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LOV E AS THE P R ACTI CE O F FR EE D O M

BELL
HOOKS

In this society, there is no powerful discourse on love emerging either from politically progressive radicals or from the Left. The absence of a sustained focus on
love in progressive circles arises from a collective failure to acknowledge the needs
of the spirit and an overdetermined emphasis on material concerns. Without love,
our efforts to liberate ourselves and our world community from oppression and
exploitation are doomed. As long as we refuse to address fully the place of love in
struggles for liberation we will not be able to create a culture of conversion where
there is a mass turning away from an ethic of domination.
Without an ethic of love shaping the direction of our political vision and our
radical aspirations, we are often seduced, in one way or the other, into continued
allegiance to systems of domination—imperialism, sexism, racism, classism. It has
always puzzled me that women and men who spend a lifetime working to resist and
oppose one form of domination can be systematically supporting another. I have
been puzzled by powerful visionary black male leaders who can speak and act passionately in resistance to racial domination and accept and embrace sexist domination of women, by feminist white women who work daily to eradicate sexism but
who have major blind spots when it comes to acknowledging and resisting racism
and white supremacist domination of the planet. Critically examining these blind
spots, I conclude that many of us are motivated to move against domination solely
when we feel our self-interest directly threatened. Often, then, the longing is not
for a collective transformation of society, an end to politics of dominations, but
rather simply for an end to what we feel is hurting us. This is why we desperately
need an ethic of love to intervene in our self-centered longing for change. Fundamentally, if we are only committed to an improvement in that politic of domination that we feel leads directly to our individual exploitation or oppression, we not
only remain attached to the status quo but act in complicity with it, nurturing and
maintaining those very systems of domination. Until we are all able to accept the
interlocking, interdependent nature of systems of domination and recognize specific ways each system is maintained, we will continue to act in ways that undermine our individual quest for freedom and collective liberation struggle.

The ability to acknowledge blind spots can emerge only as we expand our concern about politics of domination and our capacity to care about the oppression
and exploitation of others. A love ethic makes this expansion possible. Civil rights
movement transformed society in the United States because it was fundamentally
rooted in a love ethic. No leader has emphasized this ethic more than Martin
Luther King, Jr. He had the prophetic insight to recognize that a revolution built
on any other foundation would fail. Again and again, King testified that he had
“decided to love” because he believed deeply that if we are “seeking the highest
good” we “find it through love” because this is “the key that unlocks the door to
the meaning of ultimate reality.’ ” And the point of being in touch with a transcendent reality is that we struggle for justice, all the while realizing that we are always
more than our race, class, or sex. When I look back at the civil rights movement
which was in many ways limited because it was a reformist effort, I see that it had
the power to move masses of people to act in the interest of racial justice—and
because it was profoundly rooted in a love ethic.
The sixties Black Power movement shifted away from that love ethic. The
emphasis was now more on power. And it is not surprising that the sexism that
had always undermined the black liberation struggle intensified, that a misogynist
approach to women became central as the equation of freedom with patriarchal
manhood became a norm among black political leaders, almost all of whom were
male. Indeed, the new militancy of masculinist black power equated love with
weakness, announcing that the quintessential expression of freedom would be the
willingness to coerce, do violence, terrorize, indeed utilize the weapons of domination. This was the crudest embodiment of Malcolm X’s bold credo “by any means
necessary.”
On the positive side, Black Power movement shifted the focus of black liberation struggle from reform to revolution. This was an important political development, bringing with it a stronger anti-imperialist, global perspective. However, masculinist sexist biases in leadership led to the suppression of the love ethic. Hence
progress was made even as something valuable was lost. While King had focused
on loving our enemies, Malcolm called us back to ourselves, acknowledging that
taking care of blackness was our central responsibility. Even though King talked
about the importance of black self-love, he talked more about loving our enemies.
Ultimately, neither he nor Malcolm lived long enough to fully integrate the love
ethic into a vision of political decolonization that would provide a blueprint for the
eradication of black self-hatred.
Black folks entering the realm of racially integrated, American life because of
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the success of civil rights and black power movement suddenly found we were
grappling with an intensification of internalized racism. The deaths of these important leaders (as well as liberal white leaders who were major allies in the struggle
for racial equality) ushered in tremendous feelings of hopelessness, powerlessness,
and despair. Wounded in that space where we would know love, black people collectively experienced intense pain and anguish about our future. The absence of public spaces where that pain could be articulated, expressed, shared meant that it was
held in—festering, suppressing the possibility that this collective grief would be
reconciled in community even as ways to move beyond it and continue resistance
struggle would be envisioned. Feeling as though “the world had really come to an
end,” in the sense that a hope had died that racial justice would become the norm,
a life-threatening despair took hold in black life. We will never know to what extent
the black masculinist focus on hardness and toughness served as a barrier preventing sustained public acknowledgment of the enormous grief and pain in black life.
In World As Lover, World as Self, Joanna Macy emphasizes in her chapter on
“Despair Work” that
the refusal to feel takes a heavy toll. Not only is there an impoverishment of our
emotional and sensory life . . . but this psychic numbing also impedes our capacity to
process and respond to information. The energy expended in pushing down despair
is diverted from more creative uses, depleting the resilience and imagination needed
for fresh visions and strategies.

If black folks are to move forward in our struggle for liberation, we must confront
the legacy of this unreconciled grief, for it has been the breeding ground for profound nihilistic despair. We must collectively return to a radical political vision of
social change rooted in a love ethic and seek once again to convert masses of people, black and nonblack.
A culture of domination is anti-love. It requires violence to sustain itself. To
choose love is to go against the prevailing values of the culture. Many people feel
unable to love either themselves or others because they do not know what love is.
Contemporary songs like Tina Turner’s “What’s Love Got to Do with It” advocate a
system of exchange around desire, mirroring the economics of capitalism: the idea
that love is important is mocked. In his essay “Love and Need: Is Love a Package
or a Message?” Thomas Merton argues that we are taught within the framework
of competitive consumer capitalism to see love as a business deal: “This concept
of love assumes that the machinery of buying and selling of needs is what makes
everything run. It regards life as a market and love as a variation on free enter-

prise.” Though many folks recognize and critique the commercialization of love,
they see no alternative. Not knowing how to love or even what love is, many people
feel emotionally lost; others search for definitions, for ways to sustain a love ethic
in a culture that negates human value and valorizes materialism.
The sales of books focusing on recovery, books that seek to teach folks ways
to improve self-esteem, self-love, and our ability to be intimate in relationships,
affirm that there is public awareness of a lack in most people’s lives. M. Scott
Peck’s self-help book The Road Less Traveled is enormously popular because it
addresses that lack.
Peck offers a working definition for love that is useful for those of us who
would like to make a love ethic the core of all human interaction. He defines love
as “the will to extend one’s self for the purpose of nurturing one’s own or another’s
spiritual growth.” Commenting on prevailing cultural attitudes about love, Peck
writes:
Everyone in our culture desires to some extent to be loving, yet many are in fact
not loving. I therefore conclude that the desire to love is not itself love. Love is as
love does. Love is an act of will—namely both an intention and an action. Will also
implies choice. We do not have to love. We choose to love.

His words echo Martin Luther King’s declaration, “I have decided to love,” which
also emphasizes choice. King believed that love is “ultimately the only answer” to
the problems facing this nation and the entire planet. I share that belief and the
conviction that it is in choosing love, and beginning with love as the ethical foundation for politics, that we are best positioned to transform society in ways that
enhance the collective good.
It is truly amazing that King had the courage to speak as much as he did about
the transformative power of love in a culture where such talk is often seen as
merely sentimental. In progressive political circles, to speak of love is to guarantee
that one will be dismissed or considered naive. But outside those circles there are
many people who openly acknowledge that they are consumed by feelings of selfhatred, who feel worthless, who want a way out. Often they are too trapped by paralyzing despair to be able to engage effectively in any movement for social change.
However, if the leaders of such movements refuse to address the anguish and pain
of their lives, they will never be motivated to consider personal and political recovery. Any political movement that can effectively address these needs of the spirit in
the context of liberation struggle will succeed.
In the past, most folks both learned about and tended the needs of the spirit in
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the context of religious experience. The institutionalization and commercialization
of the church has undermined the power of religious community to transform
souls, to intervene politically. Commenting on the collective sense of spiritual loss
in modern society, Cornel West asserts:
There is a pervasive impoverishment of the spirit in American society, and especially
among Black people. Historically, there have been cultural forces and traditions,
like the church, that held cold-heartedness and mean-spiritedness at bay. However,
today’s impoverishment of the spirit means that this coldness and meanness is
becoming more and more pervasive. The church kept these forces at bay by promoting a sense of respect for others, a sense of solidarity, a sense of meaning and value
which would usher in the strength to battle against evil.

Life-sustaining political communities can provide a similar space for the renewal of
the spirit. That can happen only if we address the needs of the spirit in progressive
political theory and practice.
Often when Cornel West and I speak with large groups of black folks about the
impoverishment of spirit in black life, the lovelessness, sharing that we can collectively recover ourselves in love, the response is overwhelming. Folks want to know
how to begin the practice of loving. For me that is where education for critical consciousness has to enter. When I look at my life, searching it for a blueprint that
aided me in the process of decolonization, of personal and political self-recovery, I
know that it was learning the truth about how systems of domination operate that
helped, learning to look both inward and outward with a critical eye. Awareness is
central to the process of love as the practice of freedom. Whenever those of us
who are members of exploited and oppressed groups dare to critically interrogate
our locations, the identities and allegiances that inform how we live our lives, we
begin the process of decolonization. If we discover in ourselves self-hatred, low
self-esteem, or internalized white supremacist thinking and we face it, we can
begin to heal. Acknowledging the truth of our reality, both individual and collective, is a necessary stage for personal and political growth. This is usually the most
painful stage in the process of learning to love—the one many of us seek to avoid.
Again, once we choose love, we instinctively possess the inner resources to confront that pain. Moving through the pain to the other side we find the joy, the freedom of spirit that a love ethic brings.
Choosing love we also choose to live in community, and that means that we do
not have to change by ourselves. We can count on critical affirmation and dialogue
with comrades walking a similar path. African American theologian Howard Thur-

man believed that we best learn love as the practice of freedom in the context of
community. Commenting on this aspect of his work in the essay “Spirituality out
on the Deep,” Luther Smith reminds us that Thurman felt the United States was
given to diverse groups of people by the universal life force as a location for the
building of community. Paraphrasing Thurman, he writes: “Truth becomes true in
community. The social order hungers for a center (i.e. spirit, soul) that gives it
identity, power, and purpose. America, and all cultural entities, are in search of a
soul.” Working within community, whether it be sharing a project with another
person, or with a larger group, we are able to experience joy in struggle. That joy
needs to be documented. For if we only focus on the pain, the difficulties which
are surely real in any process of transformation, we only show a partial picture.
A love ethic emphasizes the importance of service to others. Within the value
system of the United States any task or job that is related to “service” is devalued.
Service strengthens our capacity to know compassion and deepens our insight. To
serve another I cannot see them as an object, I must see their subjecthood. Sharing the teaching of Shambala warriors, Buddhist Joanna Macy writes that we need
weapons of compassion and insight.
You have to have compassion because it gives you the juice, the power, the passion
to move. When you open to the pain of the world you move, you act. But that weapon
is not enough. It can burn you out, so you need the other—you need insight into the
radical interdependence of all phenomena. With that wisdom you know that it is not
a battle between good guys and bad guys, but that the line between good and evil
runs through the landscape of every human heart. With insight into our profound
interrelatedness, you know that actions undertaken with pure intent have repercussions throughout the web of life, beyond what you can measure or discern.

Macy shares that compassion and insight can “sustain us as agents of wholesome
change” for they are “gifts for us to claim now in the healing of our world.” In part,
we learn to love by giving service. This is again a dimension of what Peck means
when he speaks of extending ourselves for another.
The civil rights movement had the power to transform society because the individuals who struggle alone and in community for freedom and justice wanted these
gifts to be for all, not just the suffering and the oppressed. Visionary black leaders
such as Septima Clark, Fannie Lou Hamer, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Howard
Thurman warned against isolationism. They encouraged black people to look
beyond our own circumstances and assume responsibility for the planet. This call
for communion with a world beyond the self, the tribe, the race, the nation, was a
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constant invitation for personal expansion and growth. When masses of black folks
starting thinking solely in terms of “us and them,” internalizing the value system
of white supremacist capitalist patriarchy, blind spots developed, the capacity
for empathy needed for the building of community was diminished. To heal our
wounded body politic we must reaffirm our commitment to a vision of what King
referred to in the essay “Facing the Challenge of a New Age” as a genuine commitment to “freedom and justice for all.” My heart is uplifted when I read King’s
essay; I am reminded where true liberation leads us. It leads us beyond resistance
to transformation. King tells us that “the end is reconciliation, the end is redemption, the end is the creation of the beloved community.” The moment we choose
to love we begin to move against domination, against oppression. The moment we
choose to love we begin to move towards freedom, to act in ways that liberate ourselves and others. That action is the testimony of love as the practice of freedom.

1994

R ETIC E NCE

ALPH ON SO
LINGIS

Denken ist danken, Martin Heidegger wrote: thought is gratitude. Thanking consists in receiving with embracing hands what is given, holding it together, and
showing it to, sharing it with, others. Speaking and writing about what one has
seen, and experienced—what one has been given—can be thoughtful, can be
thankful. Thoughtful speaking and writing put forth the overall design and inner
force of the data—the given—detailing their aspects and inner relationships for
view, sharing them with others.
Thoughtfulness begins in opening one’s heart to what is given. It involves vulnerability and risk. Truth means seeing what exceeds the possibility of seeing, what
is intolerable to see, what exceeds the possibility of thinking, Georges Bataille
wrote. “And I would not know what is, what happens, if I did not know extreme
pleasure, if I did not know extreme pain!”1
In speaking one can put oneself forth, to counteract one’s sense of vulnerability. But in thoughtful speech one instead seeks only to offer to others what one
has been given to see. In thoughtful writing one loses sight of oneself, and one
writes not for a distinct person but for anyone. For a reader I am only a selfeffaced one who offers what has been given to see and to celebrate or suffer.
But gratitude—thoughtfulness—can also silence all talk.
It happens that in the night and the long loneliness of the mountains, the
desert, or the ice, the torments of your flesh move you to respond to a chance
encounter with another oblivion-seeker. You have no language in common, can
say nothing to one another. Someone without civic and urban identity, someone
denuded of her or his personal history, offers her or his body, abyss of unmarked
wounds and dark exhilarations. You abandon yourself to monstrous kisses and
caresses. You denude yourself and give yourself over to the strange passions of
a stranger; you give yourself over to the risks of strangling, rape, ill-treatment,
insults, cries of hatred, or unleashing of whole, deadly passions. You lose yourself in bestial and reptilian passions. You part without compensation or exaction.
You do not talk about it when you are again among those of your own language.

How is it that the most intense voluptuous pleasures we are given induce in us
reticence and silence? When it is not a stranger but someone you can communicate
with very well, indeed someone you live with, who gives you most totally his or her
voluptuous body, talk then too is silenced.
Of course words are common words, fashioned not for particular realities but
for the general and recurrent lines of things and events. Yet it is not in words that
we speak but in phrases and sentences, and one would be hard pressed to find, in
a year of newspapers or a year of recorded conversation, any thoughtful sentence
repeated. Of course we designate things so roughly, while Faulkner delineates out
of the vast resources of his vocabulary the precise contours of an event or feeling. But so often the briefest expression—“O wow!”—expresses what is wondrous
before us while the most loquacious description turns into an exhibition of the wit
and verbal virtuosity of the speaker.
Writers take language seriously; indeed language is serious, though its seriousness can be broken by laughter. Writers call what they do work. Perhaps they only
mean to suggest that they earn their wages as much as engineers or construction
laborers. Yet language has an inner kinship to work. Work is the progressive and
sequential expenditure of energy for the sake of a goal, a product, a future. Language formulates our experience in successive units, in words and phrases, which
shape time into sequential moments. The speech or writing that aims to make
sense of some experience puts it into a context, evaluates it, formulates what good
it is or how it might be put to use. The words do not end with a formulation and
say of it that it is of no use, that nothing follows from it. The sentence calls for a
sequel, another sentence that qualifies it, that justifies it or supplies evidence for
it, that builds on it, that draws out a consequence, a conclusion, that evokes an
objection to it. The next sentence it invokes and requires will make use of it. In
addition, every utterance also depends for its meaning on the prior utterances, and
holds on to them. Nothing is lost. Language, like work, is acquisition, appropriation, possession.
But is not experience itself appropriation? To experience something is not
simply for a succession of sensory patterns to drift by. Our look goes out toward
something appearing in the environment and sets it in a relationship with ourselves. We will use it to find other things, or we will hold on to it, keep it in mind
for future use.
But there are experiences in which the intentions and designs on things we have
formed are effaced. We embrace and give ourselves over to what is given. We go

out West just to contemplate the inhuman grandeur of the Grand Canyon. We go to
sail the oceans, to dive the coral seas. We run off cliffs to paraglide the winds. We
go to California just to see the giant sequoias. They make us stand tall and we open
our hearts to them.
The grandeur of the giant sequoias diminishes our sense of ourselves; especially
it renders derisory and shameful any initiatives we could conceive to subordinate
the trees to our uses. The future that we project before us to furnish with our goals
and to give purpose and meaning to the things within reach, our future, fades away
before the formidable presence of the sequoias. The past too, which contains the
decisions and resolutions that organize our dedication to the tasks at hand, disconnects. Even the preparations and plans for our trip to California to see the sequoias,
all the arrangements that have to be made, the weariness of hundreds of miles of
driving—all that sinks into insignificance and is gone. We find ourselves adrift in
the present, soaring. However wearying is our trek in the mountains where they
silently ascend to the skies, it is the opposite of labor. And all the notions and information we have accumulated about them dissipate before the skybound materiality
of their presence. Such moments are ephemeral. When we leave their presence, we
cannot reinstate it in a representation. Our visit has taken nothing from them.
In the embrace of a stranger one is no longer a professor, a virile and self-determined agent, one is infantile, being babied, one is a lusty and anonymous animal.
In voluptuous transport one forgets oneself, loses sight of one’s reputation, one’s
good name, one’s dignity, one’s identity, one’s very body that is no longer one’s own,
moved by another, given to another. One learns nothing in voluptuous ravishments,
takes nothing from them, one wastes time. The present swoons in on itself, intensifies and consumes itself. These experiences do not build on one another; the craving
to lose oneself in orgasmic exultation is a repetition compulsion.
Rousing up things to do, to fix, to accomplish, to achieve dissipates these experiences. But these experiences also disconnect those agitations, those initiatives.
Starting up a verbalization—asking oneself what is going on, what good it is and
how good, what it means—already dissipates the ecstasy of the present. The most
intense joys we are given empty the mind, extinguish the ego, and silence the
greedy work of words. If decades later I happen to meet again the now-old woman
or old man whom I met by chance and made love with long ago, we shall remember
together those passionate transports as among the most wonderful gifts life gave
us. Seated together on the veranda as night comes again, the remembering will
silence us.
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Twenty-four hours a day television news channels double up foods, volcanic
explosions, earthquakes, battles in far-off countries, deaths of celebrities, and winnings at lotteries with photographic and verbal reports. Psychotherapists with their
notebooks and tape recorders; sociologists with their questionnaires; historians
sifting through acts of legislative bodies, court records, property assessments for
tax purposes, and sales reports; and chroniclers of sports events and local news in
newspapers prolong all significant events in individual and collective histories with
reports and commentary. This frenetic production of language inevitably makes
everything available for use: civil unrest in remote lands will be noted by corporate
investors, the obituary columns will be read by funeral directors and estate lawyers,
archaeological discoveries of incomplete skeletons of unknown humans dead ten
thousand years ago will attract the attention of the tourism industry.
Yet the extreme experiences, the events for which we are most grateful, are harbored by silence.
This silence is not empty; in it lacks and wants are overfilled by gratitude. Gratitude is generous. We shall want to lead others to these oases of welcome, others
we shall never know and from whom we can expect nothing in return. We shall have
to tell them how to prepare and plan for their trip to California to see the sequoias,
help them with all the arrangements that have to be made, and laugh over, so that
they laugh over, the weariness of hundreds of miles of driving. Truth means seeing
what exceeds the possibility of seeing, what is intolerable to see, what exceeds the
possibility of thinking.
2004

