through which gender is made, and it is the
illusion of such a seizure – the illusion that the conditions are distinct, objectifiable
and could be taken in hand – that we have necessarily abandoned. If we learned
from de Beauvoir that women are made not born, it was first Marxist, then
psychoanalytic and then Foucauldian feminism that illuminated not only how
extensive and elaborate but finally how beyond human grasp this making is, the
degree to which it is bound up not just with attitude, law and custom, not just with
a sexual division of labour, not just with racial, caste and class stratifications, not
even just with the psychic economies of families and their deposits in gendered
subjectivities, but also with myriad social norms buried in discursively organized
practices ranging from motherhood to microchip assembly to the military. If
revolution was undermined by the collapse of Enlightenment formulations of social
totality, reason, truth, freedom, progress and history, it was also undone by a
confrontation with the subterranean byways and nesting places of power, and with
power’s intangible, dispersed, unconsolidated and non-unified operations. Yet
feminism without revolution, conjoined with theories of intricate social construction,
comes close to producing a critique of male dominance with almost no exit. Only
fools call this situation the ‘triumph of biology’ though clearly the fools have the
monopoly on the press these days13.
But what precisely killed the revolutionary spirit of second wave feminism? This
question is inseparable, of course, from what dispersed or destroyed the more general
radical spirit of that epoch, a story too complex to rehearse here. There are specifics
for feminism, though, worth considering. First, even as revolutionary feminism itself
gave birth to lesbian separatism and various feminist nationalisms based in race and
ethnicity, in crucial ways these oﬀspring had a more conservative Weltanschauung than
their progenitors – tending toward the consolidation rather than the disruption of
identity, often inward turning in their politics, less consistently critical of capitalism
and liberalism, more inclined toward interest-bound reformism than with
propounding a comprehensive vision for society. It goes without saying that these
movements importantly expanded the operative substantive definitions of woman
and feminism. To identify politically conservative tendencies in these movements
does not vitiate this achievement; rather it refuses to index the radicalism of a political
programme according to this achievement. Certainly it is possible to expand the
subject of feminism while narrowing feminism’s political vision.
Second, within the academy, there were serious consequences of the contingent
historical fact that sexuality studies emerged as revolutionary feminism waned. For
all of its intellectual and political fecundity, sexuality studies often hit a slightly
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reactionary note on the question of transforming male dominant regimes of gender.
This was not simply ignorance or misogyny on the part of an initially male-dominated
academic industry, although these were present and took their toll, but rather a
consequence of the erotics carried in existing gender arrangements. Here, Catharine
MacKinnon must be credited with grasping something important and deadly about
sexual life in male dominant regimes: the eroticization of gender subordination
constitutes the major (not the only) erotic economy of such regimes. So, when the
focus is on the politics of sexuality rather than the politics of sexism, that which aims
to eliminate gender subordination by undermining the grounds and performance of
gender diﬀerence can appear at the same time to be opposing sexual pleasure. Thus
does revolutionary feminism come to be figured as anti-sexual, and thus does a
certain reification of gender diﬀerence (regardless of how it is distributed across
biologically sexed bodies) appear as a means of reappropriating the erotics that
feminism would otherwise seem to degrade or aim to eliminate.
Third, feminism emerging from the Third World and the former Soviet Bloc was
routinely represented in the West as uninterested in or even hostile to critiques of
femininity or compulsory heterosexuality, and consequently, as uninterested in
critiques of the family, marriage, gendered subjectivity, etc. When combined with
many Third World feminists’ suspicion of male ‘revolutionaries’ and the overt hostility
of many Chinese, Russian and East European feminists to Marxist regimes and to
the infelicitous communist state regulation of gender and the family, feminism in the
Second and Third Worlds came to be figured as an indictment of a decadent
radicalism of First World feminism.
Taken together, these three sources of rejection of revolutionary Euro-Atlantic
feminism tarred it as self-indulgent, white, unconnected to the real needs of most of
the world’s women, and/or as opposed to pleasure and anti-sexual. But the forces
disintegrating revolutionary feminism did not only come from without. Within
Western feminist theory, poststructuralist insights were the final blow to the project
of transforming, emancipating or eliminating gender in a revolutionary mode. This
may seem counter-intuitive when such insight is often considered responsible for
theorizing gender as a resignifiable and at least modestly flexible fiction, and makes
such rich use of the Nietzschean-Foucauldian understanding that regimes of
domination inadvertently produce subversive subjects and forms of agency opposed
to such regimes. The point is not that poststructuralism undermines the project of
transforming gender but that it illuminates the impossibility of seizing the conditions
making gender as well as the impossibility of escaping gender. Indeed, in its very
challenge to the line drawn in the revolutionary paradigm between ‘conditions’ and
‘eﬀects’ it undermined the possibility of objectifying those conditions and of
conceiving agents who could stand outside them to transform them. Moreover,
poststructuralist feminism’s appreciation of the psychic coordinates and repetitions
constitutive of gender locate much of its production in social norms and deep
processes of identifications and repudiations only intermittently knowable to its
subjects, even less often graspable, and thus unsuited to a paradigm of transformation
premised upon seizing and eliminating the conditions producing and reproducing
gender. Certain gender conventions or norms might be resisted, subverted or
resignified but resistance and resignification are not equivalent to a transformation
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of the conditions of gendered erotics, conditions that are no longer posited as outside
of its subjects, and hence are not ours to mastermind but at best only to resist or
negotiate.
Thus, gender is regarded (and lived) by contemporary young scholars and activists
raised on poststructuralism as something that can be bent, proliferated, troubled,
resignified, morphed, theatricalized, parodied, deployed, resisted, imitated,
regulated … but not emancipated. Gender is very nearly infinitely plastic and
divisible, but as a domain of subjection with no outside, it cannot be liberated in the
classical sense and the powers constituting and regulating it cannot be seized and
inverted or abolished. In one crucial respect, then, gendered regimes can be seen to
share a predicament with global capitalism: each is available to almost any innovation
and possibility except freedom, equality and collective human control. Each is beyond
the reach of revolution.
iii. Beyond Revolution
Historically outmoded, exhausted as an ambition, ruptured as political ontology,
discredited by contemporary political epistemology – revolution is unquestionably
finished. Why, though, would we mourn it? Quite simply, this death seems to carry
with it our dreams for a better world. Notwithstanding much brave left talk about
‘localism’, ‘coalition politics’, ‘postidentity politics’ and ‘resistance’, without
revolution, it is hard to see how our political labours – intellectual or otherwise –
enable the transformation of the current order into a more just, free and egalitarian
one. Our critique of the present is not matched by prospects for transformation –
there are neither credible alternatives nor credible roads to them. A severe critique
that does not articulate with anticipation of a diﬀerent future … an illness with no
cure … how to proceed when this has become our condition? What, under these
circumstances, are the alternatives to despair, melancholy or resignation?
Most common today is the impulse to retrench the critique to fit the apparent horizon
of possibility. ‘Don’t criticize what you cannot change’ or ‘don’t dwell on the problem
if you don’t have a solution’ are the unspoken maxims of the age. Accordingly, a
substantive critique of capitalism (and not just its putatively recent ‘globalized’ form),
critiques of marriage and the family, critiques of mass mediated culture, indeed
critique itself, have all largely fallen oﬀ a left intellectual and political agenda. But
such retrenchment only compounds left despair insofar as reconciliation to the
contours and content of the present abandons the unique political orientation of the
left itself, one that calls into question existing social arrangements to argue for more
just and humane ones. So, what possibilities are there for living and working, without
bitterness or disavowal, in this diﬃcult theoretical and political place, this place of
critique that exceeds realizability, of indicting more than we can redress or replace?
What as yet unpracticed political sensibility is required to dwell here?
A second widespread inclination is to blame our stymied condition on ‘Them’ (the
neoCons, the Right, the Feminist Backlashers, various political or corporate Masters
of the Universe) or on some loathed part of ‘Us’ (sectarian identity politics,
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poststructuralism). This move forecloses attention to what has brought us to this pass
and also limits discernment of troubling political formulations and formations borne
from it, e.g. rejection of critique, state-centred reformism that veers into intensified
regulation, or left feminist politics reduced to relatively impotent protest and
complaint. Moreover, the impulse to blame and complain tends to displace any
impulse to develop strategies for the assumption of power; it necessarily entrenches
rather than repairs from the condition it bemoans. Its very crankiness is a
recognizable symptom of mourning.
If the modality of political transformation in modernity was revolution, what lies
beyond it? What is the ‘beyond’ of this loss and how does the loss itself open the
field of this beyond? What are the possible postrevolutionary modalities of radical
political and social transformation in our time? Revolution was always finest in its
opening of possibility, in the sensibility and practices of political risk, imagination,
upheaval, questioning and vision this opening incited. By contrast, the lowest point
in revolution was usually its furious will to power distilled into fundamentalism –
Bolshevik authoritarianism, the Cultural Revolution, Napoleon and/or the Terror,
in its own way even the Constitutional Convention of the United States. The ‘nonpolitical’ revolutions – scientific, industrial, informational – also inverted their
emancipatory impulse as they achieved hegemony or took institutional root; as each
regime contains critique, delimits what is thinkable, sayable and doable, erects its
truth as deities. Every revolution’s Thermidor arrives with ferocious certainty about
what should follow the openings produced by upheaval, about how the promise will
be realized, about the indiﬀerence of the means to the end; this surety precisely
reverses the spirit of upturning and opening, of keening toward an uncertain future
that makes revolutionary intellectual and political agitation so heady and fecund,
so full of imagination and possibility. How, then, to cultivate the fecundity of
revolutionary opening without the revolutionary push toward the knowable and the
controllable? How to cultivate this remainder of revolution in the form of a utopian
imaginary stripped of its promise to redeem the past and be realized in the future?
Above all, how to suspend this utopian impulse in a diﬀerent temporality such that
it could fuel rather than haunt or taunt left political life in our time? Our task would
seem to be that of prying apart an exuberant critical utopian impulse from immediate
institutional and historical solutions so that the impulse can survive stumbling,
disorientation, disappointment and even failure and so that the impulse remains
incitational of thought and possibility rather than turning fundamentalist. The task,
then, would be to recuperate a utopian imaginary in the absence of a revolutionary
mechanism for its realization such that this imaginary could have a political use, that
is, participate in the making of social transformation and not only constitute an
escape from the felt impossibility of such transformation. Such a recuperation locates
a radical politics apart from left fundamentalism on the one side, and apart from
the refusal to reckon with deep social and economic powers entailed in liberal political
pluralism on the other. This is the political ground between postrevolutionary despair
or paralysis and resignation to liberal reformism itself no longer convincing in its
narrative of incrementalism. A radical democratic critique and utopian imaginary
that has no certainty about its prospects or even about the means and vehicles of its
realization, that does not know what its imagined personae will be capable of – this
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would seem to be the left political sensibility that could give our mourning a
productive postrevolutionary form.
iv. Feminism and Women’s Studies Beyond Sex and Gender
Women’s studies ‘beyond sex and gender’ does not seem to me a right naming of
our problem. Rather, the very perception of it as a problem is a symptom of a
condition in which women’s studies has not simply lost its revolutionary impulse but
turned against this impulse, against its desire to have done with these objects. It is
a symptom of a condition in which feminism’s investment in its own career
advancement has replaced the political impulse to overthrow itself, to lose its
boundaries both by becoming part of a larger order of transformative politics and
by being washed away in such politics. So what if we folded women’s studies ‘beyond
sex and gender’ into recuperating the project of emancipating sex and gender, thereby
breathing a renewed emancipatory spirit into women’s studies? This requires shaking
oﬀ nostalgia for the Big Bang theory of social change, a nostalgia which generates
either hopelessness or conservatism, often amounting to the same thing in the form
of resignation. But, perhaps even more importantly, this requires a certain dwelling
in that state of mourning in which a seemingly unendurable loss is also the opening
of possibility to live and think diﬀerently. For this, we have to understand not only
what has been lost, but also who we now are as thinking, political beings who were
both formed by and lost a certain critical promise. In mourning a dead promise, we
also have the gift of being able to parse the promise, distinguishing what we want
to carry with us as a life force from what, at best, is hard knowledge or painful
de-idealization.
On the one hand, only by stumbling, only by feeling what one depended on before
and with what one can now replace that dependency does a mourning being begin
to discern possibility in loss, in being free of an object which seemed like life itself.
If we are without revolutionary possibility today, we are also free of revolution as
the paradigm of transformation: what new political formations might be born from
this moment? On the other hand, avowing our loss allows us to cultivate the memory
– and with Benjamin, ignite that memory – of the utopian imaginary of the
revolutionary paradigm and so make that imaginary part of our knowledge for
working in the present, not just a lament about the unrevolutionary present. What
if feminism ‘beyond sex and gender’ could become a site for recuperating utopian
aims without the mechanism of revolution? What if it could become the site for
developing postrevolutionary modalities of political thought and practice? What if
we let our objects fly?
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diﬀerently, revolutionary feminism carried the
conviction that masculinist values in every venue
could be uprooted and replaced. These included
values that overtly governed and produced gender
but also those comprising the historical anatomy
of war, diplomacy, business, sexuality, the liberal
state, the family, public and private, and more.
Revolutionary feminism’s aim to transform the
nature of public and economic life, and not simply
to obtain an equal place for women in it, is
routinely occluded in the endless spate of writing
that ties feminism’s current lack of cache to its
failure to address the diﬃculty of balancing work
and family. (Most recent in the genre is an essay
by Kay S. Hymowitz in which she attributes not
just the decline but the death of feminism to its
failure to reckon with ‘biology and ordinary
bourgeois longings’. ‘The End of Herstory’, City,
Vol. 12, Numberk 3, Summer 2002.) But feminism
in a revolutionary mode never intended to address
this diﬃculty; rather, it sought to transform the
order that made balancing work and family
women’s problem in the first place and impossible
in the second. It did not ask how to solve this
problem within existing parameters but rather,
asked what arrangements of work, love and kinship
would oﬀer a more richly humane satisfaction of a
variety of human desires and needs. The fact that
this utopian impulse is now routinely (mis)cast
as feminists’ eschewal of fixed psychic and
biological coordinates testifies to how thoroughly
incomprehensible,
indeed,
unthinkable,
a
revolutionary political spirit and worldview is today,
how thoroughly both have vanished from the
popular imagination, and at the same time how
relentlessly reified and naturalized existing social
arrangements have become.

Wendy Brown teaches political theory at the University of California, Berkeley.
Her most recent books include States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late Modernity
(Princeton, 1995); Politics Out of History (Princeton, 2001), and Left Legalism/Left Critique,
co-edited with Janet Halley (Duke University Press, 2002).