1. Bataille, Oeuvres complètes, 3:12, 10.

LA C O NCI E NC I A DE LA M E STI ZA
TOWARDS A NEW CON SCIOUSNESS

GLORIA
ANZALDÚA

Por la mujer de mi raza
hablará el espíritu.1

José Vasconcelos, Mexican philosopher, envisaged una raza mestiza, una mezcla
de razas afines, una raza de color—la pritnera raza sintesis del globo. He called it
a cosmic race, la raza cósmica, a fifth race embracing the four major races of the
world.2 Opposite to the theory of the pure Aryan, and to the policy of racial purity
that white America practices, his theory is one of inclusivity. At the confluence of
two or more genetic streams, with chromosomes constantly “crossing over,” this
mixture of races, rather than resulting in an inferior being, provides hybrid progeny, a mutable, more malleable species with a rich gene pool. From this racial,
ideological, cultural and biological crosspollinization, an “alien” consciousness is
presently in the making—a new mestiza consciousness, una conciencia de mujer.
lt is a consciousness of the Borderlands.

UNA LUCHA DE FRONTERAS /
A STRUGGLE OF BORDERS
Because I, a mestiza,
continually walk out of one culture
and into another,
because I am in all cultures at the same time,
alma entre dos mundos, tres, cuatro,
me zumba la cabeza con lo contradictorio.
Estoy norteada por todas las voces que me hablan
simultáneamente.

The ambivalence from the clash of voices results in mental and emotional states of
perplexity. Internal strife results in insecurity and indecisiveness. The mestiza’s
dual or multiple personality is plagued by psychic restlessness.
In a constant state of mental nepantilism, an Aztec word meaning torn between

ways, la mestiza is a product of the transfer of the cultural and spiritual values
of one group to another. Being tricultural, monolingual, bilingual, or multilingual,
speaking a patois, and in a state of perpetual transition, the mestiza faces the
dilemma of the mixed breed: which collectivity does the daughter of a darkskinned
mother listen to?
El choque de un alma atrapado entre el mundo del espíritu y el mundo de la técnica a veces la deja entullada. Cradled in one culture, sandwiched between two cultures, straddling all three cultures and their value systems, la mestiza undergoes a
struggle of flesh, a struggle of borders, an inner war. Like all people, we perceive
the version of reality that our culture communicates. Like others having or living
in more than one culture, we get multiple, often opposing messages. The coming
together of two self-consistent but habitually incompatible frames of reference3
causes un choque, a cultural collision.
Within us and within la cultura chicana, commonly held beliefs of the white culture attack commonly held beliefs of the Mexican culture, and both attack commonly held beliefs of the indigenous culture. Subconsciously, we see an attack on
ourselves and our beliefs as a threat and we attempt to block with a counterstance.
But it is not enough to stand on the opposite river bank, shouting questions,
challenging patriarchal, white conventions. A counterstance locks one into a duel
of oppressor and oppressed; locked in mortal combat, like the cop and the criminal, both are reduced to a common denominator of violence. The counterstance
refutes the dominant culture’s views and beliefs, and, for this, it is proudly defiant.
All reaction is limited by, and dependent on, what it is reacting against. Because
the counterstance stems from a problem with authority—outer as well as inner—
it’s a step towards liberation from cultural domination. But it is not a way of life.
At some point, on our way to a new consciousness, we will have to leave the opposite bank, the split between the two mortal combatants somehow healed so that
we are on both shores at once and, at once, see through serpent and eagle eyes.
Or perhaps we will decide to disengage from the dominant culture, write it off altogether as a lost cause, and cross the border into a wholly new and separate territory. Or we might go another route. The possibilities are numerous once we decide
to act and not react.

A TOLERANCE FOR AM BIG UITY
These numerous possibilities leave la mestiza floundering in uncharted seas. In
perceiving conflicting information and points of view, she is subjected to a swamping of her psychological borders. She has discovered that she can’t hold concepts

or ideas in rigid boundaries. The borders and walls that are supposed to keep the
undesirable ideas out are entrenched habits and patterns of behavior; these habits
and patterns are the enemy within. Rigidity means death. Only by remaining flexible is she able to stretch the psyche horizontally and vertically. La mestiza constantly has to shift out of habitual formations; from convergent thinking, analytical reasoning that tends to use rationality to move toward a single goal (a Western
mode), to divergent thinking,4 characterized by movement away from set patterns
and goals and toward a more whole perspective, one that includes rather than
excludes.
The new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for contradictions, a tolerance
for ambiguity. She learns to be an Indian in Mexican culture, to be Mexican from
an Anglo point of view. She learns to juggle cultures. She has a plural personality,
she operates in a pluralistic mode—nothing is thrust out, the good the bad and the
ugly, nothing rejected, nothing abandoned. Not only does she sustain contradictions, she turns the ambivalence into something else.
She can be jarred out of ambivalence by an intense, and often painful, emotional event which inverts or resolves the ambivalence. I’m not sure exactly how.
The work takes place underground—subconsciously. It is work that the soul performs. That focal point or fulcrum, that juncture where the mestiza stands, is
where phenomena tend to collide. It is where the possibility of uniting all that
is separate occurs. This assembly is not one where severed or separated pieces
merely come together. Nor is it a balancing of opposing powers. In attempting to
work out a synthesis, the self has added a third element which is greater than the
sum of its severed parts. That third element is a new consciousness—a mestiza
consciousness—and though it is a source of intense pain, its energy comes from
continual creative motion that keeps breaking down the unitary aspect of each
new paradigm.
En unas pocas centurias, the future will belong to the mestiza. Because the
future depends on the breaking down of paradigms, it depends on the straddling
of two or more cultures. By creating a new mythos—that is, a change in the way
we perceive reality, the way we see ourselves, and the ways we behave—la mestiza
creates a new consciousness.
The work of mestiza consciousness is to break down the subject-object duality
that keeps her a prisoner and to show in the flesh and through the images in her
work how duality is transcended. The answer to the problem between the white
race and the colored, between males and females, lies in healing the split that orig-
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inates in the very foundation of our lives, our culture, our languages, our thoughts.
A massive uprooting of dualistic thinking in the individual and collective consciousness is the beginning of a long struggle, but one that could, in our best
hopes, bring us to the end of rape, of violence, of war.

L A E N C R U C I J A D A / THE CROSSROA DS
A chicken is being sacrificed
at a crossroads, a simple mound of earth
a mud shrine for Eshu,
Yoruba god of indeterminacy,
who blesses her choice of path.
She begins her journey.

Su cuerpo es una bocacalle. La mestiza has gone from being the sacrificial goat to
becoming the officiating priestess at the crossroads.

As a mestiza I have no country, my homeland cast me out; yet all countries are
mine because I am every woman’s sister or potential lover. (As a lesbian I have no
race, my own people disclaim me; but I am all races because there is the queer of
me in all races.) I am cultureless because, as a feminist, I challenge the collective
cultural/religious male-derived beliefs of Indo-Hispanics and Anglos; yet I am cultured because I am participating in the creation of yet another culture, a new story
to explain the world and our participation in it, a new value system with images
and symbols that connect us to each other and to the planet. Soy un amasamiento,
I am an act of kneading, of uniting and joining that not only has produced both
a creature of darkness and a creature of light, but also a creature that questions
the definitions of light and dark and gives them new meanings.
We are the people who leap in the dark, we are the people on the knees of the
gods. In our very flesh, (r)evolution works out the clash of cultures. It makes us
crazy constantly, but if the center holds, we’ve made some kind of evolutionary
step forward. Nuestra alma el trabajo, the opus, the great alchemical work; spiritual mestizaje, a “morphogenesis,”5 an inevitable unfolding. We have become the
quickening serpent movement.

Indigenous like corn, like corn, the mestiza is a product of crossbreeding, designed
for preservation under a variety of conditions. Like an ear of corn—a female seed-

bearing organ—the mestiza is tenacious, tightly wrapped in the husks of her culture. Like kernels she clings to the cob; with thick stalks and strong brace roots,
she holds tight to the earth—she will survive the crossroads.

Lavando y remojando el maíz en agua de cal, despojando el pellejo. Moliendo,
mixteando, amasando, haciendo tortillas de masa.6 She steeps the corn in lime,
it swells, softens. With stone roller on metate, she grinds the corn, then grinds
again. She kneads and moulds the dough, pats the round balls into tortillas.

We are the porous rock in the stone metate
squatting on the ground.
We are the rolling pin, el maíz y agua,
la masa harina. Somos el amasijo.
Somos lo molido en el metate.
We are tlne comal sizzling hot,
the hot tortilla, the hungry mouth.
We are the coarse rock.
We are the grinding motion,
the mixed potion, somos el molcajete.
We are the pestle, the comino, ajo, pimienta,
We are thie chile colorado,
the green shoot that cracks the rock.
We will abide.

E L C A M I N O D E L A M E S T I Z A / THE MESTIZA WAY
Caught between the sudden contraction, the breath sucked in and the endless
space, the brown woman stands still, looks at the sky. She decides to go down, digging her way along the roots of trees. Sifting through the bones, she shakes them
to see if there is any marrow in them. Then, touching the dirt to her forehead, to
her tongue, she takes a few bones, leaves the rest in their burial place.
She goes through her backpack, keeps her journal and address book, throws
away the MUNI-BART metromaps. The coins are heavy and they go next, then
the greenbacks flutter through the air. She keeps her knife, can opener and eyebrow pencil. She puts bones, pieces of bark, hierbas, eagle feather, snakeskin,
tape recorder, the rattle and drum in her pack and she sets out to become the
complete tolteca.
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Her first step is to take inventory. Despojando, desgranando, quitando paja. Just
what did she inherit from her ancestors? This weight on her back—which is the
baggage from the Indian mother, which the baggage from the Spanish father,
which the baggage from the Anglo?
Pero es difícil differentiating between lo heredado, lo adquirido, lo impuesto.
She puts history through a sieve, winnows out the lies, looks at the forces that we
as a race, as women, have been a part of. Luego bota lo que no vale, los desmientos,
los desencuentos, el embrutecimiento. Aguarda el juicio, hondo y enraízado, de la
gente antigua. This step is a conscious rupture with all oppressive traditions of
all cultures and religions. She communicates that rupture, documents the struggle. She reinterprets history and, using new symbols, she shapes new myths. She
adopts new perspectives toward the darkskinned, women and queers. She strengthens her tolerance (and intolerance) for ambiguity. She is willing to share, to make
herself vulnerable to foreign ways of seeing and thinking. She surrenders all
notions of safety, of the familiar. Deconstruct, construct. She becomes a nahual,
able to transform herself into a tree, a coyote, into another person. She learns to
transform the small “I” into the total Self. Se hace moldeadora de su alma. Según
la concepción que tiene de sí misma, así será.

QUE NO SE NOS OLVIDEN LOS HOMBRES
Tú no sirves pa’ nada—
you’re good for nothing.
Eres pura vieja.

“You’re nothing but a woman” means you are defective. Its opposite is to be un
macho. The modern meaning of the word “machismo,” as well as the concept, is
actually an Anglo invention. For men like my father, being “macho” meant being
strong enough to protect and support my mother and us, yet being able to show
love. Today’s macho has doubts about his ability to feed and protect his family. His
“machismo” is an adaptation to oppression and poverty and low self-esteem. It is
the result of hierarchical male dominance. The Anglo, feeling inadequate and inferior and powerless, displaces or transfers these feelings to the Chicano by shaming
him. In the Gringo world, the Chicano suffers from excessive humility and selfeffacement, shame of self and self-deprecation. Around Latinos he suffers from a
sense of language inadequacy and its accompanying discomfort; with Native Americans he suffers from a racial amnesia which ignores our common blood, and from

guilt because the Spanish part of him took their land and oppressed them. He has
an excessive compensatory hubris when around Mexicans from the other side. It
overlays a deep sense of racial shame.
The loss of a sense of dignity and respect in the macho breeds a false machismo
which leads him to put down women and even to brutalize them. Coexisting with
his sexist behavior is a love for the mother which takes precedence over that of all
others. Devoted son, macho pig. To wash down the shame of his acts, of his very
being, and to handle the brute in the mirror, he takes to the bottle, the snort, the
needle, and the fist.

Though we “understand” the root causes of male hatred and fear, and the subsequent wounding of women, we do not excuse, we do not condone, and we will
no longer put up with it. From the men of our race, we demand the admission/
acknowledgment/disclosure/testimony that they wound us, violate us, are afraid
of us and of our power. We need them to say they will begin to eliminate their hurtful put-down ways. But more than the words, we demand acts. We say to them:
We will develop equal power with you and those who have shamed us.
It is imperative that mestizas support each other in changing the sexist elements in Mexican-Indian culture. As long as woman is put down, the Indian and
the Black in all of us is put down. The struggle of the mestiza is above all a feminist one. As long as los hombres think they have to chingar mujeres and each other
to be men, as long as men are taught that they are superior and therefore culturally
favored over la mujer, as long as to be a vieja is a thing of derision, there can be no
real healing of our psyches. We’re halfway there—we have such love of the Mother,
the good mother. The first step is to unlearn the puta/virgen dichotomy and to see
Coatlalopeuh-Coatlicue in the Mother, Guadalupe.
Tenderness, a sign of vulnerability, is so feared that it is showered on women
with verbal abuse and blows. Men, even more than women, are fettered to gender
roles. Women at least have had the guts to break out of bondage. Only gay men
have had the courage to expose themselves to the woman inside them and to challenge the current masculinity. I’ve encountered a few scattered and isolated gentle
straight men, the beginnings of a new breed, but they are confused, and entangled
with sexist behaviors that they have not been able to eradicate. We need a new
masculinity and the new man needs a movement.

Lumping the males who deviate from the general norm with man, the oppressor, is
a gross injustice. Asombra pensar que nos hemos quedado en ese pozo oscuro donde
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el mundo encierra a las lesbianas. Asombra pensar que hemos, como femenistas y
lesbianas, cerrado nuestros corazónes a los hombres, a nuestros hermanos los jotos,
desheredados y marginales como nosotros. Being the supreme crossers of cultures,
homosexuals have strong bonds with the queer white, Black, Asian, Native American, Latino, and with the queer in Italy, Australia and the rest of the planet. We
come from all colors, all classes, all races, all time periods. Our role is to link people
with each other—the Blacks with Jews with Indians with Asians with whites with
extraterrestrials. It is to transfer ideas and information from one culture to another.
Colored homosexuals have more knowledge of other cultures; have always been at
the forefront (although sometimes in the closet) of all liberation struggles in this
country; have suffered more injustices and have survived them despite all odds. Chicanos need to acknowledge the political and artistic contributions of their queer.
People, listen to what your jotería is saying.
The mestizo and the queer exist at this time and point on the evolutionary continuum for a purpose. We are a blending that proves that all blood is intricately
woven together, and that we are spawned out of similar souls.

SOMOS UNA GENTE
Hay tantísimas fronteras
que diuiden a la gente,
pero por cada frontera
existe también un puente.
—Gina Valdés 7

Divided Loyalties. Many women and men of color do not want to have any dealings
with white people. It takes too much time and energy to explain to the downwardly
mobile, white middle-class women that it’s okay for us to want to own “possessions,” never having had any nice furniture on our dirt floors or “luxuries” like washing machines. Many feel that whites should help their own people rid themselves of
race hatred and fear first. I, for one, choose to use some of my energy to serve as
mediator. I think we need to allow whites to be our allies. Through our literature,
art, corridos, and folktales we must share our history with them so when they set
up committees to help Big Mountain Navajos or the Chicano farmworkers or los
Nicaragüenses they won’t turn people away because of their racial fears and ignorances. They will come to see that they are not helping us but following our lead.
Individually, but also as a racial entity, we need to voice our needs. We need to
say to white society: We need you to accept the fact that Chicanos are different,

to acknowledge your rejection and negation of us. We need you to own the fact
that you looked upon us as less than human, that you stole our lands, our personhood, our self-respect. We need you to make public restitution: to say that, to
compensate for your own sense of defectiveness, you strive for power over us, you
erase our history and our experience because it makes you feel guilty—you’d rather
forget your brutish acts. To say you’ve split yourself from minority groups, that you
disown us, that your dual consciousness splits off parts of yourself, transferring
the “negative” parts onto us. (Where there is persecution of minorities, there is
shadow projection. Where there is violence and war there is repression of shadow.)
To say that you are afraid of us, that to put distance between us, you wear the
mask of contempt. Admit that Mexico is your double, that she exists in the shadow
of this country, that we are irrevocably tied to her. Gringo, accept the doppelgänger
in your psyche. By taking back your collective shadow the intracultural split will
heal. And finally, tell us what you need from us.