Brown
16

15
Preface to
“whats left of
theory?”
ed. Judith Butler, John Guillory, Kendall Thomas

viii

PREFACE

J U D I T H B U T L E R , J O H N G U I L L O RY,
AND KENDALL THOMAS

F

a debate on the
politics of theory has been conducted
energetically within literary studies. The
P R E FAC E
terms of the debate, however, are far
from clear. What is meant by politics?
What is meant by theory? “Theory”
more often than not appears to mean
“poststructuralism,” but it is unclear
why (a) the history of literary theory
should be collapsed into the synecdoche
of poststructuralism and (b) whether
poststructuralism, in its varied forms,
can be referred to meaningfully as a
unitary phenomenon. “Theory” sometimes operates as shorthand for a certain
operation of formalism, the uncovering
of the structural conditions and features
of a text, a way of reading that culminates in a self-referential move, e.g. the
text allegorizes some feature about textuality itself. The reigning suspicion
toward this kind of formalism is that it suspends questions of context; if
a text cannot thematize the world from which it comes, how can it constitute the basis of a politically informed reading? If, the argument goes,
the text is not “about” something other than itself, it is certainly not
“about” its world. This loss of referentiality is tantamount to the loss
of political relevance.
There are, at least, two rejoinders to make to this characterization
of theory. The first is that even if by “theory” one refers to the work
of Derrida, de Man, Foucault, it is unclear that any of them are
unequivocally formalist. For Derrida, the “form” of a literary text is
OR SEVERAL YEARS
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always contaminated by that which exceeds its bounds, and the criticism that deconstruction levelled against the New Criticism from
which it emerged was that a text cannot achieve and sustain formal
unity. There is always that which calls the form into question, and that
is not simply another formal element, but a resistant remainder that
sets limits to formalism itself. Moreover, the question of context is not
dismissed within deconstruction: it is simply held to be illimitable.
This does not mean that one ought never to try to delimit a context,
but only that every such attempt will be open to necessary revision.
The appropriation and redeployment of poststructuralism in legibly
“political” contexts by writers such as Stuart Hall, Ernesto Laclau,
Homi Bhabha, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Drucilla Cornell, Teresa
de Lauretis, do not “apply” the theories of French poststructuralism to
political “contexts,” but recontextualize or “iterate” the theory in ways
that augment its contamination and enhance its political salience.
These redeployments of theory in the context of politically invested
arenas—race, colonialism, sexuality, gender—are generally situated
within a left academic discourse. Of course, there are those who would
call into question the legitimacy of calling such theories “left,” fearing
a corruption of politics by theory, but this is clearly a sign of how far
the “left” has departed from the theoretical tradition of Marx himself.
But is theory too formal and non-referential to have a significant
bearing on politics?
There are those who fear that theorists abandon thematics altogether, holding literary texts to have a specificity as literary, to have formal features which are not easily transposable onto other kinds of texts,
to be specifically literary interrogations into the workings of language
which are divorced from the workings of the world. Clearly, the crisis
in realism documented by Lukács, Adorno, and Brecht saw the very
self-referentiality of modernist literature as politically significant: the
breakdown of mimetic forms of realism exposed a world in which the
relations of representation were radically altered by conditions in the
world. To insist on transparent reference under such conditions is precisely to misread the very way social conditions produce and structure
literary form and literary reference. On the other side, however, there
are clearly still formalist critics who universalize this condition of the

ix

x

PREFACE

text and the autonomous role of theoretical criticism. Some fear that
theory has itself become too “thematic,” lost its pre- or post-ideological status, especially as it engages modalities of power. Thus, it seems,
theoretically informed literary analysis that suspends all political judgment fears contamination from another direction: the contamination
of theory by politics. If some of those who turn against theory in the
name of politics do so by laying claim to referentiality and thematic
criticism, then some of those who turn against politics in the name of
theory do so by sacralizing the suspension of all reference to context.
Both are projects of purity which do not recognize their fundamental
dependence on the other. Theory has become impure as it engages the
social and political world through the reading of literature, and thematics have no doubt become more difficult once we avow the modes
of representation that permit—or fail to permit—of certain kinds of
politically significant insights into our world.
This volume does not seek to rehearse the arguments for and against
the thesis that (poststructuralist) theory is political. Rather, we seek to
understand the conditions under which this question is posed, and to
chart some of the ways that literary studies continues to intersect, in all
its volatility, with left political thinking. Are there ways of pursuing a
politically reflective literary analysis that have definitively left theory
behind, and must “theory” be left behind for left literary analysis to
emerge? Has the study of literature passed beyond its encounter with
theory? If so, in passing beyond theory, has it remained unchanged?
Does the recent cry for a “return to literature” signal the surpassing of
theory, the fact that literature remains after theory? Or would we find
that, upon such a return, we would still have to ask: in what does the
literary consist? What is our access to it? Upon what presuppositions
about language does literature and its criticism draw? Does literature
remain (the same) after theory?
This volume does not “settle” these questions, and within its pages
the reader will no doubt recognize the contours of the following discordant perspectives: whereas some of the animus against theory comes
from those who seek to safeguard the literary text and forms of close, literary readings, some comes from an explicitly political position.
Worrying that “theory” is but another formalism that loses sight of the
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material conditions of textual production, this form of leftist skepticism
toward theory has sought to historicize the reading of literature, reintroduce the importance of context and intention and, in some instances,
interrogate the conditions of literary reception and influence.
The history of this encounter between theory and literature proves
to be difficult to narrate in progressive terms. For in its disseminated
state, theory now arrives as part of historicism, as part of new materialist approaches to literary texts, and it often arrives in tandem with
close readings of literary texts. Theory is not over, but it is no longer,
if it ever was, in one piece.
Thus, a number of questions remain: Is there a specter of “high theory” that continues to inform the left work in cultural studies and new
historicism that cannot be eradicated from its operations, and on
which it remains fundamentally dependent? Has “theory” post–de
Man been repudiated only to emerge as the animating specter of contemporary literary analysis, whereby “theory” is both disavowed and
preserved in the reaction formation that has followed? Is theory still
“poststructuralism” or has that very term become meaningless precisely
as its dissemination and contamination in cultural and political analysis establishes a set of unanticipated meanings for the term? In a sense,
the value of poststructuralism no longer forms the pivot of contemporary debate, but, rather, its place in new forms of cultural and political
analysis is both inchoate and central. Although there are leftist positions that seek a full purging of the poststructuralist trace, panicking at
the slightest trace of “jargon,” they still contend with its specter as one
of the ghostly conditions of their own emergence.
The extraordinary interest in social theory and the law that has
recently emerged in literary studies has seemed to many to constitute
an important redirection of the field toward political themes and active
political investments in justice, freedom, and equality. Whereas some
argue that literature should remain cordoned off from social science
and social theory, others are relieved that literary studies has moved
toward a more active engagement with social issues, with race studies,
practices of gender and sexuality, colonial space and its aftermath, the
interstitial cultural spaces of globalization. It may be that literary scholars make poor social theorists, as Richard Rorty has argued, but it
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seems more likely that literary scholars bring insightful forms of reading to bear upon social and political texts that have great relevance for
the course of our collective lives. Moreover, as literary scholars continue to probe the cultural and social context of cultural production,
they need to overcome their ignorance of the law, of political theory, of
the shape and structure of social movements. Similarly, the texts produced within social theory and social science rely on metaphor,
metonymy, ellipsis, and allegory, and these dimensions of meaning
production go unnoticed by those who do not engage a literary analysis. The task will be to consider what role literature and the literary still
play within the context of this increasingly complicated social context.
This volume does not seek to answer the question of whether theory is necessary for the left or for literature, but does seek to evidence
an array of essays that rearrange these terms—“theory,” “the left,” and
“literature” —in less than predictable ways. Is it possible to leave theory behind for the left, or is what is “left” precisely what remains to
worked through in the new social registers of theory? Will the left leave
literature behind, or will literature emerge as a site for the negotiation
of progressive political readings? Will we continue to find the literary
appearing in non-literary texts, as dimensions of legal and historical
texts generally not approached in this way? Are we, as a profession,
ghosted by a formalism that never was? And how might we continue
to generalize the conditions of our practice without receding from the
world that calls upon us to engage in politically responsible ways and
the literary texts whose specificity and challenge it remains the task of
literary scholars to read?
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Mr. President and Gentlemen,
I greet you on the re-commencement of our literary year. Our
anniversary is one of hope, and, perhaps, not enough of labor. We
do not meet for games of strength or skill, for the recitation of
histories, tragedies, and odes, like the ancient Greeks; for
parliaments of love and poesy, like the Troubadours; nor for the
advancement of science, like our cotemporaries in the British and
European capitals. Thus far, our holiday has been simply a friendly
sign of the survival of the love of letters amongst a people too busy
to give to letters any more. As such, it is precious as the sign of an
indestructible instinct. Perhaps the time is already come, when it
ought to be, and will be, something else; when the sluggard
intellect of this continent will look from under its iron lids, and fill
the postponed expectation of the world with something better than
the exertions of mechanical skill. Our day of dependence, our long
apprenticeship to the learning of other lands, draws to a close. The
millions, that around us are rushing into life, cannot always be fed
on the sere remains of foreign harvests. Events, actions arise, that
must be sung, that will sing themselves. Who can doubt, that
poetry will revive and lead in a new age, as the star in the
constellation Harp, which now flames in our zenith, astronomers
announce, shall one day be the pole-star for a thousand years?
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In this hope, I accept the topic which not only usage, but the nature
of our association, seem to prescribe to this day, -- the
AMERICAN SCHOLAR. Year by year, we come up hither to read
one more chapter of his biography. Let us inquire what light new
days and events have thrown on his character, and his hopes.
It is one of those fables, which, out of an unknown antiquity,
convey an unlooked-for wisdom, that the gods, in the beginning,
divided Man into men, that he might be more helpful to himself;
just as the hand was divided into fingers, the better to answer its
end.
The old fable covers a doctrine ever new and sublime; that there is
One Man, -- present to all particular men only partially, or through
one faculty; and that you must take the whole society to find the
whole man. Man is not a farmer, or a professor, or an engineer, but
he is all. Man is priest, and scholar, and statesman, and producer,
and soldier. In the _divided_ or social state, these functions are
parcelled out to individuals, each of whom aims to do his stint of
the joint work, whilst each other performs his. The fable implies,
that the individual, to possess himself, must sometimes return from
his own labor to embrace all the other laborers. But unfortunately,
this original unit, this fountain of power, has been so distributed to
multitudes, has been so minutely subdivided and peddled out, that
it is spilled into drops, and cannot be gathered. The state of society
is one in which the members have suffered amputation from the
trunk, and strut about so many walking monsters, -- a good finger,
a neck, a stomach, an elbow, but never a man.
Man is thus metamorphosed into a thing, into many things. The
planter, who is Man sent out into the field to gather food, is seldom
cheered by any idea of the true dignity of his ministry. He sees his
bushel and his cart, and nothing beyond, and sinks into the farmer,
instead of Man on the farm. The tradesman scarcely ever gives an
ideal worth to his work, but is ridden by the routine of his craft,
and the soul is subject to dollars. The priest becomes a form; the
attorney, a statute-book; the mechanic, a machine; the sailor, a
rope of a ship.
In this distribution of functions, the scholar is the delegated
intellect. In the right state, he is, _Man Thinking_. In the
degenerate state, when the victim of society, he tends to become a
mere thinker, or, still worse, the parrot of other men's thinking.
In this view of him, as Man Thinking, the theory of his office is
contained. Him nature solicits with all her placid, all her monitory
pictures; him the past instructs; him the future invites. Is not,
indeed, every man a student, and do not all things exist for the
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student's behoof? And, finally, is not the true scholar the only true
master? But the old oracle said, `All things have two handles:
beware of the wrong one.' In life, too often, the scholar errs with
mankind and forfeits his privilege. Let us see him in his school,
and consider him in reference to the main influences he receives.
I. The first in time and the first in importance of the influences
upon the mind is that of nature. Every day, the sun; and, after
sunset, night and her stars. Ever the winds blow; ever the grass
grows. Every day, men and women, conversing, beholding and
beholden. The scholar is he of all men whom this spectacle most
engages. He must settle its value in his mind. What is nature to
him? There is never a beginning, there is never an end, to the
inexplicable continuity of this web of God, but always circular
power returning into itself. Therein it resembles his own spirit,
whose beginning, whose ending, he never can find, -- so entire, so
boundless. Far, too, as her splendors shine, system on system
shooting like rays, upward, downward, without centre, without
circumference, -- in the mass and in the particle, nature hastens to
render account of herself to the mind. Classification begins. To the
young mind, every thing is individual, stands by itself. By and by,
it finds how to join two things, and see in them one nature; then
three, then three thousand; and so, tyrannized over by its own
unifying instinct, it goes on tying things together, diminishing
anomalies, discovering roots running under ground, whereby
contrary and remote things cohere, and flower out from one stem.
It presently learns, that, since the dawn of history, there has been a
constant accumulation and classifying of facts. But what is
classification but the perceiving that these objects are not chaotic,
and are not foreign, but have a law which is also a law of the
human mind? The astronomer discovers that geometry, a pure
abstraction of the human mind, is the measure of planetary motion.
The chemist finds proportions and intelligible method throughout
matter; and science is nothing but the finding of analogy, identity,
in the most remote parts. The ambitious soul sits down before each
refractory fact; one after another, reduces all strange constitutions,
all new powers, to their class and their law, and goes on for ever to
animate the last fibre of organization, the outskirts of nature, by
insight.
Thus to him, to this school-boy under the bending dome of day, is
suggested, that he and it proceed from one root; one is leaf and one
is flower; relation, sympathy, stirring in every vein. And what is
that Root? Is not that the soul of his soul? -- A thought too bold, -a dream too wild. Yet when this spiritual light shall have revealed