BY YOUR TRUE FACES WE WILL KNOW YOU
I am visible—see this Indian face—yet I am invisible. I both blind them with my
beak nose and am their blind spot. But I exist, we exist. They’d like to think I have
melted in the pot. But I haven’t, we haven’t.

The dominant white culture is killing us slowly with its ignorance. By taking away
our self-determination, it has made us weak and empty. As a people we have resisted and we have taken expedient positions, but we have never been allowed to
develop unencumbered—we have never been allowed to be fully ourselves. The
whites in power want us people of color to barricade ourselves behind our separate
tribal walls so they can pick us off one at a time with their hidden weapons; so they
can whitewash and distort history. Ignorance splits people, creates prejudices.
A misinformed people is a subjugated people.
Before the Chicano and the undocumented worker and the Mexican from the
other side can come together, before the Chicano can have unity with Native Americans and other groups, we need to know the history of their struggle and they
need to know ours. Our mothers, our sisters and brothers, the guys who hang out
on street corners, the children in the playgrounds, each of us must know our
Indian lineage, our afro-mestizaje, our history of resistance.
To the immigrant mexicano and the recent arrivals we must teach our history.
The 80 million mexicanos and the Latinos from Central and South America must
know of our struggles. Each one of us must know basic facts about Nicaragua,
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Chile and the rest of Latin America. The Latinoist movement (Chicanos, Puerto
Ricans, Cubans and other Spanish-speaking people working together to combat
racial discrimination in the marketplace) is good but it is not enough. Other than
a common culture we will have nothing to hold us together. We need to meet on a
broader communal ground.

The struggle is inner: Chicano, indio, American Indian, mojado, mexicano, immigrant Latino, Anglo in power, working-class Anglo, Black, Asian—our psyches
resemble the bordertowns and are populated by the same people. The struggle has
always been inner, and is played out in the outer terrains. Awareness of our situation must come before inner changes, which in turn come before changes in society. Nothing happens in the “real” world unless it first happens in the images in
our heads.

EL DÍA DE LA CHICANA
I will not be shamed again
Nor will I shame myself.

I am possessed by a vision: that we Chicanas and Chicanos have taken back or
uncovered our true faces, our dignity and self-respect. It’s a validation vision.
Seeing the Chicana anew in light of her history. I seek an exoneration, a seeing
through the fictions of white supremacy, a seeing of ourselves in our true guises
and not as the false racial personality that has been given to us and that we have
given to ourselves. I seek our woman’s face, our true features, the positive and the
negative seen clearly, free of the tainted biases of male dominance. I seek new
images of identity, new beliefs about ourselves, our humanity and worth no longer
in question.

Estamos viviendo en la noche de la Raza, un tiempo cuando el trabajo se hace a lo
quieto, en lo oscuro. El día cuando aceptamos tal y como somos y para donde vamos
y porque—ese día será el día de la Raza. Yo tengo el conpromiso de expresar mi
visión, mi sensibilidad, mi percepción de la revalidación de la gente mexicana, su
mérito, estimación, honra, aprecio, y validez.

On December 2nd when my sun goes into my first house, I celebrate el día de la
Chicana y el Chicano. On that day I clean my altars, light my Coatlalopeuh candle,
burn sage and copal, take el baño para espantar basura, sweep my house. On that

day I bare my soul, make myself vulnerable to friends and family by expressing my
feelings. On that day I affirm who we are.
On that day I look inside our conflicts and our basic introverted racial temperament. I identify our needs, voice them. I acknowledge that the self and the race
have been wounded. I recognize the need to take care of our personhood, of our
racial self. On that day I gather the splintered and disowned parts of la gente mexicana and hold them in my arms. Todas las partes de nosotros valen.
On that day I say, “Yes, all you people wound us when you reject us. Rejection
strips us of self-worth; our vulnerability exposes us to shame. It is our innate identity you find wanting. We are ashamed that we need your good opinion, that we
need your acceptance. We can no longer camouflage our needs, can no longer let
defenses and fences sprout around us. We can no longer withdraw. To rage and
look upon you with contempt is to rage and be contemptuous of ourselves. We can
no longer blame you, nor disown the white parts, the male parts, the pathological
parts, the queer parts, the vulnerable parts. Here we are weaponless with open
arms, with only our magic. Let’s try it our way, the mestiza way, the Chicana way,
the woman way.”
On that day, I search for our essential dignity as a people, a people with a sense
of purpose—to belong and contribute to something greater than our pueblo. On
that day I seek to recover and reshape my spiritual identity. ¡Animate! Raza, a celebrar el día de la Chicana.

EL RETORNO
All movements are accomplished in six stages,
and the seventh brings return. —I Ching 8

Tanto tiempo sin verte casa mía,
mi cuna, mi hondo nido de la huerta.
—“Soledad” 9

I stand at the river, watch the curving, twisting serpent, a serpent nailed to the
fence where the mouth of the Rio Grande empties into the Gulf.
I have come back. Tanto dolor me costó el alejamiento. I shade my eyes and look
up. The bone beak of a hawk slowly circling over me, checking me out as potential
carrion. In its wake a little bird flickering its wings, swimming sporadically like a
fish. In the distance the expressway and the slough of traffic like an irritated sow.
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The sudden pull in my gut, la tierra, los aguaceros. My land, el viento soplando la
arena, el lagartijo debajo de un nopalito. Me acuerdo como era antes. Una región
desértica de vasta llanuras, costeras de baja altura, de escasa lluvia, de chaparrales
formados por mesquites y huizaches. If I look real hard I can almost see the Spanish fathers who were called “the cavalry of Christ” enter this valley riding their
burros, see the clash of cultures commence.

Tierra natal. This is home, the small towns in the Valley, los pueblitos with chicken
pens and goats picketed to mesquite shrubs. En las colonias on the other side of
the tracks, junk cars line the front yards of hot pink and lavender-trimmed houses
—Chicano architecture we call it, self-consciously. I have missed the TV shows
where hosts speak in half and half, and where awards are given in the category
of Tex-Mex music. I have missed the Mexican cemeteries blooming with artificial
flowers, the fields of aloe vera and red pepper, rows of sugar cane, of corn hanging
on the stalks, the cloud of polvareda in the dirt roads behind a speeding pickup
truck, el sabor de tamales de rez y venado. I have missed la yegua colorada gnawing
the wooden gate of her stall, the smell of horse flesh from Carito’s corrals. Hecho
menos las noches calientes sin aire, noches de linternas y lechuzas making holes in
the night.

I still feel the old despair when I look at the unpainted, dilapidated, scrap lumber
houses consisting mostly of corrugated aluminum. Some of the poorest people in
the U.S. live in the Lower Rio Grande Valley, an arid and semi-arid land of irrigated
farming, intense sunlight and heat, citrus groves next to chaparral and cactus. I
walk through the elementary school I attended so long ago, that remained segregated until recently. I remember how the white teachers used to punish us for
being Mexican.
How I love this tragic valley of South Texas, as Ricardo Sánchez calls it; this
borderland between the Nueces and the Rio Grande. This land has survived possession and ill-use by five countries: Spain, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the U.S.,
the Confederacy, and the U.S. again. It has survived Anglo-Mexican blood feuds,
lynchings, burnings, rapes, pillage.
Today I see the Valley still struggling to survive. Whether it does or not, it will
never be as I remember it. The borderlands depression that was set off by the
1982 peso devaluation in Mexico resulted in the closure of hundreds of valley businesses. Many people lost their homes, cars, land. Prior to 1982, U.S. store owners

thrived on retail sales to Mexicans who came across the border for groceries and
clothes and appliances. While goods on the U.S. side have become 10, 100, 1000
times more expensive for Mexican buyers, goods on the Mexican side have become
10, 100, 1000 times cheaper for Americans. Because the Valley is heavily dependent on agriculture and Mexican retail trade, it has the highest unemployment rates
along the entire border region; it is the Valley that has been hardest hit.10

“It’s been a bad year for corn,” my brother, Nune, says. As he talks, I remember my
father scanning the sky for a rain that would end the drought, looking up into the
sky, day after day, while the corn withered on its stalk. My father has been dead for
29 years, having worked himself to death. The life span of a Mexican farm laborer
is 56—he lived to be 38. It shocks me that I am older than he. I, too, search the sky
for rain. Like the ancients, I worship the rain god and the maize goddess, but unlike
my father I have recovered their names. Now for rain (irrigation) one offers not a
sacrifice of blood, but of money.
“Farming is in a bad way,” my brother says. “Two to three thousand small and
big farmers went bankrupt in this country last year. Six years ago the price of corn
was $8.00 per hundred pounds,” he goes on. “This year it is $3.90 per hundred
pounds.” And, I think to myself, after taking inflation into account, not planting
anything puts you ahead.

I walk out to the back yard, stare at los rosales de mamá. She wants me to help her
prune the rose bushes, dig out the carpet grass that is choking them. Mamagrande
Ramona también tenía rosales. Here every Mexican grows flowers. If they don’t
have a piece of dirt, they use car tires, jars, cans, shoe boxes. Roses are the Mexican’s favorite flower. I think, how symbolic—thorns and all.
Yes, the Chicano and Chicana have always taken care of growing things and the
land. Again I see the four of us kids getting off the school bus, changing into our
work clothes, walking into the field with Papi and Mami, all six of us bending to
the ground. Below our feet, under the earth lie the watermelon seeds. We cover
them with paper plates, putting terremotes on top of the plates to keep them
from being blown away by the wind. The paper plates keep the freeze away. Next
day or the next, we remove the plates, bare the tiny green shoots to the elements.
They survive and grow, give fruit hundreds of times the size of the seed. We water
them and hoe them. We harvest them. The vines dry, rot, are plowed under. Growth,
death, decay, birth. The soil prepared again and again, impregnated, worked on.
A constant changing of forms, renacimientos de la tierra madre.
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This land was Mexican once
was Indian always
and is.
And will be again.
1987

1. This is my own “take off” on José Vasconcelos’ idea. José Vasconcelos, La Raza Cósmica: Misión de la Raza lbero-Americana (México: Aguilar S.A. de Ediciones, 1961).
2. Vasconcelos.
3. Arthur Koestler termed this “bisociation.” Albert Rothenberg, The Creative Process in
Art, Science, and Other Fields (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), 12.
4. ln part, I derive my definitions for “convergent” and “divergent” thinking from Rothenberg, 12–13.
5. To borrow chemist llya Prigogine’s theory of “dissipative structures.” Prigogine discovered that substances interact not in predictable ways as it was taught in science, but in different and fluctuating ways to produce new and more complex structures, a kind of birth he
called “morphogenesis,” which created unpredictable innovations. Harold Gilliam, “Searching
for a New World View,” This World (January, 1981), 23.
6. Tortillas de masa harina: corn tortillas are of two types, the smooth uniform ones made
in a tortilla press and usually bought at a tortilla factory or supermarket, and gorditas, made
by mixing masa with lard or shortening or butter (my mother sometimes puts in bits of bacon
or chicharrones).
7. Gina Valdés, Puentes y Fronteras: Coplas Chicanas (Los Angeles, CA: Castle Lithograph,
1982), 2.
8. Richard Wilhelm, The I Ching or Book of Changes, trans. Cary F. Baynes (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1950), 98.
9. “Soledad” is sung by the group Haciendo Punto en Otro Son.
10. Out of the twenty-two border counties in the four border states, Hidalgo County
(named for Father Hidalgo who was shot in 1810 after instigating Mexico’s revolt against
Spanish rule under the banner of la Virgen de Guadalupe) is the most poverty-stricken county
in the nation as well as the largest home base (along with Imperial in California) for migrant
farmworkers. It was here that I was born and raised. I am amazed that both it and I have
survived.

LE TTER TO E R NE STO ZE DI LLO

SUBCOMAN DANTE
INSURGENTE
MARCOS

Mexico, December 7, 1996
For: Ernesto Zedillo Ponce de León
Los Pinos, Mexico, D.F.
Mister Zedillo,
It has been two years since 1994 when I wrote you a letter where I welcomed
you to the nightmare. Time has proven my reasoning correct and a series of circumstances have “democratized” the nightmare until it has become a reality for
millions of Mexicans. The obstinacy of continuing an absurd and criminal economic
model, in addition to the closure of spaces of political participation for all citizens,
have not only left unresolved the nightmare suffered by indigenous people but
have also generalized poverty, delinquency, and authoritarianism. Today there are
more and more poor Mexicans, and there are less but more rich Mexicans. Poor in
democracy and justice, the majority of Mexicans must choose between desperation
and hopelessness. But this is not why I am writing to you. I am writing in order to
respond to the message sent through the legislators of the Commission for Concordance and Pacification which you sent today.
We know you will receive many criticisms for having sent us a personal message. Many will tell you that, as head of the federal Executive branch, there is no
reason why you should personally communicate with an organization of rebel citizens. We refrain from criticizing it, and we also acknowledge it. We salute the fact
that the message you sent was not a threat or a message of war, but an acknowledgment of the transcendental significance of the constitutional reforms implied
in the resolution of indigenous issues. We acknowledge your need to take it under
advisement in order to secure it. You have asked us to understand the nature of
your doubts and fears, and to understand your need for time in order to clarify the
ones and dissipate the others. Our indigenous leaders agree to wait for that period
in order that the results be better and firmer.
I am sure that you understand that we distrust this new delay in the peace
process. We do so not only because your delegates always accuse us of drawing out
the negotiations and delaying the implementation of agreements. We do so, above

all, because we remember February 9, 1995. Days before, a message from you had
arrived in the hands of the then Secretary of the Interior, ratifying your will for
peace. But it was the prelude to the military and police offensive against us.
In response to our distrust, the legislators of Cocopa have insisted that you are
committed to avoiding any military or police offensive against us and to continue
on the path of dialogue. Is this so, Mister Zedillo? The legislators say you cannot
imagine federal soldiers persecuting and killing indigenous people. Well then, that
question should be asked of the indigenous of northern Chiapas. If this is so, this
protects 99% of the EZLN and we understand that the other one per cent of us
who are not indigenous, including myself, should rinse out our ski masks.
Another fear we harbor, unfounded surely, is that the time period will be used in
order to launch a media campaign against the agreements of San Andres. Already
the stupidity has occurred to someone to call the constitutional reforms elaborated
by the Cocopa tantamount to “balkanizing” the sovereignty of the nation, that they
grant “jurisdiction” to the indigenous, etcetera. You have sufficient money to purchase in cash, and not in small payments, intellect, voices and pens to lie to the
Nation. Will you do this, Mister Zedillo?
You are correct in pointing out that the constitutional reforms in indigenous
rights are fundamental ones and mark the future of this nation. Go ahead, take
it under advisement. Do not fear taking the historic step which we all await and
which will give great importance to the peace process in Mexico.
I believe that now it is clear that your men deceive you. They “disorient” you, as
we say over here. During the entire process of the dialogue and negotiation, you
have not had a real vision of what was happening. They have sought at all times to
benefit themselves by manipulating the conflict, drawing it out, throwing it into
crisis, deforming it. Yesterday they lied about the role of the Conai and today they
will attempt to slander the Cocopa. They do not care if the peace process fails or if
they provoke the beginning of the war. They are betting they can take your place in
that residence of Los Pinos. Today they provoked a new crisis, which was harmful
to the Cocopa, an entity to which you have given your trust, and they gained a new
delay in the arrival of peace. Mister Zedillo, who is to blame for this crisis and
these obstacles? What will you do so that these men are accountable?
We want to believe that your personal message, sent through the Cocopa, is also
a message that you are willing to take directly into your hands the solution to the
war in the Mexican southeast. If this is so, it would be best. Your men do not want
to resolve the conflict, they want to “administer” it in their own benefit and this
will not allow rapid and firm advances.

In regards to the constitutional reforms presented by the Cocopa, I only remind
you that this initiative is based on that which your government and our EZLN
signed as agreements. They do not represent our position, but they also do not represent that of the government. They synthesize reforms which your representatives
and ours signed as commitments. Upon accepting Cocopa’s initiative, we will honor
our word. Will you do the same, Mister Zedillo?
In regards to these constitutional reforms we have nothing more to add. The
negotiation table is mounted on top of the blood of our dead. Their death won us
the right to speak and to be listened to. Instead of saying only our word, we summoned some of the best men and women of this country, well-versed on the theme
of “Indigenous Rights and Culture.” Participants included lucid thinkers, great
indigenous leaders, renowned jurists, writers, painters, musicians, poets, specialists
in each of the topics, a rainbow of thinking in all. I know that you are not familiar
with the results of so much knowledge and creativity, but you may review the
materials and learn that they are very valuable.
The result was not a victor, but a fortune of creation, to which, and I mention
it in passing, the government representatives contributed little or nothing. All the
arguments are there and there is no point in repeating them.
We have no more to give. In this process there is reason, history and dignity. All
we can add is more blood. We still have a great deal of life to give. We are willing to
give up the blood of thousands of men and women so that the Mexican nation can
understand that it cannot be unconstitutional in regards to the debt it owes its
indigenous people. The nation must recognize them in its supreme law, and give
them the rightful place they deserve next to all other Mexicans.
Is more blood necessary, Mister Zedillo?
Ok. All best, and may reason and history be our advisors, not arrogance and
ignorance.
From the mountains of southeastern Mexico
Subcomandante Insurgente Marcos
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THE PRO BLE M W I TH PR I V I LE GE

ANDREA
SMITH

In my experience working with a multitude of anti-racist organizing projects over
the years, I frequently found myself participating in various workshops in which
participants were asked to reflect on their gender/race/sexuality/class/etc. privilege. These workshops had a bit of a self-help orientation to them: “I am so and so,
and I have x privilege.” It was never quite clear what the point of these confessions
were. It was not as if other participants did not know the confessor in question had
her/his proclaimed privilege. It did not appear that these individual confessions
actually led to any political projects to dismantle the structures of domination that
enabled their privilege. Rather, the confessions became the political project themselves. The benefits of these confessions seemed to be ephemeral. For the instant
the confession took place, those who do not have that privilege in daily life would
have a temporary position of power as the hearer of the confession who could
grant absolution and forgiveness. The sayer of the confession could then be
granted temporary forgiveness for her/his abuses of power and relief from white/
male/heterosexual/etc. guilt. Because of the perceived benefits of this ritual, there
was generally little critique of the fact that in the end, it primarily served to reinstantiate the structures of domination it was supposed to resist. One of the reasons there was little critique of this practice is that it bestowed cultural capital to
those who seemed to be the “most oppressed.” Those who had little privilege did
not have to confess and were in the position to be the judge of those who did have
privilege. Consequently, people aspired to be oppressed. Inevitably, those with
more privilege would develop new, heretofore-unknown forms of oppression from
which they suffered. “I may be white, but my best friend was a person of color,
which caused me to be oppressed when we played together.” Consequently, the
goal became not to actually end oppression but to be as oppressed as possible.
These rituals often substituted confession for political movement-building. And
despite the cultural capital that was, at least temporarily, bestowed to those who
seemed to be the most oppressed, these rituals ultimately reinstantiated the white
majority subject as the subject capable of self-reflexivity and the colonized/racialized subject as the occasion for self-reflexivity.