3

the law of more earthly natures, -- when he has learned to worship
the soul, and to see that the natural philosophy that now is, is only
the first gropings of its gigantic hand, he shall look forward to an
ever expanding knowledge as to a becoming creator. He shall see,
that nature is the opposite of the soul, answering to it part for part.
One is seal, and one is print. Its beauty is the beauty of his own
mind. Its laws are the laws of his own mind. Nature then becomes
to him the measure of his attainments. So much of nature as he is
ignorant of, so much of his own mind does he not yet possess.
And, in fine, the ancient precept, "Know thyself," and the modern
precept, "Study nature," become at last one maxim.
II. The next great influence into the spirit of the scholar, is, the
mind of the Past, -- in whatever form, whether of literature, of art,
of institutions, that mind is inscribed. Books are the best type of
the influence of the past, and perhaps we shall get at the truth, -learn the amount of this influence more conveniently, -- by
considering their value alone.
The theory of books is noble. The scholar of the first age received
into him the world around; brooded thereon; gave it the new
arrangement of his own mind, and uttered it again. It came into
him, life; it went out from him, truth. It came to him, short-lived
actions; it went out from him, immortal thoughts. It came to him,
business; it went from him, poetry. It was dead fact; now, it is
quick thought. It can stand, and it can go. It now endures, it now
flies, it now inspires. Precisely in proportion to the depth of mind
from which it issued, so high does it soar, so long does it sing.
Or, I might say, it depends on how far the process had gone, of
transmuting life into truth. In proportion to the completeness of the
distillation, so will the purity and imperishableness of the product
be. But none is quite perfect. As no air-pump can by any means
make a perfect vacuum, so neither can any artist entirely exclude
the conventional, the local, the perishable from his book, or write a
book of pure thought, that shall be as efficient, in all respects, to a
remote posterity, as to cotemporaries, or rather to the second age.
Each age, it is found, must write its own books; or rather, each
generation for the next succeeding. The books of an older period
will not fit this.
Yet hence arises a grave mischief. The sacredness which attaches
to the act of creation, -- the act of thought, -- is transferred to the
record. The poet chanting, was felt to be a divine man: henceforth
the chant is divine also. The writer was a just and wise spirit:
henceforward it is settled, the book is perfect; as love of the hero
corrupts into worship of his statue. Instantly, the book becomes
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noxious: the guide is a tyrant. The sluggish and perverted mind of
the multitude, slow to open to the incursions of Reason, having
once so opened, having once received this book, stands upon it,
and makes an outcry, if it is disparaged. Colleges are built on it.
Books are written on it by thinkers, not by Man Thinking; by men
of talent, that is, who start wrong, who set out from accepted
dogmas, not from their own sight of principles. Meek young men
grow up in libraries, believing it their duty to accept the views,
which Cicero, which Locke, which Bacon, have given, forgetful
that Cicero, Locke, and Bacon were only young men in libraries,
when they wrote these books.
Hence, instead of Man Thinking, we have the bookworm. Hence,
the book-learned class, who value books, as such; not as related to
nature and the human constitution, but as making a sort of Third
Estate with the world and the soul. Hence, the restorers of
readings, the emendators, the bibliomaniacs of all degrees.
Books are the best of things, well used; abused, among the worst.
What is the right use? What is the one end, which all means go to
effect? They are for nothing but to inspire. I had better never see a
book, than to be warped by its attraction clean out of my own orbit,
and made a satellite instead of a system. The one thing in the
world, of value, is the active soul. This every man is entitled to;
this every man contains within him, although, in almost all men,
obstructed, and as yet unborn. The soul active sees absolute truth;
and utters truth, or creates. In this action, it is genius; not the
privilege of here and there a favorite, but the sound estate of every
man. In its essence, it is progressive. The book, the college, the
school of art, the institution of any kind, stop with some past
utterance of genius. This is good, say they, -- let us hold by this.
They pin me down. They look backward and not forward. But
genius looks forward: the eyes of man are set in his forehead, not
in his hindhead: man hopes: genius creates. Whatever talents may
be, if the man create not, the pure efflux of the Deity is not his; -cinders and smoke there may be, but not yet flame. There are
creative manners, there are creative actions, and creative words;
manners, actions, words, that is, indicative of no custom or
authority, but springing spontaneous from the mind's own sense of
good and fair.
On the other part, instead of being its own seer, let it receive from
another mind its truth, though it were in torrents of light, without
periods of solitude, inquest, and self-recovery, and a fatal
disservice is done. Genius is always sufficiently the enemy of
genius by over influence. The literature of every nation bear me
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witness. The English dramatic poets have Shakspearized now for
two hundred years.
Undoubtedly there is a right way of reading, so it be sternly
subordinated. Man Thinking must not be subdued by his
instruments. Books are for the scholar's idle times. When he can
read God directly, the hour is too precious to be wasted in other
men's transcripts of their readings. But when the intervals of
darkness come, as come they must, -- when the sun is hid, and the
stars withdraw their shining, -- we repair to the lamps which were
kindled by their ray, to guide our steps to the East again, where the
dawn is. We hear, that we may speak. The Arabian proverb says,
"A fig tree, looking on a fig tree, becometh fruitful."
It is remarkable, the character of the pleasure we derive from the
best books. They impress us with the conviction, that one nature
wrote and the same reads. We read the verses of one of the great
English poets, of Chaucer, of Marvell, of Dryden, with the most
modern joy, -- with a pleasure, I mean, which is in great part
caused by the abstraction of all _time_ from their verses. There is
some awe mixed with the joy of our surprise, when this poet, who
lived in some past world, two or three hundred years ago, says that
which lies close to my own soul, that which I also had wellnigh
thought and said. But for the evidence thence afforded to the
philosophical doctrine of the identity of all minds, we should
suppose some preestablished harmony, some foresight of souls that
were to be, and some preparation of stores for their future wants,
like the fact observed in insects, who lay up food before death for
the young grub they shall never see.
I would not be hurried by any love of system, by any exaggeration
of instincts, to underrate the Book. We all know, that, as the human
body can be nourished on any food, though it were boiled grass
and the broth of shoes, so the human mind can be fed by any
knowledge. And great and heroic men have existed, who had
almost no other information than by the printed page. I only would
say, that it needs a strong head to bear that diet. One must be an
inventor to read well. As the proverb says, "He that would bring
home the wealth of the Indies, must carry out the wealth of the
Indies." There is then creative reading as well as creative writing.
When the mind is braced by labor and invention, the page of
whatever book we read becomes luminous with manifold allusion.
Every sentence is doubly significant, and the sense of our author is
as broad as the world. We then see, what is always true, that, as the
seer's hour of vision is short and rare among heavy days and
months, so is its record, perchance, the least part of his volume.
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The discerning will read, in his Plato or Shakspeare, only that least
part, -- only the authentic utterances of the oracle; -- all the rest he
rejects, were it never so many times Plato's and Shakspeare's.
Of course, there is a portion of reading quite indispensable to a
wise man. History and exact science he must learn by laborious
reading. Colleges, in like manner, have their indispensable office,
-- to teach elements. But they can only highly serve us, when they
aim not to drill, but to create; when they gather from far every ray
of various genius to their hospitable halls, and, by the concentrated
fires, set the hearts of their youth on flame. Thought and
knowledge are natures in which apparatus and pretension avail
nothing. Gowns, and pecuniary foundations, though of towns of
gold, can never countervail the least sentence or syllable of wit.
Forget this, and our American colleges will recede in their public
importance, whilst they grow richer every year.
III. There goes in the world a notion, that the scholar should be a
recluse, a valetudinarian, -- as unfit for any handiwork or public
labor, as a penknife for an axe. The so-called `practical men' sneer
at speculative men, as if, because they speculate or _see_, they
could do nothing. I have heard it said that the clergy, -- who are
always, more universally than any other class, the scholars of their
day, -- are addressed as women; that the rough, spontaneous
conversation of men they do not hear, but only a mincing and
diluted speech. They are often virtually disfranchised; and, indeed,
there are advocates for their celibacy. As far as this is true of the
studious classes, it is not just and wise. Action is with the scholar
subordinate, but it is essential. Without it, he is not yet man.
Without it, thought can never ripen into truth. Whilst the world
hangs before the eye as a cloud of beauty, we cannot even see its
beauty. Inaction is cowardice, but there can be no scholar without
the heroic mind. The preamble of thought, the transition through
which it passes from the unconscious to the conscious, is action.
Only so much do I know, as I have lived. Instantly we know whose
words are loaded with life, and whose not.
The world, -- this shadow of the soul, or _other me_, lies wide
around. Its attractions are the keys which unlock my thoughts and
make me acquainted with myself. I run eagerly into this
resounding tumult. I grasp the hands of those next me, and take my
place in the ring to suffer and to work, taught by an instinct, that so
shall the dumb abyss be vocal with speech. I pierce its order; I
dissipate its fear; I dispose of it within the circuit of my expanding
life. So much only of life as I know by experience, so much of the
wilderness have I vanquished and planted, or so far have I
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extended my being, my dominion. I do not see how any man can
afford, for the sake of his nerves and his nap, to spare any action in
which he can partake. It is pearls and rubies to his discourse.
Drudgery, calamity, exasperation, want, are instructers in
eloquence and wisdom. The true scholar grudges every opportunity
of action past by, as a loss of power.
It is the raw material out of which the intellect moulds her splendid
products. A strange process too, this, by which experience is
converted into thought, as a mulberry leaf is converted into satin.
The manufacture goes forward at all hours.
The actions and events of our childhood and youth, are now
matters of calmest observation. They lie like fair pictures in the air.
Not so with our recent actions, -- with the business which we now
have in hand. On this we are quite unable to speculate. Our
affections as yet circulate through it. We no more feel or know it,
than we feel the feet, or the hand, or the brain of our body. The
new deed is yet a part of life, -- remains for a time immersed in our
unconscious life. In some contemplative hour, it detaches itself
from the life like a ripe fruit, to become a thought of the mind.
Instantly, it is raised, transfigured; the corruptible has put on
incorruption. Henceforth it is an object of beauty, however base its
origin and neighborhood. Observe, too, the impossibility of
antedating this act. In its grub state, it cannot fly, it cannot shine, it
is a dull grub. But suddenly, without observation, the selfsame
thing unfurls beautiful wings, and is an angel of wisdom. So is
there no fact, no event, in our private history, which shall not,
sooner or later, lose its adhesive, inert form, and astonish us by
soaring from our body into the empyrean. Cradle and infancy,
school and playground, the fear of boys, and dogs, and ferules, the
love of little maids and berries, and many another fact that once
filled the whole sky, are gone already; friend and relative,
profession and party, town and country, nation and world, must
also soar and sing.
Of course, he who has put forth his total strength in fit actions, has
the richest return of wisdom. I will not shut myself out of this
globe of action, and transplant an oak into a flower-pot, there to
hunger and pine; nor trust the revenue of some single faculty, and
exhaust one vein of thought, much like those Savoyards, who,
getting their livelihood by carving shepherds, shepherdesses, and
smoking Dutchmen, for all Europe, went out one day to the
mountain to find stock, and discovered that they had whittled up
the last of their pine-trees. Authors we have, in numbers, who have
written out their vein, and who, moved by a commendable
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prudence, sail for Greece or Palestine, follow the trapper into the
prairie, or ramble round Algiers, to replenish their merchantable
stock.
If it were only for a vocabulary, the scholar would be covetous of
action. Life is our dictionary. Years are well spent in country
labors; in town, -- in the insight into trades and manufactures; in
frank intercourse with many men and women; in science; in art; to
the one end of mastering in all their facts a language by which to
illustrate and embody our perceptions. I learn immediately from
any speaker how much he has already lived, through the poverty or
the splendor of his speech. Life lies behind us as the quarry from
whence we get tiles and copestones for the masonry of to-day. This
is the way to learn grammar. Colleges and books only copy the
language which the field and the work-yard made.
But the final value of action, like that of books, and better than
books, is, that it is a resource. That great principle of Undulation in
nature, that shows itself in the inspiring and expiring of the breath;
in desire and satiety; in the ebb and flow of the sea; in day and
night; in heat and cold; and as yet more deeply ingrained in every
atom and every fluid, is known to us under the name of Polarity, -these "fits of easy transmission and reflection," as Newton called
them, are the law of nature because they are the law of spirit.
The mind now thinks; now acts; and each fit reproduces the other.
When the artist has exhausted his materials, when the fancy no
longer paints, when thoughts are no longer apprehended, and
books are a weariness, -- he has always the resource _to live_.
Character is higher than intellect. Thinking is the function. Living
is the functionary. The stream retreats to its source. A great soul
will be strong to live, as well as strong to think. Does he lack organ
or medium to impart his truths? He can still fall back on this
elemental force of living them. This is a total act. Thinking is a
partial act. Let the grandeur of justice shine in his affairs. Let the
beauty of affection cheer his lowly roof. Those `far from fame,'
who dwell and act with him, will feel the force of his constitution
in the doings and passages of the day better than it can be
measured by any public and designed display. Time shall teach
him, that the scholar loses no hour which the man lives. Herein he
unfolds the sacred germ of his instinct, screened from influence.
What is lost in seemliness is gained in strength. Not out of those,
on whom systems of education have exhausted their culture, comes
the helpful giant to destroy the old or to build the new, but out of
unhandselled savage nature, out of terrible Druids and Berserkirs,
come at last Alfred and Shakspeare.
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I hear therefore with joy whatever is beginning to be said of the
dignity and necessity of labor to every citizen. There is virtue yet
in the hoe and the spade, for learned as well as for unlearned
hands. And labor is everywhere welcome; always we are invited to
work; only be this limitation observed, that a man shall not for the
sake of wider activity sacrifice any opinion to the popular
judgments and modes of action.
I have now spoken of the education of the scholar by nature, by
books, and by action. It remains to say somewhat of his duties.
They are such as become Man Thinking. They may all be
comprised in self-trust. The office of the scholar is to cheer, to
raise, and to guide men by showing them facts amidst appearances.
He plies the slow, unhonored, and unpaid task of observation.
Flamsteed and Herschel, in their glazed observatories, may
catalogue the stars with the praise of all men, and, the results being
splendid and useful, honor is sure. But he, in his private
observatory, cataloguing obscure and nebulous stars of the human
mind, which as yet no man has thought of as such, -- watching
days and months, sometimes, for a few facts; correcting still his
old records; -- must relinquish display and immediate fame. In the
long period of his preparation, he must betray often an ignorance
and shiftlessness in popular arts, incurring the disdain of the able
who shoulder him aside. Long he must stammer in his speech;
often forego the living for the dead. Worse yet, he must accept, -how often! poverty and solitude. For the ease and pleasure of
treading the old road, accepting the fashions, the education, the
religion of society, he takes the cross of making his own, and, of
course, the self-accusation, the faint heart, the frequent uncertainty
and loss of time, which are the nettles and tangling vines in the
way of the self-relying and self-directed; and the state of virtual
hostility in which he seems to stand to society, and especially to
educated society. For all this loss and scorn, what offset? He is to
find consolation in exercising the highest functions of human
nature. He is one, who raises himself from private considerations,
and breathes and lives on public and illustrious thoughts. He is the
world's eye. He is the world's heart. He is to resist the vulgar
prosperity that retrogrades ever to barbarism, by preserving and
communicating heroic sentiments, noble biographies, melodious
verse, and the conclusions of history. Whatsoever oracles the
human heart, in all emergencies, in all solemn hours, has uttered as
its commentary on the world of actions, -- these he shall receive
and impart. And whatsoever new verdict Reason from her
inviolable seat pronounces on the passing men and events of
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to-day, -- this he shall hear and promulgate.
These being his functions, it becomes him to feel all confidence in
himself, and to defer never to the popular cry. He and he only
knows the world. The world of any moment is the merest
appearance. Some great decorum, some fetish of a government,
some ephemeral trade, or war, or man, is cried up by half mankind
and cried down by the other half, as if all depended on this
particular up or down. The odds are that the whole question is not
worth the poorest thought which the scholar has lost in listening to
the controversy. Let him not quit his belief that a popgun is a
popgun, though the ancient and honorable of the earth affirm it to
be the crack of doom. In silence, in steadiness, in severe
abstraction, let him hold by himself; add observation to
observation, patient of neglect, patient of reproach; and bide his
own time, -- happy enough, if he can satisfy himself alone, that this
day he has seen something truly. Success treads on every right
step. For the instinct is sure, that prompts him to tell his brother
what he thinks. He then learns, that in going down into the secrets
of his own mind, he has descended into the secrets of all minds. He
learns that he who has mastered any law in his private thoughts, is
master to that extent of all men whose language he speaks, and of
all into whose language his own can be translated. The poet, in
utter solitude remembering his spontaneous thoughts and recording
them, is found to have recorded that, which men in crowded cities
find true for them also. The orator distrusts at first the fitness of his
frank confessions, -- his want of knowledge of the persons he
addresses, -- until he finds that he is the complement of his hearers;
-- that they drink his words because he fulfils for them their own
nature; the deeper he dives into his privatest, secretest
presentiment, to his wonder he finds, this is the most acceptable,
most public, and universally true. The people delight in it; the
better part of every man feels, This is my music; this is myself.
In self-trust, all the virtues are comprehended. Free should the
scholar be, -- free and brave. Free even to the definition of
freedom, "without any hindrance that does not arise out of his own
constitution." Brave; for fear is a thing, which a scholar by his very
function puts behind him. Fear always springs from ignorance. It is
a shame to him if his tranquillity, amid dangerous times, arise from
the presumption, that, like children and women, his is a protected
class; or if he seek a temporary peace by the diversion of his
thoughts from politics or vexed questions, hiding his head like an
ostrich in the flowering bushes, peeping into microscopes, and
turning rhymes, as a boy whistles to keep his courage up. So is the
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danger a danger still; so is the fear worse. Manlike let him turn and
face it. Let him look into its eye and search its nature, inspect its
origin, -- see the whelping of this lion, -- which lies no great way
back; he will then find in himself a perfect comprehension of its
nature and extent; he will have made his hands meet on the other
side, and can henceforth defy it, and pass on superior. The world is
his, who can see through its pretension. What deafness, what
stone-blind custom, what overgrown error you behold, is there
only by sufferance, -- by your sufferance. See it to be a lie, and you
have already dealt it its mortal blow.
Yes, we are the cowed, -- we the trustless. It is a mischievous
notion that we are come late into nature; that the world was
finished a long time ago. As the world was plastic and fluid in the
hands of God, so it is ever to so much of his attributes as we bring
to it. To ignorance and sin, it is flint. They adapt themselves to it as
they may; but in proportion as a man has any thing in him divine,
the firmament flows before him and takes his signet and form. Not
he is great who can alter matter, but he who can alter my state of
mind. They are the kings of the world who give the color of their
present thought to all nature and all art, and persuade men by the
cheerful serenity of their carrying the matter, that this thing which
they do, is the apple which the ages have desired to pluck, now at
last ripe, and inviting nations to the harvest. The great man makes
the great thing. Wherever Macdonald sits, there is the head of the
table. Linnaeus makes botany the most alluring of studies, and
wins it from the farmer and the herb-woman; Davy, chemistry; and
Cuvier, fossils. The day is always his, who works in it with
serenity and great aims. The unstable estimates of men crowd to
him whose mind is filled with a truth, as the heaped waves of the
Atlantic follow the moon.
For this self-trust, the reason is deeper than can be fathomed, -darker than can be enlightened. I might not carry with me the
feeling of my audience in stating my own belief. But I have
already shown the ground of my hope, in adverting to the doctrine
that man is one. I believe man has been wronged; he has wronged
himself. He has almost lost the light, that can lead him back to his
prerogatives. Men are become of no account. Men in history, men
in the world of to-day are bugs, are spawn, and are called `the
mass' and `the herd.' In a century, in a millennium, one or two
men; that is to say, -- one or two approximations to the right state
of every man. All the rest behold in the hero or the poet their own
green and crude being, -- ripened; yes, and are content to be less,
so _that_ may attain to its full stature. What a testimony, -- full of
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grandeur, full of pity, is borne to the demands of his own nature,
by the poor clansman, the poor partisan, who rejoices in the glory
of his chief. The poor and the low find some amends to their
immense moral capacity, for their acquiescence in a political and
social inferiority. They are content to be brushed like flies from the
path of a great person, so that justice shall be done by him to that
common nature which it is the dearest desire of all to see enlarged
and glorified. They sun themselves in the great man's light, and
feel it to be their own element. They cast the dignity of man from
their downtrod selves upon the shoulders of a hero, and will perish
to add one drop of blood to make that great heart beat, those giant
sinews combat and conquer. He lives for us, and we live in him.
Men such as they are, very naturally seek money or power; and
power because it is as good as money, -- the "spoils," so called, "of
office." And why not? for they aspire to the highest, and this, in
their sleep-walking, they dream is highest. Wake them, and they
shall quit the false good, and leap to the true, and leave
governments to clerks and desks. This revolution is to be wrought
by the gradual domestication of the idea of Culture. The main
enterprise of the world for splendor, for extent, is the upbuilding of
a man. Here are the materials strown along the ground. The private
life of one man shall be a more illustrious monarchy, -- more
formidable to its enemy, more sweet and serene in its influence to
its friend, than any kingdom in history. For a man, rightly viewed,
comprehendeth the particular natures of all men. Each philosopher,
each bard, each actor, has only done for me, as by a delegate, what
one day I can do for myself. The books which once we valued
more than the apple of the eye, we have quite exhausted. What is
that but saying, that we have come up with the point of view which
the universal mind took through the eyes of one scribe; we have
been that man, and have passed on. First, one; then, another; we
drain all cisterns, and, waxing greater by all these supplies, we
crave a better and more abundant food. The man has never lived
that can feed us ever. The human mind cannot be enshrined in a
person, who shall set a barrier on any one side to this unbounded,
unboundable empire. It is one central fire, which, flaming now out
of the lips of Etna, lightens the capes of Sicily; and, now out of the
throat of Vesuvius, illuminates the towers and vineyards of Naples.
It is one light which beams out of a thousand stars. It is one soul
which animates all men.
But I have dwelt perhaps tediously upon this abstraction of the
Scholar. I ought not to delay longer to add what I have to say, of
nearer reference to the time and to this country.
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Historically, there is thought to be a difference in the ideas which
predominate over successive epochs, and there are data for
marking the genius of the Classic, of the Romantic, and now of the
Reflective or Philosophical age. With the views I have intimated of
the oneness or the identity of the mind through all individuals, I do
not much dwell on these differences. In fact, I believe each
individual passes through all three. The boy is a Greek; the youth,
romantic; the adult, reflective. I deny not, however, that a
revolution in the leading idea may be distinctly enough traced.
Our age is bewailed as the age of Introversion. Must that needs be
evil? We, it seems, are critical; we are embarrassed with second
thoughts; we cannot enjoy any thing for hankering to know
whereof the pleasure consists; we are lined with eyes; we see with
our feet; the time is infected with Hamlet's unhappiness, -"Sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought."

Is it so bad then? Sight is the last thing to be pitied. Would we be
blind? Do we fear lest we should outsee nature and God, and drink
truth dry? I look upon the discontent of the literary class, as a mere
announcement of the fact, that they find themselves not in the state
of mind of their fathers, and regret the coming state as untried; as a
boy dreads the water before he has learned that he can swim. If
there is any period one would desire to be born in, -- is it not the
age of Revolution; when the old and the new stand side by side,
and admit of being compared; when the energies of all men are
searched by fear and by hope; when the historic glories of the old,
can be compensated by the rich possibilities of the new era? This
time, like all times, is a very good one, if we but know what to do
with it.
I read with joy some of the auspicious signs of the coming days, as
they glimmer already through poetry and art, through philosophy
and science, through church and state.
One of these signs is the fact, that the same movement which
effected the elevation of what was called the lowest class in the
state, assumed in literature a very marked and as benign an aspect.
Instead of the sublime and beautiful; the near, the low, the
common, was explored and poetized. That, which had been
negligently trodden under foot by those who were harnessing and
provisioning themselves for long journeys into far countries, is
suddenly found to be richer than all foreign parts. The literature of
the poor, the feelings of the child, the philosophy of the street, the
meaning of household life, are the topics of the time. It is a great
stride. It is a sign, -- is it not? of new vigor, when the extremities
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are made active, when currents of warm life run into the hands and
the feet. I ask not for the great, the remote, the romantic; what is
doing in Italy or Arabia; what is Greek art, or Provencal
minstrelsy; I embrace the common, I explore and sit at the feet of
the familiar, the low. Give me insight into to-day, and you may
have the antique and future worlds. What would we really know
the meaning of? The meal in the firkin; the milk in the pan; the
ballad in the street; the news of the boat; the glance of the eye; the
form and the gait of the body; -- show me the ultimate reason of
these matters; show me the sublime presence of the highest
spiritual cause lurking, as always it does lurk, in these suburbs and
extremities of nature; let me see every trifle bristling with the
polarity that ranges it instantly on an eternal law; and the shop, the
plough, and the leger, referred to the like cause by which light
undulates and poets sing; -- and the world lies no longer a dull
miscellany and lumber-room, but has form and order; there is no
trifle; there is no puzzle; but one design unites and animates the
farthest pinnacle and the lowest trench.
This idea has inspired the genius of Goldsmith, Burns, Cowper,
and, in a newer time, of Goethe, Wordsworth, and Carlyle. This
idea they have differently followed and with various success. In
contrast with their writing, the style of Pope, of Johnson, of
Gibbon, looks cold and pedantic. This writing is blood-warm. Man
is surprised to find that things near are not less beautiful and
wondrous than things remote. The near explains the far. The drop
is a small ocean. A man is related to all nature. This perception of
the worth of the vulgar is fruitful in discoveries. Goethe, in this
very thing the most modern of the moderns, has shown us, as none
ever did, the genius of the ancients.
There is one man of genius, who has done much for this
philosophy of life, whose literary value has never yet been rightly
estimated; -- I mean Emanuel Swedenborg. The most imaginative
of men, yet writing with the precision of a mathematician, he
endeavored to engraft a purely philosophical Ethics on the popular
Christianity of his time. Such an attempt, of course, must have
difficulty, which no genius could surmount. But he saw and
showed the connection between nature and the affections of the
soul. He pierced the emblematic or spiritual character of the
visible, audible, tangible world. Especially did his shade-loving
muse hover over and interpret the lower parts of nature; he showed
the mysterious bond that allies moral evil to the foul material
forms, and has given in epical parables a theory of isanity, of
beasts, of unclean and fearful things.
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Another sign of our times, also marked by an analogous political
movement, is, the new importance given to the single person.
Every thing that tends to insulate the individual, -- to surround him
with barriers of natural respect, so that each man shall feel the
world is his, and man shall treat with man as a sovereign state with
a sovereign state; -- tends to true union as well as greatness. "I
learned," said the melancholy Pestalozzi, "that no man in God's
wide earth is either willing or able to help any other man." Help
must come from the bosom alone. The scholar is that man who
must take up into himself all the ability of the time, all the
contributions of the past, all the hopes of the future. He must be an
university of knowledges. If there be one lesson more than another,
which should pierce his ear, it is, The world is nothing, the man is
all; in yourself is the law of all nature, and you know not yet how a
globule of sap ascends; in yourself slumbers the whole of Reason;
it is for you to know all, it is for you to dare all. Mr. President and
Gentlemen, this confidence in the unsearched might of man
belongs, by all motives, by all prophecy, by all preparation, to the
American Scholar. We have listened too long to the courtly muses
of Europe. The spirit of the American freeman is already suspected
to be timid, imitative, tame. Public and private avarice make the air
we breathe thick and fat. The scholar is decent, indolent,
complaisant. See already the tragic consequence. The mind of this
country, taught to aim at low objects, eats upon itself. There is no
work for any but the decorous and the complaisant. Young men of
the fairest promise, who begin life upon our shores, inflated by the
mountain winds, shined upon by all the stars of God, find the earth
below not in unison with these, -- but are hindered from action by
the disgust which the principles on which business is managed
inspire, and turn drudges, or die of disgust, -- some of them
suicides. What is the remedy? They did not yet see, and thousands
of young men as hopeful now crowding to the barriers for the
career, do not yet see, that, if the single man plant himself
indomitably on his instincts, and there abide, the huge world will
come round to him. Patience, -- patience; -- with the shades of all
the good and great for company; and for solace, the perspective of
your own infinite life; and for work, the study and the
communication of principles, the making those instincts prevalent,
the conversion of the world. Is it not the chief disgrace in the
world, not to be an unit; -- not to be reckoned one character; -- not
to yield that peculiar fruit which each man was created to bear, but
to be reckoned in the gross, in the hundred, or the thousand, of the
party, the section, to which we belong; and our opinion predicted

16

geographically, as the north, or the south? Not so, brothers and
friends, -- please God, ours shall not be so. We will walk on our
own feet; we will work with our own hands; we will speak our
own minds. The study of letters shall be no longer a name for pity,
for doubt, and for sensual indulgence. The dread of man and the
love of man shall be a wall of defence and a wreath of joy around
all. A nation of men will for the first time exist, because each
believes himself inspired by the Divine Soul which also inspires all
men.
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My student is a
sociologist, not a
terrorist
David Naguib

my student is a sociologist,
not a terrorist
David Naguib Pellow

On November 17, 2009, Scott DeMuth was jailed for contempt of court, since he refused to answer questions posed
to him by a federal grand jury in Davenport, Iowa. They were
interested in questioning him about his knowledge of an
unsolved Animal Liberation Front action in 2004 at the University of Iowa. Scott is a University of Minnesota graduate
student and Dakota language student. Scott took a principled
stand against the grand jury and paid for it with a contempt
charge and, two days later, a charge of conspiracy to commit
“animal enterprise terrorism.”
As a sociologist and Scott’s faculty advisor at the University
of Minnesota, I am concerned about this case for many reasons. Scott is being targeted because he is a scholar who does
research on some of the most important social movement
struggles in our society and because of his affiliations with
many such activists. In his work, he has researched and/
or interviewed numerous activists from Native American struggles for sovereignty and land, and environmental and animal liberation movements in the U.S. Unfortunately, Scott is only the most recent scholar facing state
repression whose research focuses on peoples’ movements.
The U.S. boasts a long and shameful history of silencing
and disciplining academics whose research and teaching
emphasize the importance of collective efforts to effect
radical social change. In recent years, professors studying various peoples’ movements (including the ones Scott
focuses on) have been censored, demoted, fired, and jailed
here in the U.S. This is an issue of academic freedom and I
believe we should support scholars like Scott because of the
importance of this kind of work for rethinking our history
and for reimagining what kind of futures we can create for
ourselves.

My own research on movements for racial justice, labor
rights, environmental justice, and animal and earth liberation
suggests quite clearly that the state and corporations spare no
expense and rarely hesitate to engage in surveillance, infiltration,
and other efforts to neutralize the power and reach of these
groups. As a publicly outspoken scholar and activist, Scott DeMuth is at the center of these dynamics and is quickly becoming a force for common ground among people across various
movements, organizations, and universities who believe that
government power should always be checked and that scholars,
citizens, activists, and ordinary folks must enjoy basic rights
and freedom from coercion and repression. Support Scott,
protect academic freedom, and let’s work to abolish the
Animal Enterprise Terrorism Act!
Sign a petition supporting Scott Demuth and academic freedom. http://www.ipetitions.com/petition/freescottdemuth/
David Naguib Pellow is a Professor of Sociology at the University of
Minnesota where he teaches courses on social movements, environmental
justice, globalization, immigration, and race and ethnicity. His books
include: The Treadmill of Production: Injustice and Unsustainability
in the Global Economy, Resisting Global Toxics: Transnational Movements for Environmental Justice, and Garbage Wars.

originally published at: http://www.greenisthenewred.com/
blog/student-scott-demuth-sociologist-not-terrorist/2423/
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Communique
from the
absent future
further
discussion
Brian Holmes, Research and Destroy (authors of
the Communique from the Absent Future), and
Dead Labor (from New School Occupation)

Communiqué from an Absent Future
Further Discussion (Round One)

I recently posted Research & Destroy’s Communiqué from
an Absent Future on this blog. The manifesto, circulated
during the recent University of California walkout, has been
generating a lot of online discussion.
I thought it might be useful to try to continue that
discussion in a more, uh, “organized” manner...one that
would free it from the sort of tit-for-tat exchanges that
happen in listserv debates and within the confines of blog/
Facebook comment boxes (though, of course, I encourage
comments to this post).
I talked to one of the Communiqué’s authors, and to
Brian Holmes (who wrote, I thought, a very interesting
response to the manifesto), and to folks involved with the
New School occupation. Together, we came up with three
questions, based on reservations about and critiques of the Communiqué we’d seen circulated
online.
So, here’s how the discussion will happen:
Round One, below, will be three sets of responses to the questions we came up with:
one a collective response from Research and Destroy, one a collective response from Dead
Labor (the aforementioned New School occupiers), and an individual response from Brian
Holmes (who is one of the organizers of the “Continental Drift Seminar”).
Round Two, which will be posted in a week or two, will be everyone’s responses to the
first round of responses.
These are the three questions folks were asked to answer:
1) Whaddya mean the management class is being proletarianized!?! Isn’t this somehow
an insult/misrecognition regarding the REAL proletariat?
2) Does addressing the university student as the potential revolutionary subject get us
closer to revolution? How? How not?
3) What would a non-reformist goal for a university be, if one exists?
Let the games begin!
Best,
charles
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RESEARCH & DESTROY RESPONSE
1) Whaddya mean the management class is being proletarianized!?! Isn’t this
somehow an insult/misrecognition regarding the REAL proletariat?
The R&D communiqué seems to have provoked skepticism with the brief
passage, “The crisis of the university today is the crisis of the reproduction of the
working class, the crisis of a period in which capital no longer needs us as workers.”
Against misreading, perhaps we should say that the crisis of the university is the
crisis of the reproduction of the capital-labor relationship. Classes are a relation;
when we talk about capital and labor we mean the poles of this relation in motion,
not a series of rigid sociological categories with, say, the right amount or right
kind of immiseration. The current crisis of profitability, for example, is not just a
crisis of and for capitalists; it goes to every point in the social grid.
Whether or not one thinks of the places traditionally reserved for university
graduates—the professional, the technician, the manager—as middle-class or
some privileged fraction of the working-class, the university has no existence save
by relationship to work and future work prospects. Even if one thinks narrowly
of the true proletariat as unskilled manual laborers, such a group still remains the
other of the university: the truth of class society from which university entrants
seek immunity or escape. By serving as a real or imagined sorting system, the
university (and like organs of class reproduction) assists in the perpetuation not
only of the working-class but all classes.
This is precisely what has begun to decompose. Close to half of university
graduates work in unskilled and service-sector occupations for which their
degrees are entirely unnecessary. Those who do find employment in the technical,
professional, and managerial occupation discover that decades of routinization
and labor-market oversupply have nullified the advantage of these positions.
Computer programming becomes data-entry, so-called “middle”-management
positions nothing more than routinized clerical work. As manufacturing jobs
departed with the high industrial era, it was precisely these other positions to
which capital shifted its attention, attempting, rather desperately, to save on labor
costs in a local-global competition—managing the managers so that they, in turn,
might hector and superexploit the inferiors they were made to fear becoming.
No doubt the university continues to reproduce a (shrinking) class of elites. The
broad lines, however, are clear: a university degree is now as mythical a form of
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security as the value of a home in 2006. This myth forms, in part, the object of our
researches, of our destructions.
There’s no need to overread “capital no longer needs us as workers.” We
understand that there is no capital without the extraction of surplus-value from
workers: capitalism is nothing but this extraction in motion. But capital now casts
about wildly in its attempts to find new pools of accumulation: it cannot valorize
itself to the degree it would like, and many workers find themselves without the
dubious but nonetheless necessary benefits of such exploitation. The annihilation
visited on the manufacturing sectors has leapt to the fields of work that can’t be
compressed through labor-saving mechanization. There is nowhere for capital
to turn but to the intensification of labor, the harrying of workers, managerial
mechanics. Yes, capital will find use for some of us; many will find little or no
employment. This is not to say that the college graduates inhabit the same place in
the structure as the most immiserated workers—in both objective and subjective
terms the composition of the working-class exhibits great variety. Solidarity means
recognizing these differences in relation; it means a revolutionary program with
the will to destroy them. . .
2) Does addressing the university student as the potential revolutionary subject
get us closer to revolution? How? How not?
It remains opaque to us why one would not address the student as a potential
revolutionary subject. The exploitation on which the current relations of production
depend is immanent: it passes through walls and hours. If there is some idea,
within or without the porous borders of the university, that life there is in some
way exempt from the logic of capital, that the university is not indeed a forcing
house for that logic, well, this is an illusion that should be directly confronted.
That’s likely the best reason to address the university student—as recognition of
capital’s true success in the recent epoch, which is to have successfully insinuated
itself into every minute, every conversation and every dream.
The university with its ceremonial robes still holds on to something of the
medieval—a distant whiff of the guild, with its masters, apprentices, stock boys.
It is no doubt a challenge to persuade professors, graduate and undergraduate
students to identify themselves as part of a larger class of labor. No doubt this is in
part because each occupies a visibly different place in the matrix of the exploited,
and some are more rewarded than others for their participation. This failure of
class consciousness, this blindness to base material conditions, is a description of
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the problem that exists at all strata—not a reason to look elsewhere for problems.
Do students have a peculiar or novel position in this problem of consciousness,
of self-identification within the matrix of capital and its possible overcoming? Yes
and no—an answer that goes for almost every group among the exploited. Let us
imagine the student who indeed goes four years entirely free from wage labor:
that nearly extinct case, the pure student, who exists largely in the idealizations
of the idiot bourgeois, and in the resentment of some few representatives of
the immiserated industrial proletariat of North America whom, having failed
to realize themselves as a revolutionary class, now would bar the doors of their
historic defeat.
The novel role of these “pure students” (as representatives of the problem at
hand) is not that they are free from wage exploitation for four idyllic years. It is that
they are the subject of an epochal historical bargain. No mass of surplus value will
be extracted for these four years—on promise that the training received therein
will allow correspondingly greater value extraction over the following fifty. They
are, in short, a personification (complete with skateboard and laptop) of capital’s
widespread wager on relative as against absolute surplus value. Allowing greater
historical specificity, they are the burgeoning subclass conjured by late capital’s
increasing dependence on technologies of management—including managerial
bodies—to defer its own crisis.
So what is not novel, not peculiar? That, en route to refusal and insurrection,
students are easily bought off. Less easily than unions, in some formal sense of
negotiation (if there is one lesson to learn from 1968, it is this); more easily, in
that it is easier to purchase a student with an abstraction like democracy or peace.
Everyone has their price. Correspondingly, everyone is a potential subject of the
logic of price, and of its undoing...
3) What would a non-reformist goal for a university be, if one exists?
This question is hard to answer, because we can’t extract universities from the
world around them. We can’t take individual universities and re-make them along
communist lines, as though they could function as oases in the desert. This is a
bit like trying to “free” workers by re-making individual workplaces into workers’
cooperatives. While businesses that are co-managed on a democratic basis by
workers, who also divide the profits, may have certain advantages for those who
work there, they are in no meaningful way moving beyond capitalism—they
must make a profit in order to survive, they must pay for rent and equipment,
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and all the workers must make a wage that allows them to pay for all of the costs
of survival. In a society in which the vast majority of people must spend most of
their lives selling their labor for a wage, educational institutions will necessarily
be places of social reproduction, places that train people to work. None of the
possibilities for transforming the university within capitalism are able to overcome
this problem.
The most commonly heard goal on the left for the university is the goal of
accessibility—that is, making higher education free and available to all people.
While we certainly agree that this kind of transformation would allow people from
poor or disadvantaged backgrounds to compete more easily against wealthier
people in the job market, it does not change the basic fact that people would still
be forced to compete for the ability to work. In fact as more people get bachelors’
degrees, what we find is not a decrease in wealth inequality but a decrease in the
worth of the degree, to the point where now to compete for many jobs degree
holders must go back to school for more training.
The other goal for the university sometimes discussed in radical circles is
the goal of a space where “real” learning can take place, in a mode that is either
explicitly radical or at least in opposition to the values of a society based on wage
labor. Those who take this position usually cite the importance of the Arts and
Humanities as disciplines that play a central role in fostering human creativity,
teaching critical thinking, and transmitting knowledge about the world. They
point out that these disciplines are under attack and sometimes call for the creation
of an autonomous “people’s” university operated by teachers and students, where
learning will trump profit as a guiding principle. Of course we agree about the
value of creativity and critical thought. However, any university that operated
along these lines would quickly become irrelevant to the vast majority of people
who need an education that provides them with a better chance of finding work.
It would be useful only to those who aim to translate the cultural capital acquired
through training in the Arts and Humanities into jobs in the culture industry or
to those who are independently wealthy.
The honest answer to the question about a non-reformist goal for a university
is that our world is structured in such a way as to make radical change within
one sphere impossible. Only by dismantling the whole can we hope to produce
institutions that actually provide for people’s needs in a meaningful way. In
other words, focusing on the university as a site of radical transformation is a
mistake. The real value of university struggles is not their ability to transform the
university, but their potential to draw attention to the interrelations between the
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reproductive and productive spheres. As students begin to articulate themselves
as workers and future workers, the mythology around the university starts to
dissipate and the separation between students and workers begins to disappear.
A non-reformist approach to the university must expose what universities
really are: institutions that reproduce the workforce, that is, that train and educate
people to become workers, depending upon the particular needs of the economy
at any given moment; and workplaces in their own right, employing teachers, staff,
and service workers. We must also demonstrate that movements for university
reform take the wrong position at a critical historical moment, a moment of
capitalist crisis. Hearkening back to a time of generous government spending
on public needs is the wrong strategy when the public purse is shrinking rapidly.
Instead of trying desperately to show how the government can meet our needs, we
should use the opportunity to show how it can’t meet our needs—to demonstrate
capitalism’s inherent instability and its inability to provide for people. The system
is faltering, and instead of trying to get it working smoothly again we need to aid
its demise.
Instead of thinking of the university as our goal, we should see it as the
means to an end: a useful place that can help us in our struggle against capitalism
by exposing many of the contradictions inherent in the system as a whole.
The university is simply one of many sites where these contradictions become
concentrated—like workplaces, schools, prisons, and neighborhoods. We analyze
a part to shed light on the whole. The most important thing is to demonstrate
the university’s relationship to all of these other sites. Once these connections
are made then university struggles blend more easily into other struggles in
workplaces and communities. Strikes and expropriations (such as occupations)
can be ways of demonstrating these connections. Taking over a university is really
just taking over private property and collectivizing it—just like any property
anywhere else in society. The point is to show that the university doesn’t belong
just to the students who attend classes there or the individual workers who are
employed there, but to all of the working class.
As for the role of universities in a free society, I think most of us at R&D agree
that they will not exist. Learning and teaching will take place in very different
modes, based on people’s varied needs and desires. But we think these modes will
emerge through the process of communisation, as people begin to experiment
with new social forms, and can’t be prescribed now.