These rituals around self-reflexivity in the academy and in activist circles are not
without merit. They are informed by key insights into how the logics of domination
that structure the world also constitute who we are as subjects. Political projects
of transformation necessarily involve a fundamental reconstitution of ourselves as
well. However, for this process to work, individual transformation must occur concurrently with social and political transformation. That is, the undoing of privilege
occurs not by individuals confessing their privileges or trying to think themselves
into a new subject position, but through the creation of collective structures that
dismantle the systems that enable these privileges. The activist genealogies that
produced this response to racism and settler colonialism were not initially focused
on racism as a problem of individual prejudice. Rather, the purpose was for individuals to recognize how they were shaped by structural forms of oppression. However,
the response to structural racism became an individual one—individual confession
at the expense of collective action. Thus the question becomes, how would one collectivize individual transformation? Many organizing projects attempt and have
attempted to do precisely this, such Sisters in Action for Power, Sista II Sista,
Incite! Women of Color Against Violence, and Communities Against Rape and Abuse,
among many others. Rather than focus simply on one’s individual privilege, they
address privilege on an organizational level. For instance, they might assess—is
everyone who is invited to speak a college graduate? Are certain peoples always in
the limelight? Based on this assessment, they develop structures to address how
privilege is exercised collectively. For instance, anytime a person with a college
degree is invited to speak, they bring with them a co-speaker who does not have that
education level. They might develop mentoring and skills-sharing programs within
the group. To quote one of my activist mentors, Judy Vaughn, “You don’t think your
way into a different way of acting; you act your way into a different way of thinking.” Essentially, the current social structure conditions us to exercise what privileges we may have. If we want to undermine those privileges, we must change the
structures within which we live so that we become different peoples in the process.
This essay will explore the structuring logics of the politics of privilege. In particular, the logics of privilege rest on an individualized self that relies on the raw material of other beings to constitute itself. Although the confessing of privilege is
understood to be an anti-racist practice, it is ultimately a project premised on white
supremacy. Thus, organizing and intellectual projects that are questioning these politics of privilege are shifting the question from what privileges does a particular
subject have to what is the nature of the subject that claims to have privilege in the
first place.
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THE CONFESSING SU BJECT
My analysis is informed by the work of Denise DaSilva. She argues in Toward a
Global Idea of Race that the western subject understands itself as self-determining
through its ability to self-reflect, analyze and exercise power over others. The western subject knows that it is self-determining because it compares itself to “others”
who are not. In other words, I know who I am because I am not you. These “others” of course are racialized. The western subject is a universal subject who determines itself without being determined by others; the racialized subject is particular, but is supposed to aspire to be universal and self-determining.
Silva’s analysis thus critiques the presumption that the problem facing racialized and colonized peoples is that they have been “dehumanized.” Anti-racist intellectual and political projects are often premised on the notion that if people knew
us better, we too would be granted humanity. But, according to Silva, the fundamental issue that does not get addressed, is that “the human” is already a racial
project. It is a project that aspires to universality, a project that can only exist over
and against the particularity of “the other.”
Consequently, two problems result. First, those who are put in the position
of racialized and colonized others presume that liberation will ensue if they can
become self-determining subjects—in other words, if they can become fully
“human.” However, the humanity to which we aspire still depends on the continued
oppression of other racialized/colonized others. Thus, a liberation struggle that
does not question the terms by which humanity is understood becomes a liberation
struggle that depends on the oppression of others.
Silva’s analysis implies that “liberation” would require different selves that
understand themselves in radical relationality with all other peoples and things.
The goal then becomes not the mastery of anti-racist/anti-colonialist lingo but a
different self-understanding that sees one’s being as fundamentally constituted
through other beings. An example of the political enactment of this critique of
the western subject could be glimpsed at the 2008 World Social Forum, which I
attended. The indigenous peoples made a collective statement calling into question the issue of the nation-state. In addition to challenging capitalism, they called
on participants to imagine new forms of governance not based on a nation-state
model. They contended that the nation-state has not worked in the last 500 years,
so they suspected that it was not going to start working now. Instead, they called
for new forms of collectivities that were based on principles of interrelatedness,
mutuality and global responsibility. These new collectivities (nations, if you will, for
lack of a better world) would not be based on insular or exclusivist claims to a land

base; indeed they would reject the contention that land is a commodity that any
one group of people should be able to buy, control or own. Rather, these collectivities would be based on responsibility for and relationship with land.
But they suggested that these collectivities could not be formed without a radical change in what we perceived ourselves to be. That is, if we understand ourselves to be transparent, self-determining subjects, defining ourselves in opposition to who we are not, then the nations that will emerge from this sense of self
will be exclusivist and insular. However, if we understand ourselves as being fundamentally constituted through our relations with other beings and the land, then the
nations that emerge will also be inclusive and interconnected with each other.
Second, the assumption we have about liberation is that we will be granted
humanity if we can prove our worthiness. If people understood us better, they
would see we are “human” just like they are, and would grant us the status of
humanity. As a result, anti-racist activist and scholarly projects often become
trapped in ethnographic multiculturalism. Ironically, in order to prove our worthiness, we put ourselves in the position of being ethnographic objects so that the
white subject can judge our claims for humanity.
Rey Chow notes that within this position of ethnographic entrapment, the only
rhetorical position offered to the Native is that of the “protesting ethnic.” The posture to be assumed under the politics of recognition is the posture of complaint.
If we complain eloquently, the system will give us something. Building on Chow’s
work, this essay will explore how another posture that is created within this economy is the self-reflexive settler/white subject. This self-reflexive subject is frequently on display at various anti-racist venues in which the privileged subject
explains how much s/he learned about her complicity in settler colonialism and/or
white supremacy because of her exposure to Native peoples. A typical instance of
this will involve non-Native peoples who make presentations based on what they
“learned” while doing solidarity work with Native peoples in their field research/
solidarity work, etc. Complete with videos and slide shows, the presenters will
express the privilege with which they struggled. We will learn how they tried to
address the power imbalances between them and the peoples with which they studied or worked. We will learn how they struggled to gain their trust. Invariably, the
narrative begins with the presenters initially facing the distrust of the Natives
because of their settler/white privilege. But through perseverance and good intentions, the researchers overcome this distrust and earn the friendship of their
ethnographic objects. In these stories, of course, to evoke Gayatri Spivak, the subaltern does not speak. We do not hear what their theoretical analysis of their rela-
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tionship is. We do not hear about how they were organizing on their own before
they were saved/studied by these presenters.
Native peoples are not positioned as those who can engage in self-reflection;
they can only judge the worth of the confession. Consequently, the presenters of
these narratives often present very nervously. Did they speak to all their privileges?
Did they properly confess? Or will someone in the audience notice a mistake and
question whether they have in fact become a fully-developed anti-racist subject? In
that case, the subject would have to then engage in further acts of self-reflection
that require new confessions in the future.
Thus, borrowing from the work of Scott Morgensen and Hiram Perez, the confession of privilege, while claiming to be anti-racist and anti-colonial, is actually a
strategy that helps constitute the settler/white subject. In Morgensen’s analysis,
the settler subject constitutes itself through incorporation. Through this logic of
settlement, settlers become the rightful inheritors of all that was indigenous—
land, resources, indigenous spirituality, or culture. Thus, indigeneity is not necessarily framed as antagonistic to the settler subject; rather the Native is supposed
to disappear into the project of settlement. The settler becomes the “new and
improved” version of the Native, thus legitimizing and naturalizing the settler’s
claims to this land.
Hiram Perez similarly analyzes how the white subject positions itself intellectually as a cosmopolitan subject capable of abstract theorizing through the use of
the “raw material” provided by fixed, brown bodies. The white subject is capable
of being “anti-” or “post-identity,” but understands their post-identity only in relationship to brown subjects which are hopelessly fixed within identity. Brown peoples provide the “raw material” that enables the intellectual production of the
white subject.
Thus, self-reflexivity enables the constitution of the white/settler subject. Antiracist/colonial struggles have created a colonial dis-ease that the settler/white
subject may not in fact be self-determining. As a result, the white/settler subject
reasserts their power through self-reflection. In particular, indigenous peoples and
people of color become the occasion by which the white subject can self-reflect on
her/his privilege. If this person self-reflects effectively, s/he may be bestowed the
title “ally” and build a career of her/his self-reflection. As many in the blogosphere
have been commenting recently (see for instance @prisonculture and @ChiefElk),
an entire ally industrial complex has developed around the professional confession
of privilege
Of course, this essay itself does not escape the logics of self-reflexivity either.

Rhetorically, it simply sets me up as yet another judge of the inadequacies of the
confessions of others. Thus, what is important in this discussion is not so much
how particular individuals confess their privileges. If Native peoples are represented problematically even by peoples who espouse anti-racist or anti-settler politics, it is not an indication that the work of those peoples is particularly flawed or
that their scholarship has less value. Similarly, those privileged “confessing” subjects in anti-racism workshops do so with a commitment to fighting settler colonialism or white supremacy and their solidarity work is critically needed. Furthermore, as women of color scholars and activists have noted, there is no sharp divide
between those who are “oppressed” and those who are “oppressors.” Individuals
may find themselves variously in the position of being the confessor or the judge
of the confession depending on the context. Rather, the point of this analysis is to
illustrate the larger dynamics by which racialized and colonized peoples are even
seen and understood in the first place.
The presupposition is that Indigenous peoples are oppressed because they
are not sufficiently known or understood. In fact, however, this desire to “know”
the Native is itself part of the settler-colonial project to apprehend, contain and
domesticate the potential power of indigenous peoples to subvert the settler state.
As Mark Rifkin has argued, colonial logics attempt to transform Native peoples
who are producers of intellectual theory and political insight into populations to
be known and hence managed. Native struggles then simply become a project of
Native peoples making their demands known so that their claims can be recognized
by the settler state. Once these demands are known, they can they be more easily
managed, co-opted and disciplined. Thus, the project of decolonization requires a
practice of what Audra Simpson calls “ethnographic refusal”—the refusal to be
known and the refusal to be infinitely knowable. The politics of decolonization
requires the proliferation of theories, knowledge, ideas, and analyses that speak
to a beyond settler colonialism and are hence unknowable.

ALTERN ATIVES TO SELF-R EFLECTION
Based on this analysis, then, our project becomes less one based on self-improvement or even collective self-improvement, and more about the creation of new
worlds and futurities for which we currently have no language.
There is no simple anti-oppression formula that we can follow; we are in a constant state of trial and error and radical experimentation. In that spirit, then, I
offer some possibilities that might speak to new ways of undoing privilege, not in
the sense of offering the “correct” process for moving forward, but in the spirit of
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adding to our collective imagining of a “beyond.” These projects of decolonization
can be contrasted with that of the projects of anti-racist or anti-colonialist selfreflexivity in that they are not based on the goal of “knowing” more about our
privilege, but on creating that which we cannot now know.
As I have discussed elsewhere, many of these models are based on “taking
power by making power” models particularly prevalent in Latin America. These
models, which are deeply informed by indigenous peoples’ movements, have
informed the landless movement, the factory movements, and other peoples’ struggles. Many of these models are also being used by a variety of social justice organization throughout the United States and elsewhere. The principle undergirding
these models is to challenge capital and state power by actually creating the world
we want to live in now. These groups develop alternative governance systems based
on principles of horizontality, mutuality, and interrelatedness rather than hierarchy, domination, and control. In beginning to create this new world, subjects are
transformed. These “autonomous zones” can be differentiated from the projects of
many groups in the U.S. that create separatist communities based on egalitarian
ideals in that people in these “making power” movements do not just create autonomous zones, but they proliferate them. These movements developed in reaction to
the revolutionary vanguard model of organizing in Latin America that became criticized as “machismo-leninismo” models. These models were so hierarchical that
in the effort to combat systems of oppression, they inadvertently re-created the
same systems they were trying to replace. In addition, this model of organizing
was inherently exclusivist because not everyone can take up guns and go the mountains to become revolutionaries. Women, who have to care for families, could particularly be excluded from such revolutionary movements. So, movements began to
develop organizing models that are based on integrating the organizing into one’s
everyday life so that all people can participate. For instance, a group might organize through communal cooking, but during the cooking process, which everyone
needs to do anyway in order to eat, they might educate themselves on the nature
of agribusiness.
At the 2005 World Social Forum in Brazil, activists from Chiapas reported that
this movement began to realize that one cannot combat militarism with more militarism because the state always has more guns. However, if movements began to
build their own autonomous zones and proliferated them until they reached a mass
scale, eventually there would be nothing the state’s military could do. If massbased peoples’ movements begin to live life using alternative governance structures
and stop relying on the state, then what can the state do? Of course, during the

process there may be skirmishes with the state, but conflict is not the primary
work of these movements. And as we see these movements literally take over entire
countries in Latin America, it is clear that it is possible to do revolutionary work on
a mass-scale in a manner based on radical participatory rather than representational democracy or through a revolutionary vanguard model.
Many leftists will argue that nation-states are necessary to check the power of
multi-national corporations or will argue that nation-states are no longer important units of analysis. These groups, by contrast, recognize the importance of creating alternative forms of governance outside of a nation-state model based on
principles of horizontalism. In addition, these groups are taking on multinational
corporations directly. An example would be the factory movement in Argentina
where workers have appropriated factories and seized the means of production
themselves. They have also developed cooperative relationships with other appropriated factories. In addition, in many factories all of the work is collectivized. For
instance, a participant from a group I work with, who recently had a child and was
breastfeeding, went to visit a factory. She tried to sign up for one of the collectively-organized tasks of the factory, and was told that breastfeeding was her task.
The factory recognized breastfeeding as work on par with all the other work going
on in the factory.
This kind of politics then challenges the notions of “safe space” often prevalent
in many activist circles in the United States. The concept of safe space flows naturally from the logics of privilege. That is, once we have confessed our gender/race/
settler/class privileges, we can then create a safe space where others will not be
negatively impacted by these privileges. Of course, because we have not dismantled
heteropatriarchy, white supremacy, settler colonialism or capitalism, these confessed privileges never actually disappear in “safe spaces.” Consequently, when a
person is found guilty of his/her privilege in these spaces, s/he is accused of making the space “unsafe.” This rhetorical strategy presumes that only certain privileged subjects can make the space “unsafe,” as if everyone isn’t implicated in heteropatriarchy, white supremacy, settler colonialism and capitalism. Our focus is
shifted from the larger systems that make the entire world unsafe, to interpersonal
conduct. In addition, the accusation of “unsafe” is also levied against people of
color who express anger about racism, only to find themselves accused of making
the space “unsafe” because of their raised voices. The problem with safe space is
the presumption that a safe space is even possible.
By contrast, instead of thinking of safe spaces as a refuge from colonialism,
patriarchy, and white supremacy, Ruthie Gilmore suggests that safe space is not an
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escape from the real, but a place to practice the real we want to bring into being.
“Making power” models follow this suggestion in that they do not purport to be
free of oppression, only that they are trying to create the world they would like to
live in now. To give one smaller example, when Incite! Women of Color Against Violence, organized, we questioned the assumption that “women of color” space is a
safe space. In fact, participants began to articulate that women of color space may
in fact be a very dangerous space. We realized that we could not assume alliances
with each other, but we would actually have to create these alliances. One strategy
that was helpful: rather than presume that we were acting “non-oppressively,” we
built a structure that would presume that we were complicit in the structures of
white supremacy/settler colonialism/heteropatriarchy, etc. We then structured this
presumption into our organizing by creating spaces where we would educate ourselves on issues in which our politics and praxis were particularly problematic. The
issues we have covered include: disability, anti-Black racism, settler colonialism,
Zionism and anti-Arab racism, transphobia, and many others. However, in this
space, while we did not ignore our individual complicity in oppression, we developed action plans for how we would collectively try to transform our politics and
praxis. Thus, this space did not create the dynamic of the confessor and the hearer
of the confession. Instead, we presumed we are all implicated in these structures
of oppression and that we would need to work together to undo them. Consequently, in my experience, this kind of space facilitated our ability to integrate
personal and social transformation because no one had to anxiously worry about
whether they were going to be targeted as a bad person with undue privilege who
would need to publicly confess. The space became one that was based on principles
of loving rather than punitive accountability.

CONCLUSION
The politics of privilege have made the important contribution of signaling how
structures of oppression constitute who we are as persons. However, as the rituals
of confessing privilege have evolved, they have shifted our focus from building
social movements for global transformation to individual self-improvement. Furthermore, they rest on a white supremacist/colonialist notion of a subject that can
constitute itself over and against others through self-reflexivity. While trying to
keep the key insight made in activist/academic circles that personal and social
transformation are interconnected, alternative projects have developed that focus
less on privilege and more on the structures that create privilege. These new models do not hold the “answer,” because the genealogy of the politics of privilege also

demonstrates that our activist/intellectual projects of liberation must be constantly changing. Our imaginations are limited by white supremacy, settler colonialism, etc., so all ideas we have will not be “perfect.” The ideas we develop today
also do not have to be based on the complete disavowal of what we did yesterday
because what we did yesterday teaches what we might do tomorrow. Thus, as we
think not only beyond privilege, but beyond the sense of self that claims privilege,
we open ourselves to new possibilities that we cannot imagine now for the future.
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NUR TUR I NG YO UR ADD IC TI O NS

DAVE

It seems reasonable to assume that the percentage of human beings with the tal-

HICK EY

ent and predisposition to make good art and literature has not varied much since
the Middle Ages. The equipment and opportunities to make good art and literature,
however, has expanded in every decade since the death of John Keats. Elite cultures have responded to this broadening franchise. They defend their domain and
status by escalating the level of “difficulty” demanded from serious art and literature. The larger the field of runners on the track, it would seem, the higher the hurdles they must clear. Two centuries of expanding opportunities and an escalating
standard of difficulty have led to this consequence: Today, anybody can make a
work of art that nobody can understand. Actually, if you factor in the contemporary fantasy that certain kinds of understanding are culturally exclusive, you have
a situation in which anybody can make a work of art that nobody has the right to
understand.
So we live in a moment when works of art are defined by their opacity. We don’t
care what they mean, so shut up Mr. Critic. The art criticism and commentary that
once sought to endow difficult works of art with an element of appreciation and
transparency is now regarded with suspicion. Members of the art world, like the
adepts of a mystery cult, tread softly, lest some casual explanation shatter the
altars at which they worship, so it’s no wonder that they are protective of their
ignorance. The hegemony of such willful incuriosity seems an appropriate occasion to sort out the costs and benefits of graduate education in art in the United
States, the sites in which the franchise is extended and the regime of difficulty is
escalated. On these sites, educators with marginal credentials indoctrinate students of marginal literacy in a discourse that is utterly irrelevant. The wind shear
cuts hard in these environments and nothing moves.
So let me begin my mild screed against art education by admitting I that spent
ten great years teaching graduate students in art in Las Vegas, Nevada. All I did
consciously was abolish group crits, admit graduate students from good schools in
big cities, and insist that I was there to help, but if you’re not sick, don’t call the
doctor. I had one class with seven real artists in it, all of whom now have careers.

My students who were not artists, unfortunately, derived no benefit from my
classes. My colleagues talked to me about “raising consciousness,” increasing
“self-awareness,” and encouraging “critical thinking.” My resistance to these sociological options ultimately cost me my job, but it was fun while it lasted. Second
positive caveat: the American art world as it exists today is founded on one of the
great educational experiments in the history of civilization—the GI Bill, which
allowed veterans of the armed services to study art with whom they wished wherever they wished—at the Sorbonne in Paris, at Ruskin School of Drawing and Fine
Art at Oxford, at the American Academy in Rome, in Kansas City, Chicago, or New
York. Ellsworth Kelly, Richard Diebenkorn, Kenneth Noland, Robert Rauschenberg,
Leon Golub, Philip Pearlstein, Norman Bluhm, Romare Bearden, Robert Colescott,
Larry Rivers, Al Leslie, Sam Francis, and Robert Indiana were beneficiaries of this
bill—a pretty good start on an art world that wouldn’t have nearly enough women
for twenty years.
The expiration and rewriting of the GI Bill and the wave of American exceptionalism that followed in the wake of New York School painting destroyed the
cosmopolitan dimension of American art education. It retreated to American universities with adjacent livestock and very little adjacent art. Three kinds of graduate schools evolved from this retrenchment. There were “normal” schools that
recruited graduate students as teaching assistants to do the faculty’s work for
them. Students at these schools, one hopes, learned enough about academia to
avoid it henceforth. There were “feeder” schools in New York and Los Angeles that
dwelt in the tyrannical shadow of the marketplace. Students from these schools
occasionally succeeded by fortuitous shortsightedness. Then there are “Seminaries” where students are indoctrinated into last year’s intellectual fashion. These
schools take students and rob them of their birthright.
Throughout my tenure in the art world, these distinctions have held true—as
has the ninety-eight percent rate of attrition among graduates with Masters of
Fine Arts degrees. Potential graduates must choose between the wan protocols of
academic culture in the provinces, the high-dollar frenzy of the marketplace, or
carrying forth the theological rigor of some pale guru. None of these cruel adaptations have much to do with making art, and they all exact a price. Until the late
1970s, no one worried much about this. There were not many graduate students.
There were not that many graduate schools. The schools didn’t cost that much or
pay that much. Artistic poverty was still in fashion, so those who chose the safer
path of teaching were seen to deserve their fate. Professors accepted the damage as part of the cost of doing business. Lives were ruined, of course, and hearts
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were broken. Students were lied to, abused, and deceived. Unlicensed psychotherapy stifled blithe spirits, but this seemed an acceptable price to pay to thin the
turkey herd.
In the early 8os, great teachers like John Baldessari at CalArts and Michael
Craig-Martin at Goldsmiths gave graduate education some career credibility. Soon
thereafter, art schools were mandated to enhance their liberal arts credentials.
Most schools embraced the culture-theory-diversity business. Most tried to imbue
art practice with liberal arts disciplines. None, however, tried to imbue the liberal
arts with the louche permissions of the artist’s studio. Many art departments
transformed themselves into boot camps for theoretical regimes that had their own
generalissimos. These stars justified an exponential increase in the cost of graduate education. They attracted a ballooning number of art-graduate students who
hoped that smart made art. The rate of attrition, however, stayed steady. There was
no Golden Age, no cornucopia of new art, no legions of new artists. Graduate art
students were reduced to bagmen. They borrowed a quarter-million bucks from the
government, gave it to the university to build the dean a house, and then worked in
an Apple store to pay the bill. This is best described as a win-win-lose proposition.
Even serious graduate educators in cultural practice, sadly, can only strive to do
no harm. They cannot create artists, and, should one appear, the window of opportunity they once flung open is now closed by established doctrine. I offer this
example: In 1992, I was given a tour of the architectural drawing studio at Cornell
University—a long stone shed with a long line of drafting tables facing a long line
of windows looking out onto the weeds and snow puddles of bucolic Ithaca. As we
walked in, the common boom box was booming Jane’s Addiction. Perry Farrell was
yelping his way through “Mountain Song,” “Summertime Rolls,” and other frenzied
chestnuts. I raised an eyebrow at my professorial minder. He declined to acknowledge the music, refused, even, to raise his voice to be heard over it.
We walked behind the long row of students hunched over their boards lining out
pale, pure modern architecture, straight up, no olive, no onion, no twist. I imagined
a red fireman’s axe embedded in each student’s skull, the axe handles running
down their backs, the blades splitting each student brain left from right. Right
brain: Jane’s Addiction and feckless ecstasy. Left brain: Colin Rowe and impotent
modernism. In the fleeting moment after I heard the music and before I saw the
drawings, I had experienced an uptick of interest. Architecture infused with Jane’s
Addiction might be fun, and it might have been. I mentioned this schism to my
academic minder once we were outside. “Oh yes,” he murmured, “We like to wipe
the slate clean here.”

I wondered how many slate-wipings were required to disable the bicameral mind
altogether, but I didn’t ask for fear the requisite number would be immediately
forthcoming. Then, as I always do, I tried to imagine the fate of my ideal student
under such a regimen. The graduate student of my professorial dreams would be
the Quentina Tarantino of American art. She would bring with her the same knowledgeable enthusiasm for postwar art that Tarantino brings for postwar cinema. She
would want to do art from jump, and I can’t imagine a school in the world where
she would flourish. Depending on the school, she would be labeled as disruptive,
arrogant, or unteachable, and, trust me, she would be. I know this because even my
second most-ideal students had trouble. The kids who brought keyboards, piles of
books, comic books, mascara, starburst clocks, Fiesta ware, firecrackers, golfclubs,
surfboards, and sexy underwear all suffered for their stake in the living culture.
Then I tried to imagine famous slates wiped clean. I imagined Andy Warhol’s
slate wiped clean of all that advertising crap, Richard Serra denied his greasy shipyard, Matthew Barney denied his preppy, jock dandyism, Jim Rosenquist denied his
billboard skills, Barbara Kruger sans Mademoiselle, Laurie Anderson and Mike Kelley without rock and roll, Tom Nozkowski without Mad magazine, Jim Shaw without Freddy Krueger, Lari Pittman without the poof and glitter of the decorator
shop. All of these situations are unimaginable, and this has made twenty years of
watching similar atrocities visited upon graduate students all the sadder. Some
will say that these students just weren’t tough enough, even though young artists
shouldn’t need the ability to recognize aggression in the guise of care; it shouldn’t
be required as part of an artist’s skill set. Now it is.
My optimum solution would be to abolish graduate studies in art altogether.
Failing this, one might just avoid it. Try the late Michael Balog’s solution: make
surfboards that are better than art then make art like that. Try Raymond Pettibon’s
trajectory: grow up in a literary family in a beach house full of books, get a degree
in economics, teach math, draw posters for your brother’s band (Black Flag), hang
out, and get discovered. Or Josiah McElheny’s trajectory: study anthropology,
become interested in single-source traditions like glassblowing, go to Italy and
study that tradition, learn to blow glass from the masters, and start making art.
Or, as a last resort, try the solution my classmate Gilbert Shelton fell upon. Gilbert
and his crew went up to the art department at the University of Texas every day
and painted Abstract Expressionism. Every night, they came home to draw posters
and underground comic books. When they had enough pages, they founded Zap
Comix and moved to San Francisco. Finally, they moved to Paris, where they still
draw comics.
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All these strategies seem riskier and more circuitous than graduate school, but
they work better and don’t hurt nearly as much. They don’t include cinderblock
walls. There are no creepy has-beens with sour admonitions or nincompoops in the
food court. No would-be househusband would try to teach you to create 1979 Datsuns, just like he did in 1979. More to the point, in the egg-and-spoon race for
artistic recognition, you are a thousand times more likely to get there with your
egg if you avoid graduate school. More critically, if you want to be an artist and you
must go to graduate school, you must bring your own egg, your junk, your talisman,
your jones, your touchstone in the larger culture. It has to be something that you
love, even if it’s just an old Hobie or a street tag or Jane’s Addiction. You need
something whose loss you are sure to notice if it begins to slip away, something to
serve as a hedge against ignorant opacity, because it’s not just about you, kid, it’s
about bringing the fire from wherever you found it to an art world that desperately
needs it.
2009
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Baldwin: One of the dangers of being a Black American is being schizophrenic, and
I mean “schizophrenic” in the most literal sense. To be a Black American is in

AND

some ways to be born with the desire to be white. It’s a part of the price you

AU DRE

pay for being born here, and it affects every Black person. We can go back to

LORDE

Vietnam, we can go back to Korea. We can go back for that matter to the First
World War. We can go back to W. E. B. Du Bois—an honorable and beautiful
man—who campaigned to persuade Black people to fight in the First World
War, saying that if we fight in this war to save this country, our right to citizenship can never, never again be questioned—and who can blame him? He really
meant it, and if I’d been there at that moment I would have said so too perhaps.
Du Bois believed in the American dream. So did Martin. So did Malcolm. So do
I. So do you. That’s why we’re sitting here.
Lorde: I don’t, honey. I’m sorry, I just can’t let that go past. Deep, deep, deep down
I know that dream was never mine. And I wept and I cried and I fought and I
stormed, but I just knew it. I was Black. I was female. And I was out—out—
by any construct wherever the power lay. So if I had to claw myself insane,
if I lived I was going to have to do it alone. Nobody was dreaming about me.
Nobody was even studying me except as something to wipe out.
Baldwin: You are saying you do not exist in the American dream except as a nightmare.
Lorde: That’s right. And I knew it every time I opened Jet, too. I knew that every
time I opened a Kotex box. I knew that every time I went to school. I knew that
every time I opened a prayer book. I knew it, I just knew it.
Baldwin: It is difficult to be born in a place where you are despised and also promised that with endeavor—with this, with that, you know—you can accomplish
the impossible. You’re trying to deal with the man, the woman, the child—the
child of whichever sex—and he or she and your man or your woman has got to
deal with the 24-hour-a-day facts of life in this country. We’re not going to fly
off someplace else, you know, we’d better get through whatever that day is and
still have each other and still raise children—somehow manage all of that. And

this is 24 hours of every day, and you’re surrounded by all of the paraphernalia
of safety: If you can strike this bargain here. If you can make sure your armpits
are odorless. Curl your hair. Be impeccable. Be all the things that the American
public says you should do, right? And you do all those things—and nothing happens really. And what is much worse than that, nothing happens to your child
either.
Lorde: Even worse than the nightmare is the blank. And Black women are the
blank. I don’t want to break all this down, then have to stop at the wall of
male/female division. When we admit and deal with difference; when we deal
with the deep bitterness; when we deal with the horror of even our different
nightmares; when we turn them and look at them, it’s like looking at death:
hard but possible. If you look at it directly without embracing it, then there is
much less that you can ever be made to fear.
Baldwin: I agree.
Lorde: Well, in the same way when we look at our differences and not allow ourselves to be divided, when we own them and are not divided by them, that is
when we will be able to move on. But we haven’t reached square one yet.
Baldwin: I’m not sure of that. I think the Black sense of male and female is much
more sophisticated than the western idea. I think that Black men and women
are much less easily thrown by the question of gender or sexual preference—all
that jazz. At least that is true of my experience.
Lorde: Yea, but let’s remove ourselves from merely a reactive position—i.e., Black
men and women reacting to what’s out there. While we are reacting to what’s
out there, we’re also dealing between ourselves—and between ourselves there
are power differences that come down . . .
Baldwin: Oh, yes . . .
Lorde: Truly dealing with how we live, recognizing each other’s differences, is
something that hasn’t happened . . .
Baldwin: Differences and samenesses.
Lorde: Differences and samenesses. But in a crunch, when all our asses are in the
sling, it looks like it is easier to deal with the samenesses. When we deal with
sameness only, we develop weapons that we use against each other when the
differences become apparent. And we wipe each other out—Black men and
women can wipe each other out—far more effectively than outsiders do.
Baldwin: That’s true enough.
Lorde: And our blood is high, our furies are up. I mean, it’s what Black women do
to each other, Black men do to each other, and Black people do to each other.

We are in the business of wiping each other out in one way or the other—and
essentially doing our enemy’s work.
Baldwin: That’s quite true.
Lorde: We need to acknowledge those power differences between us and see where
they lead us. An enormous amount of energy is being taken up with either denying the power differences between Black men and women or fighting over
power differences between Black men and women or killing each other off
behind them. I’m talking about Black women’s blood flowing in the streets—
and how do we get a 14-year-old boy to know I am not the legitimate target of
his fury? The boot is on both of our necks. Let’s talk about getting it off. My
blood will not wash out your horror. That’s what I’m interested in getting across
to adolescent Black boys.
There are little Black girl children having babies. But this is not an immaculate conception, so we’ve got little Black boys who are making babies, too. We
have little Black children making little Black children. I want to deal with that
so our kids will not have to repeat that waste of themselves.
Baldwin: I hear you—but let me backtrack, for better or worse. You know, for whatever reason and whether it’s wrong or right, for generations men have come into
the world, either instinctively knowing or believing or being taught that since
they were men they in one way or another had to be responsible for the women
and children, which means the universe.
Lorde: Mm-hm.
Baldwin: I don’t think there’s any way around that.
Lorde: Any way around that now?
Baldwin: I don’t think there’s any way around that fact.
Lorde: If we can put people on the moon and we can blow this whole planet up, if
we can consider digging 18 inches of radioactive dirt off of the Bikini atolls and
somehow finding something to do with it—if we can do that, we as Black cultural workers can somehow begin to turn that stuff around—because there’s
nobody anymore buying “cave politics”—“Kill the mammoth or else the species
is extinct.” We have moved beyond that. Those little scrubby-ass kids in the
sixth grade—I want those Black kids to know that brute force is not a legitimate way of dealing across sex difference. I want to set up some different paradigms.
Baldwin: Yeah, but there’s a real difference between the way a man looks at the
world . . .
Lorde: Yes, yes . . .
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Baldwin: And the way a woman looks at the world. A woman does know much more
than a man.
Lorde: And why? For the same reason Black people know what white people are
thinking: because we had to do it for our survival . . .
Baldwin: All right, all right . . .
Lorde: We’re finished being bridges. Don’t you see? It’s not Black women who are
shedding Black men’s blood on the street—yet. We’re not cleaving your head
open with axes. We’re not shooting you down. We’re saying, “Listen, what’s
going on between us is related to what’s going on between us and other people,” but we have to solve our own shit at the same time as we’re protecting our
Black asses, because if we don’t, we are wasting energy that we need for joint
survival.
Baldwin: I’m not even disagreeing—but if you put the argument in that way, you
see, a man has a certain story to tell, too, just because he is a man . . .
Lorde: Yes, yes, and it’s vital that I be alive and able to listen to it.
Baldwin: Yes. Because we are the only hope we have. A family quarrel is one thing;
a public quarrel is another. And you and I, you know—in the kitchen, with the
kids, with each other or in bed—we have a lot to deal with, with each other, but
we’ve got to know what we’re dealing with. And there is no way around it. There
is no way around it. I’m a man. I am not a woman.
Lorde: That’s right, that’s right.
Baldwin: No one will turn me into a woman. You’re a woman and you’re not a man.
No one will turn you into a man. And we are indispensable for each other, and
the children depend on us both.
Lorde: It’s vital for me to be able to listen to you, to hear what is it that defines
you and for you to listen to me, to hear what is it that defines me—because so
long as we are operating in that old pattern, it doesn’t serve anybody, and it certainly hasn’t served us.
Baldwin: I know that. What I really think is that neither of us has anything to
prove, at least not in the same way, if we weren’t in the North American wilderness. And the inevitable dissension between brother and sister, between man
and woman—let’s face it, all those relations which are rooted in love also are
involved in this quarrel. Because our real responsibility is to endlessly redefine
each other. I cannot live without you, and you cannot live without me—and the
children can’t live without us.
Lorde: But we have to define ourselves for each other. We have to redefine ourselves for each other because no matter what the underpinnings of the distor-