6

BRIAN HOLMES RESPONSE
I want to take these questions in a different order, or all at once. To address
students as revolutionaries is to address them as equals, right now not later. It’s
the best way of recognizing the long implosion of middle-class status that the
financial crisis has suddenly thrust in our faces: “We are all going bankrupt,” says
the communiqué from the second Santa Cruz occupation. Addressing students as
revolutionaries asks the question, it possible to depose the people who run things
this way?
Bankruptcy is a powerful word. It drains the belief from an institution the
way news of an accident drains the blood from your face. At last, some disbelief.
With tuition practically doubling, job markets plunging, health care non-existent
for huge amounts of people, and flexible contracts getting more coercive by the
day, it’s right to say that proletarianization is haunting the student population,
and that’s what comes off clearest in the Communiqué from an Absent Future. I
especially like the cynical realism: it hits people where they are, it’s perfect. But
words like “proletarian” or “working class” will never catch the aspirations of
people going to school, they have a lot more to lose than their chains. What they
have to lose are the potentials, the life chances, offered by the social state. Face
it, people want something from the state! The budget cuts break the promise,
that’s what hurts, that’s what makes people angry. “Occupy everything” is a great
response, not because it’s the total appropriation of everyday life here and now—
that’s overblown and it’s an illusion—but because occupation is a political “No!”
that draws a line and proves that a fight is essential. What’s needed is to stop the
neoliberal machine from privatizing everything, which can only be done by a
break, a frontal opposition that wrenches everyone out of their ruts and opens up
new chances, puts the whole social deal back on the table. The bankruptcy of the
system reveals its potential value, and at the same time, its actual ruin by the elites
who are creating a society that no one else wants to live in.
The question is, how to make the break? The radical point of the Communiqué
is to avoid useless negotiation that only delays the inevitable. And it’s effective.
But you better also avoid empty radicalism that only touches a small and easily
neutralizable group. Here’s the paradox: passion is essential, the rhetoric of
insurrection is good for sparking it, the experience of revolt is fundamental and
it changes your life—but the riot never lasts for more than a few days. And the
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problems are immensely bigger than the rhetoric can encompass. No one should
forget that the management plans that are being imposed, and the financial
engineering behind them, are typical products of the university itself, which is the
laboratory of neoliberalism and one of its most powerful institutions, it’s hardly
slated to disappear in some catastrophic collapse. To oppose those techniques
and to depose the people behind them is going to require, not the abandonment
of the institution, but its complete refashioning, which would have to be done
by strong currents of internal and external subversion. The aim is rational and
affective reshaping, changing the feel and the very logic of the place. It’s not
about reform, it’s about transforming the institution that fabricates social beings,
with their subjectivity and their knowledge and their technical skills. If we don’t
transform it, the current brand of dominant subjectivity is gonna stay in power
and set up lots more police. But the question is how to get people to make the
change, when in fact, so many interest groups are profiting from the situation
as it is, while others are trying to hang on to their status quo, and still others are
too scared or just too dazed to mobilize. Invocations of early twentieth-century
struggles are not going to do the trick. Marx did not live through the 1930s and
there is no analysis in Capital of the class structure produced by the social state,
let alone the perverse twists that neoliberalism has given it. ‘68 already failed on
outdated schemas and slogans. With the same starting points, this time will be no
different. You have to begin with all the complexity of real life, and get the people
living it to push it much further.
The specter of bankruptcy has shocked the ones who thought they could hang
on to their current positions, the professors I mean. What they need to do—and
to be forced to do—is publicly recognize that that they are losing their old liberal
dream of the university, even while the students are slipping massively towards a
precarious existence that has nothing to do with the subjects they came to study. I
would say, the revolutionary strategy is getting a fraction of the profs to radicalize.
That will send a lot more students over the line, don’t you think? It will take a threesector alliance—the precarious students and contract faculty, the service workers
of the university, and the full professors threatened in both their pocketbook and
their sense of mission—to stand up to all the other interest groups who, so far,
have been the winners. The Communiqué pushes mainly towards the affects of
fear and refusal of exclusion, it doesn’t show how knowledge and cooperation
become a weapon. I’d say, go for critique in action, occupy everything you can,
but start opening up perspectives for a more complex resistance.
After the RNC protests in St Paul in ‘08 and similar paramilitary abuses at the
recent G20 meeting in Pittsburgh, what’s missing are ideas about how to develop
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a radical struggle in a country that’s set up such an extreme repressive apparatus.
We need non-violent techniques for direct action, fresh arguments for the right to
dissent by professors and political figures, a mobilization of legal support, and, at
the same time as all that, a refusal of the procedural limits that make the repressive
system into its own tautology, allowing only the kinds of debates that insure its
own reproduction. Movements are strong when they have lots of openings. In
France these days, small coteries of people whisper about what’s happening in the
countryside, in Tarnac, the coming insurrection. But the huge social movements
of which those people form one interesting part require cooperation among many
different levels of society. They are based in a continuous analysis of legislative,
legal, and economic changes, along with a cultural production of counter-values
and ways of reimagining the common, the public sphere, solidarity and social
rights. In America we lack outbursts of revolt and sustained movements in order
to overcome the enforced paralysis that has kept such ideas from getting anywhere
near the mainstream over the last thirty years. For that we have to radicalize the
universities, which is why I think this movement is so important.
Nothing is gonna happen in a day, or in one single social situation either. The
rot in the system is deep and the neoliberal rationality is still convincing for large
numbers of people. If we are lucky and some initial battles are won at UC, still
there is going to be a need for longer-term strategies that can give intellectuals—
read: revolutionaries—a role in society again. That also requires forming serious
groups off campus, and outside the career fixation that sucks away most of the time
and energy of people getting their degrees, publishing their papers, and looking
at their navels in the complicated and submissive ways that people are trained for
in the universities, and particularly in the humanities. It’s amazing how effective
that training is, to the point where nobody seems to have any materialist curiosity
anymore. Few intellectuals today have much of a grasp of how society functions
in its deadly complexity. Neither outdated Marxist categories nor even brilliant
riffs on Situationist insurrectionalism are gonna give anyone that understanding,
the knowledge of how to subvert the system. How does a revolutionary go about
changing the wills of engineers, scientists, accountants, doctors, entertainers,
politicians—or at least, of young people who aspire to become those things, but
also see the dead-ends of society as it is?
Some answers to that question were already learned in the counterglobalization movements, and the existence of free-software networks is proof
of the possibility to transform the technical basis of life in the overdeveloped
societies. Now the reality of climate change is making larger numbers of people
aspire to that kind of transformation. By studying how things work, by going
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out to other groups in society and getting their perspectives, by finding out their
economic and technical problems as well as their cultural and affective ones, we
could build a capacity to bring new agendas into the university system and also
out into the population at large. This process points a way out of the bubble, a
way to live outside the incredible complacency that has been the inflexible rule in
America in these past years and decades. Continental Drift and the other groups
I am collaborating with are made to do that, it’s an anti-zombification strategy, a
way to prolong the autonomy of thought and emotion that’s gained in struggles
and street demonstrations. The point is to create social sites where that kind
of autonomy can root and ramify and gain resistance over time, to form a real
common sense in the face of decay and deepening problems. That’s why I came
back to America from Europe, because there seems to be some possibility to do
that here, now that the major swindles of the last thirty years are finally bankrupt.
So anyway, there’s my two bits on the three questions, hope there was something
useful.
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DEAD LABOR RESPONSE
1) Whaddya mean the management class is being proletarianized!?! Isn’t this
somehow an insult/misrecognition regarding the REAL proletariat?
To speak of a distinct class of managers, whose function may arguably
be facilitating the integration of the proletariat in response to its periodic
intensified contradictions, is to run the risk of reducing the dynamic processes of
proletarianization and mediation into fixed, sociological categories. Undoubetdly,
this obscures the historical development, qualitative diffusion and generalization
of the compulsion to sell one’s labor power.
What cannot be ignored however is the fact that the great bureaucracies of
the 20th century have had their final gasps of air, both with the lucidity of their
illusions, as well as their prominence in neutralizing and circumscribing class
struggle. Their only recourse has been to recede into an image of themselves for
the vultures of empirical analysis.
Thus, what is lost in such a point of departure is the understanding that
the process of proletarianization is precisely that of mediation; the mediation
between subject and object, individual and social, thought and practice, all of
which become mangled and reconfigured through the intermediate of capital.
The superior question would be to inquire into the methods by which the
proletariat itself produces generalized self-management as the object of capital. It
is here that the proletariat emerges strictly as a form, the drive to sell labor power,
with varying content, to the ultimate evasion of the metaphysician. Immediately,
the notion of a more authentic or “real” proletariat dissolves upon an abstract
equalization in which its only “real” expression derives from the contradiction
between self-valorizing value and labor power. Archaic questions and inquiries
into the “real” proletariat only divert analysis of proletarianization into a petrified
and glorified object, finding refuge in its preservation that aims for an emancipation
without self-abolition, ultimately deepening class society.
However, in order for the proletariat to combat its own existence as a class,
and thus dissolve existing conditions in general, its only recourse is to proceed
from its particular relation to both the productive and reproductive processes,
and from the social categories to which these processes provide expression. This
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entails calling into question all fractions of proletarian existence, from the circuits
of both the production and reproduction of capital. The latter, defined with a
particular relation to the production process whereby capital is not necessarily
generated, but rather provided social lubrication and logical adherence for global
production processes, still demonstrates the qualities of the productive proletariat
merely in the exchange of their labor power with a capital engaged in the sphere
of production. Thus, the notion of the proletariat is not limited to those who toil
strictly within the productive process or exist as a uniform assemblage without
its own specified mediums, features, or echelons. Instead, the proletariat resides
precisely in the contradictions of productive labor that structure society as a
whole.
This perspective further renders the proletariat as an a priori socioeconomic
category stale and useful only to the extent that its specified categorical forms are
utilized for its further integration with capital. If one were to pay recognition to
the proletarianization of what may vulgarly be identified as a “management class,”
it is only in the hope of elucidating the contradictions between labor and capital
as diffuse and without regard to traditional class narratives, instead constituting
various modes and dynamics of exploitation both within the productive and
reproductive spheres. Anything less perpetuates the notion of class as an exterior
constraint to the proletariat’s self-abolition.
2) Does addressing the university student as the potential revolutionary subject
get us closer to revolution? How? How not?
No. The only revolutionary subject we acknowledge in the present is capital.
Capital constantly revolutionizes our activities, our wants, our needs. The
revolution within and against the revolution of capital will be done by its objects.
The name given to that particular object of capital which produces value through
its living labor has historically been called the proletariat. This object, because its
activity is the most direct expression of capital, has the potential to negate it. Why?
Because the proletariat is a function of capital, and hence, in interrupting itself,
it interrupts the function of capital as well. This does not produce revolution or
communism, only insurrection, the gap in which the possibility of nonalienated
life can be asked meaningfully, truthfully. Insurrection, the horizon and limit of
our potential antagonistic activity today, poses the material possibilities in which
communism can be achieved. But from insurrection to communism, there is no
common term. We do not impose our view of how that rupture between the two
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will take place, we can only narrate the history of its attempted failures.
In the present moment, the question of the proletariat wanders aimlessly
amongst the population. Neither here nor there, its nominal absence reveals its
material omnipresence. Only that which can no longer be identified has been
fully diffused. The great potential to valorize all activities is the common project of
humanity today; it is our collective identity, our global home. From the standpoint
of capital, there is no longer any difference between making a television show and
watching a television show. They are both congealed modes of dead labor which
offer up statistics to be interpreted for the further intensification of capital into
life. In other words, objective proletarian functions have been extended to the
population at large, and along with it, subjective proletarian conditions attach
themselves. The former case means we are always working, and the latter means
we are always alienated. From the proletariat to proletarianized life, this is the
history of our present.
Granted such a situation, the university student is in no way outside the circuits
of exploitation and alienation. But neither is the video artist, the drug dealer, the
internet addict, the zine maker, the dumpster diver, the guerrilla gardener, the
social critic, the radical publisher, the anti-capitalist organizer, the train hopper,
the bank robber, the co-op manager. All these jobs of modern life are exactly
that, jobs. A job is no longer what is done in return for a wage, it is rather what is
done to acquire the means of existence, and this is exactly what capital seeks to
incorporate into its accounting books.
The need of a constantly emerging revolutionary subject for its theories
chases the Marxist ideologue over the entire surface of the globe: the French
communards, the German industrial working class, the Russian soviets, the white
American machinist, the black American urbanite, the nationalist revolutionary
in the third world, the postcolonial subaltern, the unwaged female, ad infinitum.
Never has addressing any of these as the potential revolutionary subject gotten
us any closer to revolution. In fact, by ignoring the totalizing nature of capitalism
as a social system, attempts to concentrate on particular social actors have served
only to fracture the coherency of revolutionary critique and impede its negative
function.
The university student does not exist in isolation. What is higher education
if not training for a life of wage labor? Gone are the days when attendance at
university was an ascetic phase for the sons of the ruling class, an initiation into
the upper echelons of capitalist society. Nowadays, students often work before and
during their college years. After school they will be ejected into the “free market”