tion are, the fact remains that we have absorbed it. We have all absorbed this
sickness and ideas in the same way we absorbed racism. It’s vital that we deal
constantly with racism, and with white racism among Black people—that we
recognize this as a legitimate area of inquiry. We must also examine the ways
that we have absorbed sexism and heterosexism. These are the norms in this
dragon we have been born into—and we need to examine these distortions with
the same kind of openness and dedication that we examine racism . . .
Baldwin: You use the word “racism” . . .
Lorde: The hatred of Black, or color . . .
Baldwin: —but beneath the word “racism” sleeps the word “safety.” Why is it
important to be white or Black?
Lorde: Why is it important to be a man rather than a woman?
Baldwin: In both cases, it is assumed that it is safer to be white than to be Black.
And it’s assumed that it is safer to be a man than to be a woman. These are both
masculine assumptions. But those are the assumptions that we’re trying to
overcome or to confront . . .
Lorde: To confront, yeah. The vulnerability that lies behind those masculine
assumptions is different for me and you, and we must begin to look at that . . .
Baldwin: Yes, yes . . .
Lorde: And the fury that is engendered in the denial of that vulnerability—we have
to break through it because there are children growing up who believe that it is
legitimate to shed female blood, right? I have to break through it because those
boys really think that the sign of their masculinity is impregnating a sixth
grader. I have to break through it because of that little sixth-grade girl who
believes that the only thing in life she has is what lies between her legs . . .
Baldwin: Yeah, but we’re not talking now about men and women. We’re talking
about a particular society. We’re talking about a particular time and place.
You were talking about the shedding of Black blood in the streets, but I don’t
understand—
Lorde: Okay, the cops are killing the men and the men are killing the women. I’m
talking about rape. I’m talking about murder.
Baldwin: I’m not disagreeing with you, but I do think you’re barking up the wrong
tree. I’m not trying to get the Black man off the hook—or Black women, for
that matter—but I am talking about the kingdom in which we live.
Lorde: Yes, I absolutely agree; the kingdom in which these distortions occur has to
be changed.
Baldwin: Something happens to the man who beats up a lady. Something happens
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to the man who beats up his grandmother. Something happens to the junkie. I
know that very well. I walked the streets of Harlem; I grew up there, right? Now
you know it is not the Black cat’s fault who sees me and tries to mug me. I got
to know that. It’s his responsibility but it’s not his fault. That’s a nuance. I got
to know that it’s not him who is my enemy even when he beats up his grandmother. His grandmother has got to know. I’m trying to say one’s got to see
what drove both of us into those streets. We be both from the same track. Do
you see what I mean? I’ve come home myself, you know, wanting to beat up
anything in sight—but Audre, Audre . . .
Lorde: I’m here, I’m here . . .
Baldwin: I agree with you. I see exactly what you mean and it hurts me at least as
much as it hurts you. But how to maneuver oneself past this point—how not to
lose him or her who may be in what is in effect occupied territory. That is really
what the Black situation is in this country. For the ghetto, all that is lacking is
barbed wire, and when you pen people up like animals, the intention is to debase
them and you have debased them.
Lorde: Jimmy, we don’t have an argument
Baldwin: I know we don’t.
Lorde: But what we do have is a real disagreement about your responsibility not
just to me but to my son and to our boys. Your responsibility to him is to get
across to him in a way that I never will be able to because he did not come out
of my body and has another relationship to me. Your relationship to him as his
father is to tell him I’m not a fit target for his fury.
Baldwin: Okay, okay . . .
Lorde: It’s so entrenched in him that it’s part of him as much as his Blackness is.
Baldwin: All right, all right . . .
Lorde: I can’t do it. You have to.
Baldwin: All right, I accept—the challenge is there in any case. It never occurred to
me that it would be otherwise. That’s absolutely true. I simply want to locate
where the danger is . . .
Lorde: Yeah, we’re at war . . .
Baldwin: We are behind the gates of a kingdom which is determined to destroy us.
Lorde: Yes, exactly so. And I’m interested in seeing that we do not accept terms
that will help us destroy each other. And I think one of the ways in which we
destroy each other is by being programmed to knee-jerk on our differences.
Knee-jerk on sex. Knee-jerk on sexuality . . .
Baldwin: I don’t quite know what to do about it, but I agree with you. And I under-

stand exactly what you mean. You’re quite right. We get confused with genders—you know, what the western notion of woman is, which is not necessarily
what a woman is at all. It’s certainly not the African notion of what a woman
is. Or even the European notion of what a woman is. And there’s certainly no
standard of masculinity in this country which anybody can respect. Part of the
horror of being a Black American is being trapped into being an imitation of an
imitation.
Lorde: I can’t tell you what I wished you would be doing. I can’t redefine masculinity. I can’t redefine Black masculinity certainly. I am in the business of redefining Black womanness. You are in the business of redefining Black masculinity.
And I’m saying, “Hey, please go on doing it,” because I don’t know how much
longer I can hold this fort, and I really feel that Black women are holding it and
we’re beginning to hold it in ways that are making this dialogue less possible.
Baldwin: Really? Why do you say that? I don’t feel that at all. It seems to me you’re
blaming the Black man for the trap he’s in.
Lorde: I’m not blaming the Black man; I’m saying don’t shed my blood. I’m not
blaming the Black man. I’m saying if my blood is being shed, at some point I’m
gonna have a legitimate reason to take up a knife and cut your damn head off,
and I’m not trying to do it.
Baldwin: If you drive a man mad, you’ll turn him into a beast—it has nothing to do
with his color.
Lorde: If you drive a woman insane, she will react like a beast too. There is a larger
structure, a society with which we are in total and absolute war. We live in the
mouth of a dragon, and we must be able to use each other’s forces to fight it
together, because we need each other. I am saying that in our joint battle we
have also developed some very real weapons, and when we turn them against
each other they are even more bloody, because we know each other in a particular way. When we turn those weapons against each other, the bloodshed is terrible. Even worse, we are doing this in a structure where we are already embattled. I am not denying that. It is a family discussion I’m having now. I’m not
laying blame. I do not blame Black men for what they are. I’m asking them to
move beyond. I do not blame Black men; what I’m saying is, we have to take a
new look at the ways in which we fight our joint oppression because if we don’t,
we’re gonna be blowing each other up. We have to begin to redefine the terms
of what woman is, what man is, how we relate to each other.
Baldwin: But that demands redefining the terms of the western world . . .
Lorde: And both of us have to do it; both of us have to do it . . .
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Baldwin: But you don’t realize that in this republic the only real crime is to be a
Black man?
Lorde: No, I don’t realize that. I realize the only crime is to be Black. I realize the
only crime is to be Black, and that includes me too.
Baldwin: A Black man has a prick, they hack it off. A Black man is a nigger when he
tries to be a model for his children and he tries to protect his women. That is a
principal crime in this republic. And every Black man knows it. And every Black
woman pays for it. And every Black child. How can you be so sentimental as to
blame the Black man for a situation which has nothing to do with him?
Lorde: You still haven’t come past blame. I’m not interested in blame, I’m interested in changing . . .
Baldwin: May I tell you something? May I tell you something? I might be wrong or
right.
Lorde: I don’t know—tell me.
Baldwin: Do you know what happens to a man—?
Lorde: How can I know what happens to a man?
Baldwin: Do you know what happens to a man when he’s ashamed of himself when
he can’t find a job? When his socks stink? When he can’t protect anybody?
When he can’t do anything? Do you know what happens to a man when he
can’t face his children because he’s ashamed of himself? It’s not like being a
woman . . .
Lorde: No, that’s right. Do you know what happens to a woman who gives birth,
who puts that child out there and has to go out and hook to feed it? Do you
know what happens to a woman who goes crazy and beats her kids across the
room because she’s so full of frustration and anger? Do you know what that is?
Do you know what happens to a lesbian who sees her woman and her child
beaten on the street while six other guys are holding her? Do you know what
that feels like?
Baldwin: Mm-hm.
Lorde: Well then, in the same way you know how a woman feels, I know how a man
feels, because it comes down to human beings being frustrated and distorted
because we can’t protect the people we love. So now let’s start—
Baldwin: All right, okay . . .
Lorde: —let’s start with that and deal.
1984

PA RTIC IPATION A ND SP EC TA C LE
WHERE ARE WE NOW ?
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1. SPECTACLE TODAY
One of the key words used in artists’ self-definitions of their socially engaged practice is “spectacle,” so often invoked as the entity that participatory art opposes
itself to, both artistically and politically. When examining artists’ motivations for
turning to social participation as a strategy in their work, one repeatedly encounters the same claim: contemporary capitalism produces passive subjects with very
little agency or empowerment. For many artists and curators on the left, Guy
Debord’s indictment of the alienating and divisive effects of capitalism in The Society of the Spectacle (1967) strike to the heart of why participation is important as
a project: it re-humanizes a society rendered numb and fragmented by the repressive instrumentality of capitalist production. This position, with more or less Marxist overtones, is put forward by most advocates of socially engaged and activist art.
Given the market’s near total saturation of our image repertoire—so the argument
goes—artistic practice can no longer revolve around the construction of objects to
be consumed by a passive bystander. Instead, there must be an art of action, interfacing with reality, taking steps—however small—to repair the social bond. As the
French philosopher Jacques Rancière points out, “the ‘critique of the spectacle’
often remains the alpha and the omega of the ‘politics of art.’ ”1
But what do we really mean by spectacle in a visual art context? “Spectacle”
has a particular, almost unique status within art history and criticism, because it
directly raises the question of visuality, and because it has incomparable political
pedigree (thanks to the Situationist International).2 As frequently used by art historians and critics associated with the journal October, it denotes a wide range of
attributes: for Rosalind Krauss writing on the late capitalist museum, it means the
absence of historical positioning and a capitulation to pure presentness; for James
Meyer, arguing against Olafur Eliasson’s Weather Project (2003), it denotes an
overwhelming scale that dwarfs viewers and eclipses the human body as a point of
reference; for Hal Foster writing on the Bilbao Guggenheim, it denotes the triumph
of corporate branding; for Benjamin Buchloh denouncing Bill Viola, it refers to an

uncritical use of new technology. In short, spectacle today connotes a wide range
of ideas—from size, scale, and visual pleasure to corporate investment and populist
programming. And yet, for Debord, “spectacle” does not describe the characteristics of a work of art or architecture, but is a definition of social relations under
capitalism (but also under totalitarian regimes). Individual subjects experience
society as atomized and fragmented because social experience is mediated by
images—either the “diffuse” images of consumerism or the “concentrated” images
of the leader. As Debord’s film, The Society of the Spectacle (1971), makes clear,
his arguments stem from an anxiety about a nascent consumer culture in the 60s,
with its tidal wave of seductive imagery. But the question as to whether or not we
still exist in a society of the spectacle was posed by Baudrillard as early as 1981,
who dispatches not only Debord but also Foucault in his essay “The Precession of
Simulacra”:
We are witnessing the end of perspective and panoptic space . . . and hence the very
abolition of the spectacular. . . . We are no longer in the society of the spectacle
which the situationists talked about, nor in the specific types of alienation and
repression which this implied. The medium itself is no longer identifiable as such,
and the merging of the medium and the message (McLuhan) is the first great formula of this new age.3

More recently, Boris Groys has suggested that in today’s culture of self-exhibitionism (in Facebook, YouTube or Twitter, which he provocatively compares to
the text/image compositions of conceptual art) we have a “spectacle without
spectators”:
the artist needs a spectator who can overlook the immeasurable quantity of artistic
production and formulate an aesthetic judgment that would single out this particular
artist from the mass of other artists. Now, it is obvious that such a spectator does
not exist—it could be God, but we have already been informed of the fact that God
is dead.4

In other words, one of the central requirements of art is that it is given to be seen,
and reflected upon, by a spectator. Participatory art in the strictest sense forecloses the traditional idea of spectatorship and suggests a new understanding of
art without audiences, one in which everyone is a producer. At the same time, the
existence of an audience is ineliminable, since it is impossible for everyone in the
world to participate in every project.

2. A BRIEF HISTORY
Indeed, the dominant narrative of the history of socially engaged, participatory art
across the twentieth century is one in which the activation of the audience is positioned against its mythic counterpart, passive spectatorial consumption. Participation thus forms part of a larger narrative that traverses modernity: “art must be
directed against contemplation, against spectatorship, against the passivity of the
masses paralyzed by the spectacle of modern life.” 5 This desire to activate the
audience in participatory art is at the same time a drive to emancipate it from a
state of alienation induced by the dominant ideological order—be this consumer
capitalism, totalitarian socialism, or military dictatorship. Beginning from this
premise, participatory art aims to restore and realize a communal, collective space
of shared social engagement. But this is achieved in different ways: either through
constructivist gestures of social impact, which refute the injustice of the world by
proposing an alternative, or through a nihilist redoubling of alienation, which
negates the world’s injustice and illogicality on its own terms. In both instances,
the work seeks to forge a collective, co-authoring, participatory social body, but
one does this affirmatively (through utopian realization), the other indirectly
(through the negation of negation).
For example, Futurism and Constructivism both offered gestures of social
impact and the invention of a new public sphere—one geared towards fascism, the
other to reinforce a new Bolshevik world order. Shortly after this period, Paris
Dada “took to the streets” in order to reach a wider audience, annexing the social
forms of the guided tour and the trial in order to experiment with a more nihilistic
type of artistic practice in the public sphere. It is telling that in the first phase of
this orientation towards the social, participation has no given political alignment:
it is a strategy that can be equally associated with Italian Fascism, Bolshevik communism, and an anarchic negation of the political.
In the postwar period, we find a similar range of participatory strategies, now
more or less tied to leftist politics, and culminating in the theater of 1968. In
Paris, the SI developed alternatives to visual art in the “derive and constructed situation”; while the Groupe Recherche d’Art Visuel devised participatory actions,
both in the form of installations and street environments. Both of these are affirmative in tenor, but as a critique of consumer capitalism. Jean-Jacques Lebel’s
anarchic and eroticized Happenings provide a different model—“the negation of
negation”—in which the audience and performers are further alienated from an
already alienating world, via disturbing and transgressive activities that aimed to
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produce a group mind or egregore. When these artistic strategies were put into
play in different ideological contexts (such as South America and Eastern Europe),
the aims and intentions of participation yielded different meanings. In Argentina,
where a brutal, U.S.-backed military dictatorship was imposed in 1966, it gave rise
to aggressive and fragmented modes of social action, with an emphasis on class
antagonism, reification, and alienation. In Czechoslovakia, brought into line with
Soviet “normalization” after 1968, participatory art had a more escapist tone, with
avant-garde actions often masquerading under vernacular forms (weddings, parties, and festivals), often in remote locations, in order to avoid detection by the
secret police. Art was disguised by life in order to sustain itself as a place of nonalienation. The work of Collective Actions Group (CAG), active in Moscow from
1976 onwards, further problematizes contemporary claims that participation is
synonymous with collectivism, and thus inherently opposed to capitalism; rather
than reinforcing the collectivist dogma of communism, CAG deployed participation
as a means to create a privatized sphere of individual expression.
Further analogies to contemporary social practice can be found in the rise of
the community arts movement after 1968, whose history provides a cautionary
tale for today’s artists averse to theorizing the artistic value of their work. Emphasizing process rather than end result, and basing their judgments on ethical criteria
(about how and whom they work with) rather than on the character of their artistic
outcomes, the community arts movement found itself subject to manipulation—
and eventually instrumentalization—by the state. From an agitational force campaigning for social justice (in the early 1970s), it became a harmless branch of the
welfare state (by the 1980s): the kindly folk who can be relied upon to mop up
wherever the government wishes to absolve itself of responsibility.
And so we find ourselves faced today with an important sector of artists who
renounce the vocabularies of contemporary art, claiming to be engaged in more
serious, worldly, and political issues. Such anti-aesthetic refusals are not new: just
as we have come to recognize Dada cabaret, situationist détournement, or dematerialized conceptual and performance art as having their own aesthetics of production and circulation, so too do the often formless-looking photo-documents of participatory art have their own experiential regime. The point is not to regard these
anti-aesthetic phenomena as objects of a new formalism (reading areas, parades,
demonstrations, discussions, ubiquitous plywood platforms, endless photographs
of people), but to analyze how these contribute to the social and artistic experience
being generated.

3. TWO CRITIQUES
One of the questions that is continually posed to me is the following: Surely it is
better for one art project to improve one person’s life than for it not to happen at
all? The history of participatory art allows us to get critical distance on this question, and to see it as the latest instantiation of concerns that have dogged this
work from its inception: the tension between equality and quality, between participation and spectatorship, and between art and real life. These conflicts indicate
that social and artistic judgments do not easily merge; indeed, they seem to
demand different criteria. This impasse surfaces in every printed debate and panel
discussion on participatory and socially engaged art. For one sector of artists,
curators, and critics, a good project appeases a superegoic injunction to ameliorate society; if social agencies have failed, then art is obliged to step in. In this
schema, judgments are based on a humanist ethics, often inspired by Christianity.
What counts is to offer ameliorative solutions, however short-term, rather than
to expose contradictory social truths. For another sector of artists, curators, and
critics, judgments are based on a sensible response to the artist’s work, both in
and beyond its original context. In this schema, ethics are nugatory, because art
is understood continually to throw established systems of value into question,
including morality; devising new languages with which to represent and question
social contradiction is more important. The social discourse accuses the artistic
discourse of amorality and inefficacy, because it is insufficient merely to reveal,
reduplicate, or reflect upon the world; what matters is social change. The artistic
discourse accuses the social discourse of remaining stubbornly attached to existing categories, and focusing on micropolitical gestures at the expense of sensuous immediacy (as a potential locus of disalienation). Either social conscience
dominates, or the rights of the individual to question social conscience. Art’s relationship to the social is either underpinned by morality or it is underpinned by
freedom.6
This binary is echoed in Boltanski and Chiapello’s perceptive distinction of the
difference between artistic and social critiques of capitalism. The artistic critique,
rooted in nineteenth-century bohemianism, draws upon two sources of indignation
towards capitalism: on the one hand, disenchantment and inauthenticity, and on
the other, oppression. The artistic critique, they explain, “foregrounds the loss of
meaning and, in particular, the loss of the sense of what is beautiful and valuable,
which derives from standardization and generalized commodification, affecting not
only everyday objects but also artworks . . . and human beings.” Against this state
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of affairs, the artistic critique advocates “the freedom of artists, their rejection of
any contamination of aesthetics by ethics, their refusal of any form of subjection
in time and space and, in its extreme form, any kind of work.” 7 The social critique,
by contrast, draws on different sources of indignation towards capitalism: the egoism of private interests, and the growing poverty of the working classes in a society of unprecedented wealth. This social critique necessarily rejects the moral neutrality, individualism, and egotism of artists. The artistic and the social critique are
not directly compatible, Boltanski and Chiapello warn us, and exist in continual
tension with one another.8
The clash between artistic and social critiques recurs most visibly at certain historical moments, and the reappearance of participatory art is symptomatic of this
clash. It tends to occur at moments of political transition and upheaval: in the
years leading to Italian Fascism, in the aftermath of the 1917 Revolution, in the
widespread social dissent that led to 1968, and its aftermath in the 1970s. At each
historical moment participatory art takes a different form, because it seeks to
negate different artistic and sociopolitical objects. In our own times, its resurgence accompanies the consequences of the collapse of really existing communism
in 1989, the apparent absence of a viable left alternative, the emergence of contemporary “post-political” consensus, and the near total marketization of art and
education.9 The paradox of this situation is that participation in the West now has
more to do with the populist agendas of neoliberal governments. Even though participatory artists stand against neoliberal capitalism, the values they impute to
their work are understood formally (in terms of opposing individualism and the
commodity object), without recognizing that so many other aspects of this art
practice dovetail even more perfectly with neoliberalism’s recent forms (networks,
mobility, project work, affective labor).
As this ground has shifted over the course of the twentieth century, so the identity of participants has been reimagined at each historical moment: from a crowd
(1910s), to the masses (1920s), to the people (late 1960s/1970s), to the excluded
(1980s), to community (1990s), to today’s volunteers whose participation is continuous with a culture of reality television and social networking. From the audience’s
perspective, we can chart this as a shift from an audience that demands a role
(expressed as hostility towards avant-garde artists who keep control of the proscenium), to an audience that enjoys its subordination to strange experiences devised
for them by an artist, to an audience that is encouraged to be a co-producer of the
work (and who, occasionally, can even get paid for this involvement). This could be

seen as a heroic narrative of the increased activation and agency of the audience,
but we might also see it as a story of their ever-increasing voluntary subordination
to the artist’s will, and of the commodification of human bodies in a service economy (since voluntary participation is also unpaid labor).
Arguably, this is a story that runs parallel with the rocky fate of democracy
itself, a term to which participation has always been wedded: from a demand for
acknowledgement, to representation, to the consensual consumption of one’s own
image—be this in a work of art, YouTube, Flickr, or reality TV. Consider the media
profile accorded to Anthony Gormley’s One and Other (2009), a project to allow
members of the public to continuously occupy the empty “fourth plinth” of Trafalgar Square in London, one hour at a time for one hundred days. Gormley received
34,520 applications for 2,400 places, and the activities of the plinth’s occupants
were continually streamed online.10 Although the artist referred to One and Other
as “an open space of possibility for many to test their sense of self and how they
might communicate this to a wider world,” the project was described by The
Guardian, not unfairly, as “Twitter Art.”11 In a world where everyone can air their
views to everyone we are faced not with mass empowerment but with an endless
stream of banal egos. Far from being oppositional to spectacle, participation has
now entirely merged with it.
This new proximity between spectacle and participation underlines, for me, the
necessity of sustaining a tension between artistic and social critiques. The most
striking projects that constitute the history of participatory art unseat all of the
polarities on which this discourse is founded (individual/collective, author/spectator, active/passive, real life/art) but not with the goal of collapsing them. In so
doing, they hold the artistic and social critiques in tension. Felix Guattari’s paradigm of transversality offers one such way of thinking through these artistic operations: he leaves art as a category in its place, but insists upon its constant flight
into and across other disciplines, putting both art and the social into question,
even while simultaneously reaffirming art as a universe of value. Jacques Rancière
offers another: the aesthetic regime is constitutively contradictory, shuttling
between autonomy and heteronomy (“the aesthetic experience is effective inasmuch as it is the experience of that and”12). He argues that in art and education
alike, there needs to be a mediating object—a spectacle that stands between the
idea of the artist and the feeling and interpretation of the spectator: “This spectacle is a third thing, to which both parts can refer but which prevents any kind of
‘equal’ or ‘undistorted’ transmission. It is a mediation between them. [ . . . ] The
same thing which links them must separate them.”13 In different ways, Rancière
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and Guattari offer alternative frameworks for thinking the artistic and the social
simultaneously; for both, art and the social are not to be reconciled or collapsed,
but sustained in continual tension.

4. THE LADDER AN D THE CONTAINER
I am interested in these theoretical models of analysis because they do not reduce
art to a question of ethically good or bad examples, nor do they forge a straightforward equation between forms of democracy in art and forms of democracy in society. Most of the contemporary discourse on participatory art implies an evaluative
schema akin to that laid out in the classic diagram “The Ladder of Participation,”
published in an architectural journal in 1969 to accompany an article about forms
of citizen involvement.14 The ladder has eight rungs. The bottom two indicate the
least participatory forms of citizen engagement: the non-participation of mere
presence in “manipulation” and “therapy.” The next three rungs are degrees of
tokenism—“informing,” “consultation,” and “placation”—which gradually increase
the attention paid by power to the everyday voice. At the top of the ladder we find
“partnership,” “delegated power,” and the ultimate goal, “citizen control.” The diagram provides a useful set of distinctions for thinking about the claims to participation made by those in power, and is frequently cited by architects and planners.
It is tempting to make an equation (and many have done so) between the value of
a work of art and the degree of participation it involves, turning the Ladder of Participation into a gauge for measuring the efficacy of artistic practice.15
But while the Ladder provides us with helpful and nuanced differences between
forms of civic participation, it falls short of corresponding to the complexity of
artistic gestures. The most challenging works of art do not follow this schema,
because models of democracy in art do not have an intrinsic relationship to models
of democracy in society. The equation is misleading and does not recognize art’s
ability to generate other, more paradoxical criteria. The works I have discussed in
the preceding chapters do not offer anything like citizen control. The artist relies
upon the participants’ creative exploitation of the situation that he/she offers, just
as participants require the artist’s cue and direction. This relationship is a continual play of mutual tension, recognition, and dependency—more akin to the collectively negotiated dynamic of stand-up comedy, or to BDSM sex, than to a ladder of
progressively more virtuous political forms.
A case study, now 11 years old, illustrates this argument that art is both
grounded in and suspends reality, and does this via a mediating object or third
term: Please Love Austria (2000) devised and largely performed by the German

filmmaker and artist Christoph Schlingensief (1960–2010). Commissioned to produce a work for the Weiner Festwochen, Schlingensief chose to respond directly to
the recent electoral success of the far-right nationalist party led by Jörg Haider
(Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs, or FPÖ). The FPÖ’s campaign had included
overtly xenophobic slogans and the word überfremdung (domination by foreign
influences), once employed by the Nazis, to describe a country overrun with foreigners. Schlingensief erected a shipping container outside the Opera House in the
center of Vienna, topped with a large banner bearing the phrase Ausländer Raus
(Foreigners Out). Inside the container, Big Brother-style living accommodation was
installed for a group of asylum-seekers, relocated from a detention center outside
the city. Their activities were broadcast through the Internet television station
webfreetv.com, and via this station viewers could vote daily for the ejection of
their least favorite refugee. At 8 p.m. each day, for six days, the two most unpopular inhabitants were sent back to the deportation center. The winner was purportedly offered a cash prize and the prospect—depending on the availability of volunteers—of Austrian citizenship through marriage. The event is documented by the
Austrian filmmaker Paul Poet in an evocative and compelling ninety-minute film,
Ausländer Raus! Schlingensief’s Container (2002).
Please Love Austria is typical Schlingensief in its desire to antagonize the public and stage provocation. His early film work frequently alluded to contemporary
taboos: mixing Nazism, obscenities, disabilities, and assorted sexual perversions
in films such as German Chainsaw Massacre (1990) and Terror 2000 (1992), once
described as “filth for intellectuals.”16 In the late 1990s Schlingensief began making interventions into public space, including the formation of a political party,
Chance 2000 (1998–2000), which targeted the unemployed, disabled, and other
recipients of welfare with the slogan “Vote For Yourself.” Chance 2000 did not hesitate to use the image of Schlingensief’s long-term collaborators, many of whom
have mental and/or physical handicaps. But in Please Love Austria, Schlingensief’s
refugee participants were barely visible, disguised in assorted wigs, hats, and
sunglasses.17 In the square, the public had only a limited view of the immigrants
through peepholes; the bulk of the performance was undertaken by Schlingensief
himself, installed on the container’s roof beneath the “Foreigners Out!” banner.
Speaking through a megaphone, he incited the FPÖ to come and remove the banner (which they didn’t), encouraged tourists to take photographs, invited the public to air their views, and made contradictory claims (“This is a performance! This
is the absolute truth!”), while parroting the most racist opinions and insults back
to the crowd. As the various participants were evicted, Schlingensief provided a
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running commentary to the mob below: “It is a black man! Once again Austria has
evicted a darkie!”
Although in retrospect—and particularly in Poet’s film—it is evident that the
work is a critique of xenophobia and its institutions, in Vienna the event (and
Schlingensief’s charismatic role as circus master) was ambiguous enough to
receive approval and condemnation from all sides of the political spectrum. An elderly right-wing gentleman covered in medals gleefully found it to be in sympathy
with his own ideas, while others claimed that by staging such a shameful spectacle
Schlingensief himself was a dirty foreigner who ought to be deported. Left-wing
student activists attempted to sabotage the container and “liberate” the refugees,
while assorted left-wing celebrities showed up to support the project, including
Daniel Cohn-Bendit (a key figure from May ’68), and the Nobel Laureate author
Elfriede Jelinek (who wrote and performed a puppet play with the asylum-seekers).
In addition, large numbers of the public watched the program on webfreetv.com
and voted for the eviction of particular refugees. The container prompted arguments and discussion—in the square surrounding it, in the print media, and on
national television. The vehemence of response is palpable throughout the film,
no more so than when Poet’s camera pans back from a heated argument to reveal
the entire square full of agitated people in intense debate. One elderly woman was
so infuriated by the project that she could only spit at Schlingensief the insult,
“You . . . artist!”
A frequently heard criticism of this work is that it did not change anyone’s
opinion: the right-wing pensioner is still right-wing, the lefty protestors are still
lefty, and so on. But this instrumentalized approach to critical judgment misunderstands the artistic force of Schlingensief’s intervention. The point is not about
“conversion,” for this reduces the work of art to a question of propaganda. Rather,
Schlingensief’s project draws attention to the contradictions of political discourse
in Austria at that moment. The shocking fact is that Schlingensief’s container
caused more public agitation and distress than the presence of a real deportation
center a few miles outside Vienna. The disturbing lesson of Please Love Austria is
that an artistic representation of detention has more power to attract dissensus
than an actual institution of detention.18 In fact, Schlingensief’s model of “undemocratic” behavior corresponds precisely to “democracy” as practiced in reality.
This contradiction is the core of Schlingensief’s artistic efficacy—and it is the reason why political conversion is not the primary goal of art, why artistic representations continue to have a potency that can be harnessed to disruptive ends, and why
Please Love Austria is not (and should never be seen as) morally exemplary.

5. THE EN D OF PARTICIPATION
In his essay “The Uses of Democracy” (1992), Jacques Rancière notes that participation in what we normally refer to as democratic regimes is usually reduced to a
question of filling up the spaces left empty by power. Genuine participation, he
argues, is something different: the invention of an “unpredictable subject” who
momentarily occupies the street, the factory, or the museum—rather than a fixed
space of allocated participation whose counter-power is dependent on the dominant
order.19 Setting aside the problematic idea of “genuine” participation (which takes
us back to modernist oppositions between authentic and false culture), such a statement clearly pertains to Please Love Austria, and the better examples of social practice, which have frequently constituted a critique of participatory art, rather than
upholding an unproblematized equation between artistic and political inclusion.
The fact that the Ladder of Participation culminates in “citizen control” is worth
recalling here. At a certain point, art has to hand over to other institutions if social
change is to be achieved: it is not enough to keep producing activist art. The historic avant-garde was always positioned in relation to an existent party politics
(primarily communist) which removed the pressure of art ever being required to
effectuate change in and of itself. Later, the postwar avant-gardes claimed openendedness as a radical refusal of organized politics—be this inter-war totalitarianism or the dogma of a party line. There was the potential to discover the highest
artistic intensity in the everyday and the banal, which would serve a larger project
of equality and anti-elitism. Since the 1990s, participatory art has often asserted a
connection between user-generated content and democracy, but the frequent predictability of its results seem to be the consequence of lacking both a social and an
artistic target; in other words, participatory art today stands without a relation to
an existing political project (only to a loosely defined anti-capitalism) and presents
itself as oppositional to visual art by trying to side-step the question of visuality. As
a consequence, these artists have internalized a huge amount of pressure to bear the
burden of devising new models of social and political organization—a task that they
are not always best equipped to undertake.
My point, again, is not to criticize specific artists but to see the whole rise of
social practice since 1989 as symptomatic. That the “political” and “critical” have
become shibboleths of advanced art signals a lack of faith both in the intrinsic value
of art as a de-alienating human endeavor (since art today is so intertwined with market systems globally) and in democratic political processes (in whose name so many
injustices and barbarities are conducted).20 But rather than addressing this loss of
faith by collapsing art and ethics together, the task today is to produce a viable
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international alignment of leftist political movements and a reassertion of art’s
inventive forms of negation as valuable in their own right.21 We need to recognize
art as a form of experimental activity overlapping with the world, whose negativity
may lend support towards a political project (without bearing the sole responsibility for devising and implementing it), and—more radically—we need to support
the progressive transformation of existing institutions through the transversal
encroachment of ideas whose boldness is related to (and at times greater than)
that of artistic imagination.22
By using people as a medium, participatory art has always had a double ontological status: it is both an event in the world, and at one remove from it. As such, it
has the capacity to communicate on two levels—to participants and to spectators—the paradoxes that are repressed in everyday discourse, and to elicit perverse,
disturbing, and pleasurable experiences that enlarge our capacity to imagine the
world and our relations anew. But to reach the second level requires a mediating
third term—an object, image, story, film, even a spectacle—that permits this experience to have a purchase on the public imaginary. Participatory art is not a privileged political medium, nor a ready-made solution to a society of the spectacle,
but is as uncertain and precarious as democracy itself; neither are legitimated in
advance but need continually to be performed and tested in every specific context.
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Asylum Seeker: Paradoxes of Hyper-Authenticity in Schlingensief’s Please Love Austria,” in
Claire Bishop and Silvia Tramontana (eds.), Double Agent [London: ICA, 2009], 61.)
19. Rancière argues that participation in democracy is a “mongrel” idea deriving from the
conflation of two ideas: “the reformist idea of necessary mediations between the center and
the periphery, and the revolutionary idea of the permanent involvement of citizen-subjects in
every domain.” (Jacques Rancière, “The Uses of Democracy,” in Rancière, On the Shores of
Politics [London: Verso, 2007], 60.)
20. The Slovenian collective IRWIN has recently suggested that “critical” and “political”
art are as necessary to neoliberalism as socialist realism was to the Soviet regime.
21. A positive example of new developments is the new left organization Krytyka Polityczna in Poland, a publishing house that produces a magazine, organizes events, and maintains
a regular, forceful presence in the media (via its charismatic young leader Sławomir Sierakowski). The artists who have affiliated themselves with this project are as varied as Artur
mijewski and the painter Wilhelm Sasnal.
22. Latin America has been preeminent in instituting such solutions. See, for example, the
initiatives introduced by Antanas Mockus, then-mayor of Bogotá, discussed in María Cristina
Caballero, “Academic turns city into a social experiment,” Harvard University Gazette, March
11, 2004, available at www.news.harvard.edu.

STATE ME NT O N AST TO R EG EN TS ME ETI NG,
NOV E MB ER 21, 2013

MARIA
COTERA

I come before you today to urge you to support faculty efforts to institute a moratorium on the Administrative Services Transformation Plan, also known as shared
services or AST. You have likely heard the criticisms of this plan: that it disproportionately impacts women employees; that it’s design and implementation did not
include substantive faculty input; that the claimed “savings” it would supposedly
realize seem to be evaporating before our very eyes; that it will create less efficient
working environments at the departmental level.
The many problems with this plan have been articulated in the various letters,
statements, and media to which faculty have contributed since AST was officially
rolled out over a week ago. I think even those who disagree on the legitimacy of
the financial “crisis” this university faces and the proper response to it, can agree
that the AST has been a disaster for productivity so far, and that faculty reaction
to it could have been predicted given what has happened at other institutions who
have applied this corporate model of “rightsizing” to the university.
I come to you today, not as the representative of any faculty or academic body,
but as a scholar, a teacher, and a citizen, who is very troubled by what the AST
means for us as a flagship institution, and for what the larger trend of applying
corporate management solutions to institutions of higher education signifies for
the health of our democracy. We have seen this trend absolutely devastate our public education system, which was once the envy of the world. We have watched as
other public entities, including regional utility systems and even city governments,
have suffered through the double whammy of state defunding, and corporate
“solutions” that almost always involve privatization and outsourcing. Now we are
made to witness—“gagged” by orders from above—the creation of a manufactured
crisis that seems designed (quite cynically) to deliver our cherished institution into
the hands of global management consultants.
The justification for staff restructuring under the shared services model is
highly suspect. In an article in Business Officer Weekly, VP for finance Rowan
Miranda suggests that the University faces a crisis of diminishing state funding
and “administrative bloat.” Miranda cites a single source to back up this claim, a

white paper published by the Goldwater Institute, a neoconservative think tank in
Arizona funded by the Koch Brothers. However, Miranda’s article fails to mention
this that the Goldwater Inst. white paper states categorically that the University of
Michigan has been singular in its success at keeping administrative costs down.
This citational sleight of hand is all the more galling when one considers that the
shared services plan, like the IT rationalization plan, and earlier cuts to staff
throughout the College of LSA, has focused on lower level administrative staff,
many of them women with seniority, not upper level administration. Many would
argue that if there is “administrative bloat” it isn’t to be found at the desk of some
poor woman who has worked here loyally for decades, but in the athletic facilities
and executive offices. Indeed, our executives’ pay looks increasingly like the perkladen salaries one might see in the corporate sector. Just last December, AnnArbor.com reported that The University of Michigan’s top 16 executives bring in
$7.19 million in base pay—up 5 percent over the year before, and that base pay
rate does not include six-figure bonuses or retention perks. I’m not sure how executives can justify giving themselves big bonuses on already bloated salaries while
finding “efficiencies” on the backs of our staff. It is, frankly, shameful.
Moreover, I find it extremely problematic that Accenture, the architect of the
shared services model was awarded a contract of over 22 million dollars to manage
the rationalization of our IT services and the implementation of the AST. I note,
with dismay that UM’s finance department, which served as the project manager of
the overall effort, includes executives who have worked for Accenture in the past.
In fact, Rowan Miranda was a partner in the firm until 2009, when he took this job
with UM. Whether or not these executives recused themselves from the bidding
process, they were necessarily instrumental in diagnosing not only the need, but
also the model, for administrative staff restructuring, and that model just happened to align perfectly with Accenture’s consulting experience. In other words, it
was former Accenture employees and partners who helped to shape the narrative
that brought us, inevitably, to Accenture’s doorstep.
Is it any wonder that faculty question the premise of both the crisis and the
solution that UM’s finance Department has proposed? What pains me the most
about this one size fits all, top down model of administrative staff restructuring is
its impact on our cherished co-workers. But what really scares me about it is what
it reveals about the inner-workings of our executive office. What I see is a revolving door between management consulting firms and public institutions, a door
greased by plenty of high dollar contracts and executive pay-scales, and justified
by spurious research from right-wing think tanks.