13

for labor power to toil their lives away, gifted with a hefty debt burden. Even the
process of learning, such as it exists today, is steeped in neoliberal ideology and
geared towards fostering docility and compliance.
To separate the university student from the worker is to separate the what-isbecoming from the what-will-be. This wholly ignores the ways in which capitalist
social relations are reproduced. In this era, our enemy has subsumed the greater
parts of our lives. The prevailing mode of production requires a social factory
where all sectors of society are enlisted (often unpaid) in reproducing capitalist
social relations. The university student is no exception.
When workers withdraw their labor, when students block their universities,
when the unemployed loot their stores, when the youth burn their neighborhoods—
and when this is done all in relation to each other—we call them the the proletariat.
Nothing unites them but a collective disgust with their lives under capital, a
disgust expressed not in political terms, but in practical refusal. The proletariat is
the anti-political subject that knows itself by destroying itself. Destroying itself, it
clears away all the shit of a society built on its labor and consumption.
This name, proletariat, must be divorced from its usual, narrow definition.
How can we talk seriously of revolutionary potential without including unions
of the unemployed in revolutionary Spain, militant communist women’s groups
during Italy’s Hot Autumn, or the revolutionary students of May 1968? It is not
up to us to address them. It is the entirety of the expropriated, inside and outside
the workplace, that must address itself.
The university student is not the potential revolutionary subject. It is but a
reflection of its own future and, like the whole of the proletariat, it is a subject
that can only reach its potential through self-abolition. This is our goal, this is our
struggle.
#3: What is a non-reformist goal for a University?
There is no non-reformist goal for a university. Until capital ends, all our
goals become means of furthering its value. This does not, however, make the
process of achieving them less worthwhile.
An alternative to having reformist or non-reformist goals is to have
revolution. But if 1) revolution is understood as a violent resolution of the historic
contradictions in a given society, 2) the revolution of the global proletariat entails
the final struggle of humans against themselves as alienated beings, then a struggle
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which aims at overcoming reformism must seek to reveal the conditions in which
the contradictions of history culminate such that any further goal is impossible
outside of ending alienated life in its totality. In this explosive situation any
reformist goal of détente is impossible. This situation sets up the ultimate “goal”,
though we have surely been forced down this path more so than we would like to
admit.
Furthermore, universities are not revolutionary subjects. Universities are
ancient hierarchical institutions which are symptomatic of class society and
have preserved themselves with great success for centuries. The university is so
entrenched in the past and separated from the outside world that it is only in
the past 60 years or so that it has taken on the aspects of a bourgeois revolution.
Only recently have universities, at least in the most advanced sectors of capitalist
society, been open to workers; the privatization process is a part of this revolution,
the turn towards training and craft and the proletarianization of professors and
students alike are mature products of this historic change. Any revolutionary path
at this stage must lead outside of the university.
As we mentioned in our response to question #2, only the totality of the
proletariat, the vast majority of humanity, has revolutionary potential, certainly not
an alienated institution like a university. University students however can initiate
the expansion of struggle and help proliferate the revolutionary condition.
The ultimate “goal,” if we must assume a normative stance, or better, the
result which can lead from this particular decadent historical situation of the
proletariat’s university students is best characterized as the will of living labor to
abolish itself in the struggle for a liberated social totality.
Talk of reformist and non-reformist goals are uninteresting and blind to the
fluidity of resistance. The question is not of this binary, but of the tactical and
strategic moves which may bring us closer to the abolition of the university, the
destruction of that which divides us, and the integration of all that remains.
Given our “goal,” it is simple to presume that the authorities, ipso facto, have
zero legitimacy. What will be won in the final analysis must be taken. Taken with
a combination of force and cunning.
Yes, our ultimate “goal” is presupposed in this conversation. For reasons
of tactics and strategy, what may crudely be termed as reformist positions may
be taken up—indeed, even with great enthusiasm—for reasons of delay and
relationship-building. But instead of the old Leftist strategy of winning reforms
so as to strengthen ourselves, we know that the most advanced struggles today
are those in which we win without winning anything commensurable within the
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system; we win but realize there really are no victors in this game. So long as
the final “aim” is neither cast aside nor given secondary status, this method is
acceptable.
What is interesting is how this can be done. A singularity of unflinching force
is beyond our present means and conditions, so standing toe-to-toe with those
against whom we are positioned is not the immediate solution. While passion
and honesty would have us occupy everything right now without a single demand
to authorities, the generalized situation of immanent crisis is not as urgent among
all our fellow proletarians, so this cannot be our only move.
Delay: in both New School occupations, negotiations, issue-driven banners
and liberalisms were embraced in order to feign cooperation and moderation
while more endgoal-appropriate methods were explored. This delay led to
the realization of the situation as unsustainable without the expansion of our
occupation or the intensification of social conflict.
Coordination: resistance is nothing if not fluid. Those who begin the fight as
liberals today may become, through struggle, comrades against the commodity
tomorrow. There is no classroom like the field of social antagonism. Indeed,
many at The New School were radicalized by the first occupation—the limitless
possibilities breaching what was previously off-limits to the individual’s purview.
Understanding the capacity for change within an individual in the context of an
antagonistic moment, it may be wise to stand by the hoisting of the reformist
banner in order to grow with potential comrades.
There will be no rest until the social sleep is broken. How we wake is the only
relevant interrogation.
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I
This article tells a real story. That story – like so many other stories these days – begins
with a message, an email. It is signed by a friend from Madrid. She is from the group
Precarias a la Deriva.1 The message is addressed to Colectivo Situaciones. She asks us
for an article, neither too short nor too long, about the experience of the collective in
Argentina. More specifically in Buenos Aires, although not just there. In particular – she
tells us – the idea is that we say ‘something more’ about the figure of the militant
researcher, the name we give, in the collective, to our activities. Something ‘more’ not
so much about the concept, but about the practice. “About the context, about
difficulties, knowledges, procedures, notions,” our friend says. “Because – she adds –
the piece On Method2 leaves many doubts about concrete questions regarding the
workshops.”
Our friend suggested that we further elaborate on four fundamental questions:
‘Decision,’ ‘concepts,’ ‘procedures,’ and ‘knowledges’ (‘know-hows’). To begin the
exchange, we were told about how each of these questions can narrate a dimension of an
experience/experiment: she referred to that of the Precarias a la Deriva.

__________
1

2

Precarias a la Deriva, whose name translates as Precarious Women Adrift, are a collective who
undertake militant research on precarious and feminine labor, primarily in Madrid. More information
on and by the Precarias can be found at [http://www.sindominio.net/karakola/precarias]. This article
originally appeared in a Spanish language collection dedicated to militant research, entitled Nociones
Comunes, edited by Marta Malo of Precarias a la Deriva. Nociones Comunes is available at
[http://www.nodo50.org/ts/editorial/librospdf/nociones_comunes.pdf] – Tr.
This text is the prologue of the book, Colectivo Situaciones and the Movement of Unemployed
Workers (MTD) of Solano (2002) Hipótesis 891. Más allá de los piquetes. Buenos Aires: De mano
en mano.
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We tried to understand. ‘Decision’: refers to the decision(s) we made in order to
produce and develop research militancy. A story not so much of the Colectivo
Situaciones as of the way in which we developed the research militancy. ‘Concepts’: to
show a bit of our relation to the notions we use. Not so much explaining them (which
would be very boring), but introducing a bit of their operation in concrete situations.
‘Procedures,’ namely, getting inside the material processes that configure the activity of
research militancy as such. Finally, there are the ‘know-hows,’ which are referred to the
infinite local knowledges that make possible the creation and development of the
procedures.
To be sure, this task turned out to be – then and now – titanic. In fact, we were capable
of confronting it, in a very partial way, only because our friend was willing to maintain
a more or less regular correspondence with us on these issues.3 As a result of this
conversation, issues related to two of the four proposed items were laid down:
‘decision’ and ‘procedures,’ aspects to which we will give, here, central importance.
What follows, then, is an attempt to develop the context and the characterization of
some facets of research militancy: not so much by doing a historico-political description
of our circumstances, nor from a narration of the concrete experiences that we have
carried out (both aspects are partially registered in our publications4), but rather from
the modes in which such circumstances (contexts, experiences) produced a trajectory.

II
The first problem we ran into when we started the correspondence (which refers to a
fundamental issue of research militancy) was that of communication. And this is so in
more than one sense.
First, there is the question of what does it mean to communicate. On one hand, of
course, there is the fundamental, insurmountable impossibility of the nontransferable
character of experience. We can tell ‘this’ and ‘that.’ We can even tell ‘everything,’ but
there is always something that slips away. And, moreover, there are differing points of
view. How to bring them all together? And even when this could be done, there is an
intensity of what happens that can only be captured in full by ‘being there,’ physically
present, subjectively involved.5
__________
3

4
5

The exchange took place during the last trimester of 2003 and, as we said, constitutes the basis for
this text. In our experience, productive friendship turns out to be the greatest source of inspiration,
with the bonus of giving us the greatest satisfactions.
Many of which can be found in our website [www.situaciones.org].
Faced with these deliberations, our friend poses questions: “How is it that you do not believe in
communicating and publishing texts?” In order to separate ourselves from the alienating image of
communication, in its ingenuous version as a message from one consciousness to another, we
suppose that writing, implicit in a practice, in a living thought, is particularly moving for those who
search. We experience publication more as a search for (producing-receiving) resonances than as a
transmission of messages. The final goal of publication is, in our case, extending experimentation,
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On the other hand, how to communicate what we do if not – precisely – by doing. That
is, how to transmit a reflection (a word committed to an experience/experiment, to
certain practices, to living thought) about reflection without making a meta-theory about
ourselves?
Moreover, how to explain each singular operation, in all its precarity, without turning it,
in the same exposition, into a technique (our friend shares this concern: “Suffice it to
think of all the Methods, with capital ‘M,’ and their disastrous consequences”)?
In the end, when we reject the word ‘communication’ we don’t do so in the name of an
incommunicability that would confirm the ‘financial’ dispersion of experience, but as an
impeachment of the accompanying assumptions of the ‘society of communication.’ If
the ideology of communication presupposes that “all that is communicable deserves to
exist and all that deserves to exist is communicable,” only because technologies provide
the means to do it, what is cut out is, precisely, the affirmation of the experience (as a
weave and experiential constellation) that causes the word to be said. From here
onwards, to the word ‘communication’ we will oppose the word composition (or
processes of interaction, collective valorization, system of productive compatibilities),
understanding as such the sketching of a plane in whose interior the word does say
something.
Finally, something that might be easy to say but difficult to accept: how to narrate the
fact that research militancy is not the name of the experience of someone who does
research but that of the production of (an) encounter(s) without subject(s) or, if you
prefer, of (an) encounter(s) that produce(s) subject(s)? How to admit the fact that the
Colectivo Situaciones is not the subject of its own activities, and that the encounters in
which it found itself – fortunately – involved were neither foreseen nor planned or
implemented at will by those who write this article? (We will come back to this.)
In an era in which ‘communication’ is the indisputable maxim, in which everything is
out there to be communicated, and everything is justifiable by its communicable
usefulness, research militancy refers to experimentation: not to thoughts, but to the
power to think; not to the circumstances, but to the possibility of experience; not to this
or that concept, but to experiences by which such notions acquire power (potencia); not
to identities but to a different becoming; in one word: intensity does not lie so much in
that which is produced (that which is ‘communicable’) as in the process of production
itself (that which is lost in ‘communication’). How to say something, then, about all this
and not merely exhibit the results of such a process?

III
Let’s turn to what our friend from Madrid calls ‘decision’ – and we call experiment,
rather, as ‘indecision.’ How does research militancy arise? What is it that we call
__________
establishing links with those who experiment in other places. This bond is incompatible with the pure
“will to communicate.”
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militant research? What is it made of? Answering these questions would be more or less
like telling the history of the Collective. But that history does not exist. In its place we
can – at best – force things a little and reconstruct briefly a trajectory. But how to do it?
How to say something interesting about such homely issues?
For very complex – and, as we suppose, very frequent – reasons, towards the end of the
decade of the 1990s, as a group of comrades we began to look through what had been –
and still was – our shared experience. We found two issues with which to come to
terms: on one side, militant commitment as a directly political element and the efficacy
of our experience thus far; on the other, our relation to the university and the processes
of generation of knowledge. This double problematization is a good starting point.
The group, then, developed reconsidering these two faces of its existence: the one that
rose from looking through its own militant practice, and the other, which asked itself
about the modes in which political practice is related ‘from within’ to the production of
effective knowledges.
There were two figures to interrogate: on one hand, the remains of the ‘sad militant’ –
as Miguel Benasayag6 (who was a key figure in this period of elaboration and in many
of the notions we use to think our own ‘decisions’) calls it – who is always ‘setting out
the party line’ and keeping for himself a knowledge of what ought to happen in the
situation, which he always approaches from outside, in an instrumental and transitive
way (situations have value as moments of a general strategy that encompasses them),
because his fidelity is, above all, ideological and preexists all situations.
The other figure to problematize is that of the ‘university researcher,’ detached,
unchangeable, who links himself to his research as to an object of analysis whose value
is strictly related to his capacity to confirm preexisting theses. Here, once again, fidelity
to institutional procedures, academic or para-academic, eludes any commitment to the
situation.
The issue was, in any case, to transform the very foundations of our practice, the
presuppositions on which research stands. We can identify here, then, a first decision: to
create a practice capable of articulating involvement and thought.
In turn, this (in)decision implied a whole series of operational resolutions: we had to
reorganize ourselves as a smaller group, based in an intense affective affinity as the
foundation of a greater commitment (and higher productivity), and also reorganize our
way of working entirely. This process, which culminated in the formation of the
collective, became frenetic during the years 1999 and 2000.
In practical terms, what has research militancy meant for us since then? That politics
abandoned power as an image in which to recognize itself and found in thought a more
__________
6

The notion of Militant Researcher itself came up, for us, from the encounter with Miguel. See
Benasayag, M and D. Sztulwark (2000) Política y Situación: De la Potencia al Contrapoder. Buenos
Aires: De mano en mano. Later published in French and Italian as Benasayag, M and D. Sztulwark
(2002) Du contre-pouvoir. Paris: La Découverte; and Benasayag, M and D. Sztulwark (2002)
Contropotere. Milan: Eleuthera.
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powerful (potente) interlocutor. And that our way of thinking was related – precisely –
to practices. That thought and politics depended on the capacity for experience,
involvement, and encounter. And that the subject of knowledge or of political action
could not be conceived as transcendent with respect to situations, but made itself present
for us as an effect of those encounters. If there was a hinge decision, in this sense, it was
that of thinking ‘in and from’ the situation; that is, without conceiving practices,
theories, or subjects ‘a priori.’
The emergence of Colectivo Situaciones was directly linked to that of other practices
that emerged toward the end of the 1990s in Argentina as both cause and product of the
social and political crisis7 that was brewing since then.8 From then on, we found
ourselves involved in the hyper-accelerated dynamic of the crisis (whose peak were the
events of December 19th and 20th of 2001), and in the dizzy transformations that took
place in the country. In this variable context we developed some working hypotheses,
which were, perhaps, precarious but suitable at least in order to participate in this
process – still open, under very ambivalent forms – in an active way.
At this point in the story it may be productive to pose some of the questions that we
formulated to ourselves in order to ponder the problematicity that organized this
trajectory, avoiding a history of ‘happy decisions,’ which would erase every real mark
of concrete labour. And so, with which perceptual and conceptual mechanisms is it
possible to capture the emergence of these new elements of sociability if they demand,
precisely, a new disposition to feel and think? How to link ourselves to the fragility of
this emergence, helping its development rather than contributing to neutralize it, even
against our intentions? What degree of ignorance do we need to arm ourselves with in
order to make research a real organizer of our practices and not merely a tactical
façade?
According to our friend, in the experience of Precarias a la Deriva, “the driving force of
our Militant Research is a desire for common ground when the common ground is
shattered. That is why it has, for us, a performative-connective function: something like
the activity of a communicative Wobbly, of a weaver of affective-linguistic
territorialities.”
__________
7

8

And, yet, it is not productive to reduce the presentation of these experiences/experiments to their
relation – of cause or of effect – to the subsequent social and political crisis in Argentina. In fact, all
these experiments had been producing an extended elaboration whose fundamental point of origin
was the failure of revolution in the decade of the 1970s. In relation to this balance – in which the
issue was to maintain a commitment but rediscussing at length the conditions and procedures – a vast
spectrum of comrades recreated ideas and ways of approaching struggle. Our participation, at that
moment, in the Che Guevara Free Lectureship was inscribed within this fabric.
Our first activities had to do with the articulation of our encounters with the experience/experiment of
escraches by H.I.J.O.S., with the MLN-Tupamaros, with the Peasants Movement of Santiago del
Estero (MOCASE) and with the Movement of Unemployed workers (MTD) of Solano. [The word
‘escrache’ is Argentinean slang that means ‘exposing something outrageous.’ Escraches are street
demonstrations in front of the houses where people involved in human rights violations during the
dictatorship live. H.I.J.O.S. is the acronym for Children for Identity and Justice, against Oblivion and
Silence. Also, ‘hijos’ is the Spanish word for ‘children.’ This organization was formed in 1995 by
children of the disappeared during the dictatorship (1976-1983). –Tr.]
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This driving force that gives impulse to the Precarias a la Deriva, that search for “the
common ground that has shattered,” constitutes for us a fundamental question: how to
produce consistency between experiences/experiments of a counterpower that neither
emerges any longer as spontaneously unified nor does it desire an external, imposed,
state-like union? How to articulate the points of power (potencia) and creation without
developing a hierarchizing unity in charge of ‘thinking’ on behalf of ‘everyone,’ of
‘leading’ ‘everyone’? How to draw lines of resonance within the existing networks
without either subordinating or submitting?
Research militancy takes shape, at least among us, as a series of operations when in the
face of concrete problems (or of anguish that stubbornness turns into productive
interrogations): how to establish bonds capable of altering our subjectivities and finding
some sort of community in the middle of today’s radical dispersion? How to provoke
interventions that strengthen horizontality and resonances, avoiding both hierarchical
centralism and pure fragmentation? And, to continue in this line: how to co-elaborate
thinking in common with the experiences/experiments that have been elaborating hyperintelligent practices? How to produce authentic compositions, clues that later circulate
through the diffuse network of counterpower, without being perceived as an outsider to
the experience of thought, but, at the same time, without merging with experience(s)
that is/are not directly our own? How to avoid ideologization, the idealization with
which everything that generates interest is welcome in our times? What kind of writing
does justice to that which is produced in a singular situation? What is to be done with
the friendship that arises from these encounters? How do we continue later? And,
finally, what to do with ourselves, if with each of these experiences/experiments of
composition we get further and further away from our initial subjectivities, now without
being able to return?
The list of these (in)decisions gives an idea of the collection of problems that often arise
among experiences/experiments that are sometimes quite different. The friends from
Universidad Trashumante9 say that when they start a workshop they know “how to
start, but not how to end.” If there is a productive (in)decision it is – precisely – that of
not knowing in advance how are we going to both go through all these issues and be
ready to face them time and again, to the point that the absence of this insistence speaks
more of the collapse of the ongoing experience than of its maturation – or its ‘being
overcome.’
Indeed, the consistency of the experience that follows the encounter is staked more on
these procedures than on the invocation of a common ideal. In our experience of
research militancy, the labour of dissolving ideology as constitutive cement of cohesion
(be it ‘autonomist,’ ‘horizontalist,’ ‘situationist,’ or ‘multiple’) has turned out to be
decisive. In our context, idealization is a destructive force. A real, contradictory, rich,
and always conflictive experience is placed on the one-dimensional pedestal of the
__________
9

Universidad Trashumante is an itinerant collective based in the city of San Luis, Argentina, whose
field of activity includes popular education, the recuperation of popular memory, and the production
of grassroots networks. After the publication of this article, Colectivo Situaciones published a book
based on dialogues with those involved in this experience/experiment: Colectivo Situaciones (2004)
Universidad Trashumante: Territorios, Redes, Lenguajes. Buenos Aires: Tinta Limón –Tr.
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redeeming ideal. Operations are idealized that permit the experience/experiment to
produce existence. This is, then, transformed into a ‘good form’ to apply anytime and
anywhere, as a new set of a priori principles. It is, subsequently, asked to be able to
confirm this ideal for everyone. The fragility of the experience/experiment creates
tensions. How to sustain that burden? Later, of course, deception comes and, with it,
destruction continues: “I thought this time it really was it, but it was only a fraud.” What
to do when we are faced with this mechanism of massive adhesions and rejections,
which elevate and dethrone radical experiments repeating the consumerist mechanisms
of the society of the spectacle? What resources do we have in hand to look after this
unexpected front of exteriority to which the ideal subordinates us? What effective
modes of implication place us inside these procedures: in their reality and no longer in
their ideality?
Indeed, in our experience there is a very strong component of thinking against the ideals
in their function as promise. That is to say: how to work from the power (potencia) of
what is and not of what ‘ought to be’ (ideal)? Above all, when the ideal is a – more or
less arbitrary – personal projection to which nobody has necessarily to adapt. Research
militancy does not extract its commitment from a model of the future, but from a search
for power (potencia) in the present. That is why the most serious fight is against the ‘a
priori,’ against predefined schemes. Fighting the a priori, then, does not imply giving up
for dead any stretch of reality. Nothing needs to die. It does imply, however, a
permanent introspective revision over the type of perceptions that we are bringing into
play in each situation.
We think that the labour of research militancy is linked to the construction of a new
perception, a new working style towards tuning up and empowering (potenciar) the
elements of a new sociability. Perhaps the figure to describe it would be clay: a capacity
to receive affections without opposing resistances, in order to understand the real play
of powers (potencias). The question is not, then, to configure a center that thinks radical
practices, but to elaborate a style that allows us to become immanent to this multiplicity,
without being insiders to each multiple: a multiple among multiples, a métier that, while
doing its own thing, is involved with the others.
It will be clear, then, that the main (in)decision of research militancy is shared by the
multiplicity in which it operates, and does not belong (except in fantasy) to the group
that claims to be doing research, as if it existed before and outside this multiple.

IV
As we noticed at the beginning of the article – and from our own experience as a
collective – there are not any ‘procedures’ outside the situation. To produce a narrative
on the activities that the collective carries out, a formalization of its ‘knowledges,’
would be so inadmissible as making a ‘manual’ on RM, and that – a dismayingly poor
gesture – is in nobody’s mind.
When one looks back and observes the work done, things appear invested of a
coherence and functionality they by no means had at the very moment of their
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production. That recollection, that ‘anti-utilitarian’ insistence, is vital for the
development of research militancy, at least in our view.
When we talk about ‘workshops’ and ‘publications’ as practices of the collective, we
immediately find ourselves in need of remembering that there are no such ‘workshops,’
but an heterogeneous conglomerate of meetings without other threads of coherence than
those that suddenly spring up from chaos and without knowing exactly how to develop
them. Something similar happens to the publications: they emerge as provisional needs
to invoke the presence of other experiences with whom to extend ourselves, but they do
not represent a necessary phase of a larger system.
So, “we only know how to start.” And that very relatively. In fact, all the procedures
(mechanisms) that we prepare prove to be authentically inappropriate when confronted
with the texture of a concrete situation. Thus, the very conditions of the encounter are
somewhat anticipated by the shared will to co-research, it does not matter much what
about (the topic might change), as long as in this ‘journey’ we all experiment substantial
changes, that is, that we emerge with new capacities to empower (potenciar) practices.
Then, whatever it is that operates setting the conditions, there is a prior functionality of
the workshop: to produce an ‘uncoupling’ (in each meeting, once and again) from the
immediate everyday spatiality and velocity. The disposition to think emerges from
allowing thought itself to be what spatializes and temporalizes according to its own
requirements.
According to our friend from Madrid, there is, in this “search in the surroundings of the
experiences of self-organization, in approaching them in order to propose work in
common, an immediate problem that comes up: that of the exteriority (theirs) in relation
to the reality to which they come close, more so when their condition and their
biography is so different from that of the people with whom they come in touch with. In
fact, to break with the separation between ‘we’ and ‘they’ is one of the fundamental
challenges of their workshops.” Above all if those encounters are animated by the
“search for a radicality that is not said from high above, that clings to the surface of the
real; a practice of self-interrogation, of detection of problems and launching of
hypotheses (always from the practices) that would constitute the ‘hardcore’ of militant
research.”
But, is it like that? Does difference inevitably lead to distance? What distances and
differences are we talking about? And regarding the image of approaching, to what
perception does it refer?
We could call ‘procedures’ precisely those forms of ‘putting into practice’ that arise
from the questions about how to come to terms with the existence of differences. How
to build an us of thought, albeit a transient one? How to lay out a common plane as a
condition, although more or less ephemeral, of joint production? These questions are
valid for the social experiences/experiments that are apparently ‘close’ as much as for
those supposedly ‘distant.’
The movement of the encounter, then, is not so much one of getting closer as it is of
elaboration of a common plane. And this refers to a more complex scenario, in which
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the mutual measurement of ‘distances’ and ‘proximities’ (the ‘insides’ and ‘outsides’)
should not be considered only in relation to the initial positions (of departure) but also –
and above all – with respect to whether one’s own plane (which includes steps forward
and backward, enthusiasms and distrusts, periods of production and depressive lacunae)
is drawn or not.
Without a doubt, a plane difficult to draw: counterpower exists only as a fold or knot
between heterogeneous experiences/experiments. One dynamic is territorial, the others
more deterritorialized. Thus, the territory is impoverished and the more deterritorialized
experiences/experiments are virtualized without this common fabric (without this
encounter between both). Deterritorialized spatiality and territorial modes are polarities
inside the fold of counterpower and their being knotted to one another is one of the
fundamental matters of the new radicality. The experiences/experiments more linked to
the territory – more ‘concentrated’ – and those more ‘diffuse’ – more nomadic – can, in
their dynamic difference, articulate, combine, or interact as instances of an occupation
of the public sphere by counterpower.
Difference(s), then, call for a more in-depth interrogation. On one side, of course, they
exist and are evident. The postmodern impossibility of experience is nurtured by this
‘festival of difference’ (which, strictly speaking, becomes ‘indifference,’ dispersion).
But that says nothing about the possibilities of articulation of those experiences.
Moreover, we could ask whether an experience/experiment has value as such – and, in
this sense, a profound political character – precisely when it manages to suspend that
indifferent enacting of differences. When one manages to produce a conjunction (or
plane) capable of subtracting itself from the ‘logic of pure heterogeneity’ (which says
‘differences separate’ and “there is no possible connection in the indifferent
difference”). An experience/experiment – or situation – would be, then, that which is
founded in the articulation of points (as relative as they might be) of a certain
homogeneity. The question is neither to erase nor to disguise differences, but to summon
them from setting out certain common problems.
Let’s go back to our friend from Precarias a la Deriva: “I wonder whether you
interrogate yourselves about your own composition and biography, about the position of
your equals, and whether this militant research with others precedes or accompanies a
self-analysis, above all in order not to fall in the trap of a displacement that avoids
questioning one’s life and one’s own practices (and that ends up introducing a split
between militancy and life). In Precarias a la Deriva we consider as a primary problem
to ‘start from oneself,’ as one among many, in order to ‘get out of oneself’ (both of the
individual ego and the radical group to which one belongs) and encounter with any
other resisting people (hence what I said above about being between exteriority and
interiority, in a dislocated ourselves).”
Precarias a la Deriva claim to “politicize life from within.” To turn life itself – from
immediate experience – into something political, that is, committed. We would
formulate this another way: to revitalize politics by immersing it in the most immediate
multiple experience. We use these phrases not without a certain uneasiness because they
sometimes refer to the idea that “there is something missing in life,” “life still needs to
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be well organized.” Perhaps it would be better to talk about a politics that measures up
to life itself. And even in this case we think this is not enough, because we prefer
without a doubt a life that disorganizes politics rather than a ‘good politics’ that
manages to organize it, displacing it, proposing to it transcendental problems,
determining its ‘priorities and obligations.’
But let’s go deeper inside the questions of our friend: why does Colectivo Situaciones
look for sites of intervention outside? What truth do we expect to find in different
people? Is this not a sort of escape from the exigency to politicize ‘our own lives’ in
their everydayness? Moreover, in all this isn’t there a renewal of the old militancy (the
classical exteriority) under new forms, to the extent that – beyond rehashed languages
and mechanisms – people keep going (‘approaching’) ‘from outside’ to ‘other places’
out of which they expect a more or less magical solution to their own subjective and
political constitution?
These questions would be rhetorical if we only formulated them in order to refute them.
It turns out, however, that it is not true that these are questions that can be eliminated in
a single stroke. They live inside us and speak to us of certain tendencies whose control
completely escapes our manifest intentions. Again and again we must insist on them,
because there is no definitive antidote and, moreover, they are tendencies widely
favoured by the dominant social dynamics. In fact, the main value of formulating them
is to force ourselves to work in-depth on the problem of exteriority.
Nevertheless, there is another image that it would be necessary to consider. Not only
that of finite points escaping their tragic destiny of radical exteriority, and producing
simulacra of ‘interiority’ (the union of the ‘separate as separate,’ as Guy Debord says),
but also that of points that need (and work) to find resonances with the resonances of
others.10 The distinction might seem hollow, even though it describes opposite paths:
while in dispersion (exteriority) the alternatives oscillate between ‘irremediable
fragmentation’ or ‘necessary centralization;’ once the plane is drawn (a very different
alternative to that of ‘inside and outside’), consistency refers to a transversality.11
Of course, we would still have ahead of us resisting the accusation of ‘spontaneism.’ A
curious thing, since what is spontaneous is not composition but – precisely – dispersion.
And the question we pose to ourselves is what to do with it. Is centralization the only
viable alternative? Or is the experience of that which is common strong enough to
prefigure new constituent modes of doing?
This is a fundamental question for research militancy, because the elaboration of the
plane is, precisely, neither spontaneous nor irreversible, but rather requires a fine and
sustained practice (which we would call ‘procedures’ and which we could not define
__________
10 Of course, outside and inside do not refer to a predefined spatiality, but to different immanent or
transcendent ways of conceiving the bond: when we establish bonds with others seeking to create
new worlds, are we looking outside? Or, put another way, what to do if those ‘other worlds’ already
exist in the process of creation, in acts of resistance? Would we sacrifice our common being with
others in the name of a purely physical vicinity determined by crudely spatial criteria?
11 Which helps understanding the non-institutional horizon of research militancy.
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abstractly) of collaboration in order to make this commonality emerge in (and from)
difference (immanence is a strategy of cutting in exteriority).
Thus, from this persistent construction work in a context of fragmentation we can come
back to the question of everydayness. Our obsession with composition is precisely
inscribed in this concern about ‘ourselves,’ but under a new set of suppositions: the
overcoming of dispersal is not solved by way of representation. The question of
immanence, then, would be: how to be/with/others?
As in a phenomenology, we could then describe the path of research militancy as the
manifestation of this rejection of exteriority and spectacle, along with – and as a
procedure for – the production of keys for composition, for the construction of modes of
immanence.12
If collective experience has for us any meaning, it is – above all – the way in which it
allows us to confront, produce, and inhabit the context in which we live-produce
actively: neither as a ‘subject who knows and explains’ nor in the individual passivity of
postmodernity. A capacity that appears to us in the form of recognizing ourselves as
multiple within a multiplicity and of coming to terms with a certain mode of being of
that multiplicity in practice.
Hence the strong existential components of research militancy.13 And the absurdity of
pretending that it becomes a ‘task’ (or, even worse, the ‘fundamental task’) of the
movement.14
The questions that research militancy has are but the questions that hundreds of groups15
ask themselves: What new elements of sociability emerge? Which ones will persist (do
they persist?) and which ones disintegrate? What kind of relations (barriers and bridges)
__________
12 In this sense, both the knowledges produced and the current questions about the construction of
networks acquire a very precise value: Isn’t it valid to look for transversal forms of composition that
articulate the social practices of different groups on the basis of what they can have (and defend) in
common? It seems clear that these experiments in networks can be very useful in order to know each
other (and ourselves) and to relate to each other (and to ourselves), but, what happens when we reach
the limit of the tensions that a network can generate? Isn’t it necessary, then, to de-center the
networks, to produce new nodes, to conceive heterogeneous planes, and to open oneself towards
stretches of the network that have not been made explicit?
13 Falling in love or friendship is how we call the feeling that accompanies and envelops composition.
And, precisely, we experiment research militancy as the perception that something develops between
us and in others, at least for a moment; above all, when, instead of being lost in anonymity, this
moment sparks off other moments, and the memory that is the result of that sequence becomes a
‘productive resource’ of the situation. This is the most persistent feeling we have about the concrete
meaning of becoming ‘something else.’
14 Above all if what we take into consideration is the extent to which research militancy does not seek to
‘organize others.’ Not because it renounces organization – there is no research militancy without high
levels of organization – but because its problem is posed in terms of a self-organization that
collaborates with the self-organization of networks.
15 Shared problems in the face of which there is no subject-object distinction. The researcher is the
person who participates in the problematization. And the research objects are problems, ways of
posing them, and self-research about dispositions to be able to pose those problems.
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are drawn by the instances of the state and the market? How do the new resistances
emerge? What problems are posed at the different levels?
Now that we are at this point it is, perhaps, possible to perceive the difference between
thinking the situation in its universality or simply assuming it locally. When we talk
about a situation we talk about the mode in which the universal appears in the local, not
about the local as ‘part’ of the global. That is why the drift of the situation is much more
interesting (sinuous) than the locality itself. If the local is defined by a fixed
environment and a limited and predefined set of resources, reducing its alliances to
neighboring points, the situational is actively produced, in determining its dimensions
and multiplying its resources. Unlike the local, the situational expands the capacities for
composition-affection.16

V
While ‘exteriority’ names the spatial impossibility of connection, dispersion is
produced in the plane of temporality, by acceleration, preventing us from finding a point
to stop, to elaborate. In any case, questions seem to be: what does politics in this context
(a ‘nocturnal politics,’ as Mar Traful says17) consist of? Are the elements of our
practices powerful (potentes) enough to become constituent of experience, of a new
politics? What are the ways of ‘measuring’ such efficacy?
In any case, if these questions come up (as Marx said) it is because there are practical
elements that justify them. But these elements neither explain nor develop those
questions.
A new type of politics: what would it be like? And, more specifically, what type of
exigencies does the possibility of a new understanding of politics present to research
militancy? What can the experience of research militancy contribute to this
understanding?
From our angle, these questions refer to the forms of efficacy of action: what kind of
intervention does it construct? What does the power (potencia) of the act depend upon?
Research militancy experiments, as we have said, the development of new modules of
space-time. It experiments the becoming agent (agenciamiento) of heterogeneous
elements in points of homogeneity that both turn dispersive experience (a desert) into a
__________
16 The exchange with Precarias a la Deriva has for us a fundamental immediate value. Moreover, the
exchanges maintained on the basis of this article have left the trace of a certain style of work that it is
necessary to deepen and, in this sense, are not very far from what we call ‘workshops.’ ‘Workshops’
are, then, just like that. They do not constitute themselves – nor they aspire to – into the General Staff
of the situation: they constitute themselves as a point of encounter capable of thinking and, in the best
of cases, elaborating practical hypotheses with the force of an intervention.
17 Por una política nocturna. Barcelona: Editorial Debate, 2002. [http://www.sindominio.net/ofic2004/
publicaciones/pn/indice.html]
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matter upon which it is possible to elaborate and produce notions of composition
(beyond the discourse of communication).
In a concrete situation, as we usually tell ourselves, intelligence springs up neither from
erudition nor from pure quickness of mind, but rather from the capacity for involvement.
In the same way that stultification can be explained by very concrete forms of
distraction.18
Hence the possibility of establishing a concrete link between the affective-fabric that
operates in a situation and its operational productivity.19
Thus, what determines the efficacy of the act is not so much the number, quantity, or
massive nature (aggregation capacity), as is the aptitude for composition of the new
relations (consistency capacity).
As is evident, what we are suggesting is linked to a very concrete situation: the current
Argentinean crisis. Here a desert blown by violent neoliberal winds blasted the bonds
that had been produced and intensified the process of dispersion to which we have been
referring. The social practices committed to the development of a counterpower
experimented this tension between the configuration of new bonds and the massive
demand for containment. This tension, in fact, manifested itself as a contradiction
between quantitative presence (of dispersed elements waiting to be reunited) and need
of a system of new relations capable of sustaining this process of aggregation, no longer
as a mere reunification of the dispersed but as a new type of active configuration.
In fact, one of the features of Argentina during the last months has been precisely the
way in which the meteoric growth experimented by numerous social groupings is
immediately followed by a rapid degradation. Then, we are not talking about some kind
of absurd invalidation of mass actions or organizations,20 but rather about an
interrogation posed by the criteria that make experiments influential.
Much likely there is not one single valid criterion in this regard. Each
experience/experiment of struggle and creation needs to produce its own resources and
procedures. We only intend to raise the following question: what does ‘aggregation’ add
to composition, given that the latter – unlike the former – organizes people and
resources convoked according to certain constituent relations (considering this valid at
any numeric or geographic scale)?
Hasta Siempre, Colectivo Situaciones, February 29th, 2004.
__________
18 On this see the very interesting lessons of Joseph Jacotot, brought to us by Rancière in a book that is
fundamental for us: Ranciere, J. (1991) The Ignorant Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in Intellectual
Emancipation. Stanford: Stanford University Press.
19 In this sense we can fully rehabilitate – from our most immediate experience – the theories that speak
about an ‘affect-value.’
20 There is no doubt that the insurrectional actions of the Argentinean December of 2001 opened a new
and fertile field of actions and debates of all kinds and, even closely, the same sequence is
empowered (potenciada) by the revolts that took place in Bolivia in 2003.
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Here I want to lay out the elements of a coordinated research-education-writing proposal and submit them to the critique of anyone who
cares, in order to hopefully find some partners for the implementation
and realization of what could be a new and more socially significant way
of learning and producing cultural/intellectual content. Let me know
what you think! – BH
“The revolutionary takes what the people give in confusion and returns it in
precision.” I heard that bit of leftist wisdom at an informational meeting
for the US Social Forum and realized that at the very least, I could apply
it to the 60 or 70 published essays I’ve cobbled together from multitudinous sources over the past ten years. The essay by its nature has the
strength of singularity, delving deep into some particular juncture of
cultural potential and social reality, of facts on the ground and human
aspirations, so as to exceed the determinant forces. The logic of exemplarity makes the essay useful to others: it casts a sharply focused pool
of light whose very clarity suggests the immense obscurity of all the
depths that remain unplumbed. Yet an essay is never a systematic theory.
Its objects, its referential context and its metaphorical structure are too
specific to be applied anywhere else. The essay is “writerly” in the sense
that Barthes described in S/Z: it stimulates some other writer’s efforts
to do something completely different. Yet at a certain point, the sophisticated meandering of the writerly is just egotistic bullshit. What you owe
us is a solid theory, man, something other people can understand and
apply wherever they need it. OK, so that’s what I’m gonna produce.
But not alone.
I want to teach a course but not a traditional one. What appears most
promising is to develop a multi-authored networked archive combining
simple bulletin-board functions with a specific problematic, a syllabus,
lecture outlines, extensive source texts and reference materials as well
as links to some of my own texts, and ultimately the finished elements
of a complete theory of power, conflict, emancipation and political
solidarity in contemporary times. This evolving networked platform —
necessarily password protected to elude the limitations that copyright
places on the free dissemination of knowledge — would be used as a
basis for actual seminars, whether in academic or cultural contexts where
I would be paid by some constituted institution, in DIY contexts where
the motivation of a group would be sufficient to organize the sessions,
or, absent myself, in unforeseeable settings where the strength of the
materials and the course articulations could be utilized by whoever so
desired and was able to make them bear unexpected fruit. In the best
of cases, the seminar would unfold dialogically or multilogically, with
other theoretical eggheads who would propose counter-examples,
problematizations or completely alternative formulations of the subject,
while nonetheless taking care to recognize that there is an original thinking-and-working being in the (virtual) room with them. The students
of such a course would obviously be free to develop their own investigations and exceed the reach of their putative and temporary masters (let’s
remember that Marcuse did his Habilitationschrift with Heidegger, and

published it despite the latter’s utter disapproval). In short, such an
endeavor would evince the dignity befitting autonomous men and
women in search of the others who can help them on their quest to
forge a collective framework of existence.
The theory I want to develop deals with the forms of subjectivation,
cooperation, control and struggle against capitalist and imperial
oppression in the so-called post-Fordist or neoliberal period, 1978-2007
— which has clearly come to its crucial turning point. But to characterize this period fully requires a step back to the Keynesian-Fordist
manufacturing economy and the American-led world-system (1939-67),
from whose ruins the financialized neoliberal order sprang. Both of
these periods display a large number of systemic regularities, and indeed,
they seem to call for an “ideal type” of individual, of the kind which I
initially described in my 2002 text, “The Flexible Personality.” The ideal
type — a cruel but useful sociological fiction — is a kind of composite
portrait of the real individuals whom a given period calls forth, and to
some extent actually produces, in order to support its major functions,
to staff its command posts and carry out its most pressing tasks, but
also to sustain its forms of leisure, intimacy, family life, consumption
and so on. In short, the ideal type is the existential figure of systemic
regularity, the embodiment of a set of norms. But to understand
how we move from one socio-economic paradigm to the next means
overcoming the norms. It means examining the periods of crisis when
systemic regularities break down: 1929-1938 (the Great Depression),
1968-77 (May 68, the US defeat in Vietnam and the years of relative
Third World independence), and above all, 2008-? (the implosion of
neoliberalism and the decline of American hegemony – or “hegemoney”
as Arrighi says). What’s being proposed is not only a theory of historical
regularities, but also of historical change.
Crisis is as important to define as stability, but it’s exactly what escapes
definition. It occurs when there is no longer an acceptable “fit” between
four broad dimensions of social life: a mode of industrial production,
a system of economic redistribution, a cultural horizon of beliefs
and expectations and an international military/monetary order. It’s
inseparable from conflicts over the political structure of society and
the direction, meaning and value of its development. Periods of crisis
contain the seeds of far-reaching transformations in technoscience,
labor organization, artistic expression and democratic legitimacy; but
only some of those seeds take root and grow to the point where they
come to saturate the ecology of a stable system. How do the process
of systemic change unfold in lived experience? What are the pathways
toward a new social order? To reach the level at which change actually
occurs demands a micropolitical understanding of the ways individual
subjects and small groups learn to tolerate and “inhabit” the dominant
social structures, and above all, how they unlearn their tolerance for
domination and seek new ways of living. Thus the four macropolitical
dimensions have to be characterized, not only as attributes of an abstract
social whole, but as concrete factors weighing upon and configuring the

multiple “worlds” of distinct groups and individuals. Here we can make
use of Guattari’s fourfold cartography of subjectivity, and attempt to
characterize both the ideal types and certain real groups in terms of the
existential territories that they inhabit, the aesthetic constellations that
help open up their sensibilities to the larger environment, the social formations or “machines” that they construct with others, and the relation
to abstract ideas that continually deterritorializes them and precipitates
them into difference (or what Guattari calls “chaos”). The search for an
understanding of how people change in chaotic times is what motivates
this project. Because we are living in chaotic times. To move through the
present period of crisis will require both the capacity to innovate, and
the perspicacity to place bets on which trends will ultimately cohere into
a new stable order — if any ever do…
The construction of a theory like this entails mountains of reading and
long periods of tenuous, trial-and-error interpretation, which is why the
context of a seminar could be very useful. But the expression of the
theory should be succinct, striking, impeccably logical and rich in artistic
metaphor: that’s the work of writing. Fortunately I have done some
of the initial research already, and sedimented it in the aforementioned
confusion of essays. For the initial courses I will draw on a few of those
texts, particularly from my new book Escape the Overcode: Activist Art
in the Control Society. These essays will be augmented both with the
source materials on which they are based and with new materials arising
from the process of investigation. This archive can be further enriched
by anyone who wants to develop parallel or contradictory research. For
the moment I am conceiving a meta-theoretical introduction followed by
four chapters — “Four Pathways through Chaos.” The pathways could
be entitled:
>Glaciated Territories
>Power’s Reversals
>Pocketbook Control
>Metamorpheus
> The Introduction will review the existing theories of historical change
in the capitalist societies, focusing on the driving force of technology,
the functions of regulation and socio-cultural norms, the role of conflict
and the periodization of major crises. Key texts will be The Flexible
Personality and the more mainstream, yet still extremely searching and
sophisticated analysis by Carlota Perez, Technological Revolutions and
Techno-Economic Paradigms.
Additional readings could include Giovanni Arrighi and Beverley Silver’s
short, dense and amazing book, Chaos and Governance in the Modern
World-System or David Harvey’s classic on The Condition of Postmodernity (esp. part 2, “The political-economic transformation of late
twentieth-century capitalism”).
> The first pathway, Glaciated Territories, will study the development
of Keynesian-Fordist industrial society and the emergence of first-order
cybernetic control systems during the Cold War phase of American
global hegemony. Norbert Weiner’s automated anti-aircraft gun forms
the earliest example of a first-order control system; Jay Wright
Forrester’s Industrial Dynamics shows its applications in the factory;
the Worldwide Military Command and Control System marks its military

apogee during the Vietnam War; and commercial television and the
feedback loops of the Neilsen ratings system express it in all the banality
and commonness of everyday life. Key texts will be Antonio Negri’s
landmark essay, Keynes and the Capitalist Theory of the State Post-1929
and my own Future Map.
Further readings could include the first two essays from James Boggs’
1964 book The American Revolution (“The Rise and Fall of the Union”
and “The Challenge of Automation”); the great book by Paul Edwards,
The Closed World: Computers and the Politics of Discourse in Cold
War America; James Beniger’s The Control Revolution; and… let’s stop
there for the moment.
> The second path, Power’s Reversals, will examine various facets of
the 1968-70 uprisings in terms of the Foucauldian-Deleuzean understanding of the reversal of macropolitical power into micropolitical
agency. The thing to grasp is not the return of a suppressed term at
a higher and more inclusive level (as in the master-slave dialectic), but
something entirely different: autonomy, non-identity, dispersal. Key
texts will be Mario Tronti’s The Strategy of Refusal and a chapter from
Deleuze’s Foucault (Strategies or the Non-stratified: the Thought of the
Outside).
Further readings: you choose in free dispersal…
> The third path, Pocketbook Control, will consider the new form
of hyper-individualized control society that emerges over the last three
decades from the crisis of the 1970s and the global redeployment of
capitalism. It takes the iPhone as an exemplary vector of control. Key
texts here are Suely Rolnik’s Geopolitics of Pimping, chapters 10 and 11
of Michel Foucault’s course at the Sorbonne, “The Birth of Biopolitics”,
and my essay “The Absent Rival: Radical Art in a Political Vacuum”.
Additional readings could include André Gorz’s wonderful book that
blew our minds in France in the 1990s, Misère du présent, richesses du
possible (in English Reclaiming Work: Beyond the wage-Based Society);
Stiegler’s short and very criticizable book which should be out soon,
For a New Critique of Political Economy; and some selections from
the Koolhas book, The Harvard Guide to Shopping, particularly the
Sze Tsung Leong text called “Ulterior Spaces.”
> The fourth pathway, Metamorpheus, will propose a theory of
collective metamorphosis through artist/activist practice, based on
Guattari’s assertion that what we need is not a microphysics of power,
but a micropolitics of desire. This kind of collective transformation
takes place against a stark background of control, as portrayed for popular consciousness in the film “The Matrix.” The key text here would be
my essay “Guattari’s Schizoanalytic Cartographies: The Pathic Core at
the Heart of Cybernetics”.
For additional reading, check out some of my texts on artist/activist
projects from Escape the Overcode or explore the references in
“Guattari’s Schizoanalytic Cartographies.” And for anyone who doesn’t
know them already, definitely take some time with with two of Deleuze
& Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus: “How to Make Yourself a Body
without Organs” and “Apparatus of Capture.”
So there’s the outline and it can also be do-it-yourself if anyone has
such curiosity. One more hint for the user’s manual: Since the outset of
the industrial revolution (if not the Middle Ages) none of this cultural

stratigraphy ever really disappears. It’s always one layer, then the next
layer. Much of the Fordist organization of society has survived intact,
three-quarters of contemporary activism was invented in the 60s, and
I guess we won’t be rid of flexible accumulation anytime soon, whatever
the crisis. Four pathways, heavy layers, lots of chaos.
***
A few further notes on feasibility. One can easily imagine that at a place
like 16 Beaver in New York, interested participants could present films
and artworks corresponding to each of the periods and problematics, as
well as generating an intense closing discussion on artistic and activist
strategies in the present crisis. One could easily imagine that a course like
this could be team taught with another researcher or group of researchers who would be able to critique certain orientations, propose other
bibliographies, concepts, epistemologies, finalities, or even polemically
oppose certain decisions, as part of a personal investigation or maybe
even, if things worked out particularly well, as part of a shared writing
process. The interesting question on the receiving end would be, who
would want to take such a course? What does this kind of “student”
look like and above all, desire? How would they participate, contribute,
take over?
An encouragement and a sense of social and technical possibility comes
from the courses currently being proposed at the The Public School
(for architecture). Many people seem to be using the impressive a.aaaarg.
org site as a text archive for proposed classes, as in this one on attention
economies (the texts are archived on AAAARG, the class is taught at
the Public School). The use of the AAAARG site appears like a good
thing because it is becoming a socially recognized format, offering lots
of use-value to anonymous visitors. Other platforms could, of course,
offer similar functionalities; the question is where one can give the most
encouragement to a non-normalized, free and open ethic of learning
and elaborating technical, organizational, artistic and political knowledge.
All of this remains to be done and the outline above is just a first step,
there remains a lot of work before anything is realized. The researcher
and media critic Armin Medosch is working on very similar questions
and has agreed to help develop some of the content and argumentation as part of his own projects (this text was initially published on the
collaborative platform he has put together, The Next Layer). A context
does exist for four seminar sessions and a public lecture at the invitation
of the European Graduate School in Toronto, which is a good stimulus
for moving ahead. The production of other, perhaps more experimental
contexts depends on finding a few collaborators.
So let’s see what happens.
See:
http://brianholmes.wordpress.com/2009/10/25/four-pathways-through-chaos/
for links to downloads of most of the suggested readings.