The self-serving profit-minded corporate approaches that have penetrated the
upper ranks of our administration are antithetical to the proper functioning of an
institution of higher education. The University is not a corporation; it is a community of scholars who have come together to share their collective talents in the
interest of furthering knowledge for the public good. I come to you as a member of
this community, who cares deeply about its survival, and ask you to reject the AST.
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B EYO ND THE IM P OSSIB LE

RAOUL

To deny society, one must attack its language. —Guy Debord

VANEIGEM
The impossible is a closed universe. Nevertheless, we possess the key to it and, as
we’ve suspected for millennia, its door opens on a field of infinite possibilities.
More than ever, this field belongs to us, to explore and cultivate. The key is neither
magic nor symbolic. The ancient Greeks called it “poetry,” from the verb poiein, to
construct, to fashion, to create.
Ever since market civilization instaurated the reign of princes and priests—the
lamentable remains of whom continue to swarm upon God’s cadaver—the dogma
of the innate weakness and deficiency of men and women hasn’t ceased to be
taught, at the expense of creativity, which is the human faculty par excellence. Do
not the laws of power and profit condemn the child to age prematurely by teaching
him or her to work, to consume, and to exhibit him or herself on the market of
slaves, where competitive craftiness stifles the intelligence of the heart and solidarity?
We are exposed to a constant denaturation in which life is emptied of its substance, while the necessity of survival is reduced to the animalistic quest for subsistence. The uncertain right to existence is acquired at the cost of a predatory
comportment that converts fear into cash and profits from it.
While socially useful work—natural agriculture, schools, hospitals, metallurgy,
transportation—becomes rarefied and degraded, parasitical work, subject to financial imperatives, governs States and peoples in the name of a financial bubble that
is condemned to implode. Fear reigns and responds to fear. The populist Right
recuperates working class anger. It designates interchangeable scapegoats—Jews,
Arabs, Muslims, the unemployed, homosexuals, people from Mediterranean countries, intellectuals, outsiders—and thus prevents attacks on a system that threatens the entire planet. At the same time, the populist Left channels indignation into
demonstrations, the spectacular character of which completely dispenses with any
veritable subversive project. The nec plus ultra of radicalism consists in burning the
banks and organizing gladiator combats between cops and rioters when such com-

bat in the arena weakens the solidity of the banking-swindling system and the
States that unanimously take on base works.
Fear, resignation, fatalism and voluntary servitude everywhere darken the minds
of individuals and rally crowds to the heels of the tribunes and representative of
the people, who draw from their cretinization the last profits to be had from an
unsteady power.
How to struggle against the weight of the obscurantism that—from conservatism to the spiteful and impotent revolt of Leftism—maintains the lethargy of
despair, ally of all the tyrannies, no matter how revolting, ridiculous or absurd they
are? To have done with the diverse forms of gregariousness, whose bleating and
screaming punctuate the route to the slaughterhouse, I do not see any other way
than reviving the dialogue that is at the heart of each person’s existence, the dialogue between the desire to live and the objurgations of a programmed death.
By what aberration do we consent to pay for the goods—water, vegetables, air,
fertile earth, renewable and free sources of energy—that nature provides us with?
By what self-contempt do we judge it impossible to blow away—with the living
breath of human aspirations—the economy that programs its own annihilation by
monopolizing and sacking the world? How to continue to believe that money is
indispensable when it pollutes everything it touches?
It is in the logic of things that the exploiters attempt to convince the exploited
of their ineluctable inferiority. But what’s scandalous is that people who revolt
and revolutionaries allow themselves to be imprisoned in the artificial circle of
the impossible. I do not know how much time will pass before the bronze tables
of the law of profit are broken into pieces, but a truly human society will not exist
unless the dogma of our incapability to found a society on the true richness of
being (the faculty of creating oneself and recreating the world) is broken.
Perhaps it would be indispensable to repeat the following tirelessly, until these
life-bearing words create an opening in the petrified forest where frozen and gelatinous words consecrate the power of a coldly profitable death: yes, it is possible to
have done with corrupt democracy by instaurating direct democracy; yes, it is possible to push further the experiment of the Spanish libertarian collectives of 1936
and put generalized self-management to work; yes, it is possible to recreate abundance and what’s free by refusing to pay and putting an end to the reign of money;
yes, it is possible to get rid of racketeering by strictly adopting the recommendation “We will take care of our affairs ourselves”; and, yes, it is possible to pass
beyond the diktats of the State, the threats of the financial mafias, and the
demands of political predators of every stripe.
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If we do not exit from economic reality by constructing a human reality, we will
once more allow market cruelty to rage and perpetuate itself.
The battle that unfolds, on the terrain of everyday life, between the desire to
live fully and the slow agony of an existence supported by work, money and rotten
pleasures is the same battle that attempts to preserve the quality of our environment against the ravages of the market economy. The schools, natural agricultural
products, public transportation networks, hospitals, health clinics, herbal medicines, water, invigorating air, renewable and free energy-sources, and sociallyuseful goods (made by workers cynically despoiled of their production) belong to
us. Let’s stop paying for what is ours.
Life surpasses the economy. The liberty of the living revokes the liberties of
commerce. It will henceforth be on this terrain that the battle is fought.
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Day: You both were arrested and imprisoned in 1985. How have prison conditions
around you changed over those years?
Buck: They’ve become much more repressive, particularly since Ronald Reagan’s
presidency. Each year, there’s been slippage. And certainly Clinton played a big
role with the Anti-Terrorism Act, which further limited people’s legal rights.
The balance of who is in prison has also changed. There’s a much higher percentage of blacks and Latinos, and—at least in the Federal system—an enormous number of immigrants. Not just immigrants but foreign nationals, who’ve
been arrested for incidents in crossing borders. People are detained for years
without ever being given any kind of judicial decision.
Whitehorn: I think it’s typical of Marilyn not to complain in an interview about her
own conditions. When we look at the two million people now in the federal and
state systems, the proportion of women in those numbers has gone way up.
What that means to someone like Marilyn is tremendous overcrowding: you’re
living the rest of your life in a tiny cell that was built for one person and now
houses three. It means you have no property, because there’s no room. Little
by little, they took away any clothing that was sent to you, and put down much
more stringent requirements. It means that you have no desk. Marilyn Buck,
like many prisoners who fight very hard to get an education, has to sit on a cot
and write on her lap. The overcrowding means that people are treated like problems and like baggage.
The other thing is the federal conspiracy laws, which are particularly pernicious for women. In 1985, when people heard that I was facing thirty-three
years, they were astounded. That seemed like so much time. In 1990, when I
ended up with twenty-three years, people were less astounded, because the laws
had changed and sentences were much longer. By then, my cellmate had a
twenty-four-year sentence on a first offense. This was a drug conspiracy case
where it was really her husband who had run this drug ring, and she was swept
up in the indictment. Or there’s our friend Danielle, who has a triple-life sentence for another drug conspiracy—her crime was basically refusing to testify

against her husband. We found many more women with those kinds of sentences.
Day: How do you think these last fifteen years have affected you, personally?
Buck: Imagine yourself in a relationship with an abuser who controls your every
move, keeps you locked in the house. There’s the ever-present threat of violence
or further repression if you don’t toe the line. I think that’s a fairly good analogy of what happens. And imagine being there for fifteen years.
To be punished, to be absolutely controlled, whether it’s about buttoning
your shirt; how you have a scarf on your head; how long or how baggy your
pants are—all of those things are under scrutiny. It’s hard to give a clinical picture of what they do, because how do you know, when you’re the target, or the
victim, what that does to you? But there’s a difference between being a target
and being a victim.
Whitehorn: The largest proportion of guards in federal women’s prisons are men.
That’s who’s in your living unit. That’s who’s looking through the window in
your door when you might be using the bathroom or changing your clothes.
There’s the total loss of ability to defend your person.
For me, the hardest part was the pat-searches. In the federal system, it’s
legal for male guards to pat-search women prisoners. That means they stand
behind you and run their hands all over your body. The point is not to locate
contraband; it’s to reduce you to a completely powerless person. If I had
pushed a guard’s hands away they would have sent me to the hole for assault.
In fact, that did happen once. It reduces you to an object, not worthy of being
defended. The message is, “your body is meaningless, why don’t you want this
man to put his hands all over you?” Very, very deeply damaging.
Marilyn talks about being “a target or a victim.” She makes a distinction.
That’s really important because the struggle inside prison is to refuse to be victimized. Once you allow yourself to be a victim, you lose your ability to stand up
and say, “I’m a person; I’m not a piece of garbage.”
But over the years, when you have to put up with that again and again, you
avoid situations because you just don’t want to go through it. You have to exert
an enormous amount of psychic energy to remove yourself from the situation,
where this guy’s running his hands over your body. You end up exhausted at the
end of the day, and your nerves are shot. Your only life is resisting these situations.
Day: Is there a portrait of a typical woman prisoner you could draw?
Buck: No, except in the broadest strokes. Typically, she’s a woman of color. When

she first comes to prison, she’s twenty-three to twenty-four years old. Probably
the median age of women here is thirty-five to thirty-six, which is much older
than it used to be because women stay in prison much longer. Presently, in this
particular institution, over 50 percent of the women are Latin American, a large
percentage of that, Mexican. You could also say—and this is not news—a lot of
the women here come from abusive relationships, whether parents or husbands.
. . . If you look at the statistics, it says up to 80 percent.
Whitehorn: I would also say that a huge number of the women are mothers. It means
that, on the outside, there are basically a lot of orphans. I consider the prison
system today to be a form of genocide. Prison has been used against third-world
populations inside the United States, in particular African-American and Latino
populations. These women are very young when they come to prison. They have
sentences that will go through their childbearing years. Their children are either
farmed out to relatives, or they become wards of the state. It means that the
women, who would form some sort of collective bond when there’s a need for
struggle, are gone from the community. And it means that their children may well
go to prison themselves. Those of us who grew up with mothers have complaints
that we didn’t get enough love. What does it mean to have your mother in prison?
One thing that would strike me whenever people came in from the outside for
something like an AIDS health fair—we fought very hard to have those fairs—is
that these straight, middle-America types would be sweating bullets, they were
so scared. And they would be so expansive and warm when they left. They would
say, “My picture of you all was so wrong. I pictured these killers with knives in
their teeth, and I find you’re just like my neighbors.”
If you look at the number of women in prison, some of us are your neighbors.
I don’t care where you live. People who read Monthly Review: your neighbors are
in prison, OK? I must have met thousands and thousands of women over almost
fifteen years, and I would have to say that, of the women I met, there are probably ten or fifteen who, in a socialist society, would need to be in prison.
Day: Do women ever get “better” after they go to prison?
Buck: Sometimes. I think there’s the possibility of coming to terms with the fact
that you were abused. Basically, you have two things happening. One is that you
have this potential, because you’re not running around, doing the things you had
to do as a mother, a wife, a partner, or as someone who had to go to work. When
that daily activity stops, then the potential exists to discover a sense of independence.
The other side is that we’re in a situation where we’re absolutely controlled.
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That sort of enhances another abusive relationship. It can limit your imagination
and shut you down. So a lot of women become more creative here, in terms of
arts and crafts, but it doesn’t necessarily open them to their potential as human
beings.
Whitehorn: Also, a lot of women who have been in abusive relationships get into
lesbian relationships. And one of the things the chaplains do is preach against
homosexuality, because they’re terrified of it. I was once in a prison where there
was a progressive chaplain who told other chaplains that for a lot of the women,
these relationships were the first time someone looked at them and saw beauty
and not something to be used and abused. There were also some horrible lesbian
relationships that were a recreation of the worst in straight relationships.
Can we talk about medical care? The women are getting older. A lot of
women in prison are going through menopause. Many have gynecological problems. I had surgery when I was in prison. There you are: you’re bleeding; you’ve
had surgery a few hours before. You’re strip-searched, shackled, chained, and
you have to walk back to a van. If you’re lucky they’ll have a wheelchair for you
to take you back to your unit.
I now work at POZ magazine, and a woman in Danbury Prison wrote a column for the magazine. She has HIV and goes to the male gynecologist to be told
that she needs surgery on her cervix. She says to him, “I have to be completely
sedated for this operation.” And he says, “No you don’t.” And she says, “Yes, I
do. I have a history of sexual abuse and I have a panic attack when I have to lie
on my back with my legs spread open and chained in front of strangers.”
And he laughs at her. He tells her, “Well, then, we can’t do the surgery.” And
she writes, “I hate my doctor. And that’s a problem. For me, but not for him.”
That’s so profound. That relationship of being “cared for” by someone who sees
you as his enemy is completely deleterious to your health.
I hope everyone who reads this article is familiar with the medical crisis in
the California Women’s prison at Chowchilla “health care” there is left to the
guards: they are trained as low level EMT’s and they do the first stage of triage,
deciding whether a woman should be seen by a doctor or not. Seventeen women
died in that prison last year alone and independent investigations concluded that
medical incompetence or refusal of medical attention contributed to the deaths.
The other thing I saw so much in women was the further erosion of alreadylow self-esteem. What does it do to you to have to go stand in line and get a
man’s attention and ask him for sanitary napkins and then be asked, “Didn’t you
ask me for some yesterday?”

Day: How do you deal with the deaths of family and friends while you’re in prison?
Buck: My mother died about six weeks ago. She became ill in September, so I went
through a phase of real guilt that I wasn’t there. And real sorrow and real anger.
I think I’ve looked at the guilt a little more. I just couldn’t be there. But the
sorrow of not being able to hold my mother’s little bird hand by the time she
was starving to death from the cancer . . . just breaks my heart. And there’s
nothing I can do about it.
I could intellectualize it. I could have been on a ship halfway around the
world, and we got stuck in the trade winds and couldn’t get there in time. But
I’m an extreme realist and understand who I am as a political prisoner. I knew
that I would not be allowed to go to her bedside, nor to her funeral. That was
just the reality. She died on a Sunday. And she was buried on my birthday. So
it’s just all very hard.
I talked to my mother every week I could. And she came to visit me once a
year. It was hard for her to get here. My mom was seventy-four She had to drive
a long way and go through all the emotional turmoil that you can’t avoid when
you see somebody you can’t do anything for. So I had to look at her anger, too.
In a certain way, I want to be able to lie on the floor and bang my heels and
cry and scream, but that just hurts my heels . . . So what can I say? I’m having a
hard time. I’m having a very, very hard time. I . . . you know, it’s grief. But it’s
grief under dire conditions. I’ll always miss my mother.
Whitehorn: One of the hardest things about being in prison is losing somebody you
love and being unable to be there with them while they’re dying, or go to the
memorial service afterwards. Being in prison through some of the worst years
of the AIDS epidemic meant that I lost friends, both on the outside and the
inside, very dear women who were among the best friends I’ve ever had in life.
My father died while I was in prison. I was very fortunate that there was a
chaplain who allowed me to phone him twice while he was in the intensive care
unit. It’s just an emblem of how families are destroyed by prison—the fact that
Marilyn was not permitted to go; that I was not permitted to go to my father’s
funeral; that there was no question of ever being permitted to go.
Day: What kinds of internal resources have you developed to deal with these years
in prison?
Buck: For me, the main thing is that I recognized, after the first five years of being
imprisoned and on trial a lot, that one tends to build one’s walls. Which means
that you begin to censor yourself, so that they can’t censor you.
I censored how I spoke to people, how I interacted. It goes in tandem with,
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“If I button my shirt the way they want, they won’t attack me for not buttoning
my shirt properly.” In some ways, I found myself trying to be a “good girl,”
because then maybe they’d see I wasn’t a “bad girl.”
When I got a handle on what I was doing, I was horrified, because how can
you be a women’s liberationist and worry about being a good girl or a bad girl?
What I believed in my gut was being turned inside out by my actual life. And it
made me understand a lot more about how any woman—it doesn’t matter who
you are or what you think—can get in a relationship with another person—
generally a man, but not always—who can become your abuser, your owner.
So once I could begin to see that, I tried to find ways to tear down my walls,
to protect myself less. It’s always a risk, because when you open a door, you
don’t know what’s going to come in, or what’s going to go out. And everyone is
needy in prison. When you’re a prisoner, you’re needy. It’s emotionally, psychologically devastating. But I felt like, if I didn’t take that risk, that I was going to
smother the essence of who I was.
What I do is that I write. I write poems. Over the years I’ve moved from
being a rhetorical, frozen writer to try to put out more of who I am, and how I
feel . . . I think that ultimately, if we want human liberation, we have to be able
to be honest with ourselves and other people about our desires, our resentments, as we say these days, our “issues.”
So I look to that as a little flame before my face. I can’t say I’m there. But I
can at least keep that in my mind.
Whitehorn: I think the hardest thing to maintain over the years, for me, was my
sense of outrage. After a while, your heart hurts so continually, you begin to
build a sort of padding around it. For example, one of the hardest things for me
in prison was at the end of the visiting period, when you see children being led
away from their mothers and they don’t understand, especially the little ones
are just screaming and crying. I got to a point where I would try to leave my visits early because I couldn’t stand that any more.
I really started to disrespect myself for that. I felt like, the mother’s going
through it, how do you get the right to remove yourself from it? I think from
that, I understood something of why people don’t want to know about prisons,
because it’s too hard; there’s something so painful about seeing a woman being
removed from her baby. A woman who gives birth in most U.S. prisons gets
somewhere between eight and twenty-four hours before she is taken back to
the prison and separated from the infant.
When people say, “God, how did you survive prison?” I think the way I did it

was by touching the lives and being touched by the lives of women around me.
I mean, I was in prison with women who had been raped repeatedly by a stepfather when they were between seven and eleven, who had to go through patsearches every day, through shakedowns where some man comes in your cell
and paws through your underwear. They would call home and find out that their
daughter, who was thirteen, was again being abused by that same stepfather,
who was back in the picture. They had to deal with the most intense levels of
abuse, and yet were able to stand up through it, were able to survive.
I learned early on how people can communicate with each other on a really
deep level without having to give up their own personal strength. I learned how
to get emotional sustenance from the women around me and how to try to give
some to them. That’s the main thing I learned from prison. And it was easy for
me because I knew I had a release date. For someone like Marilyn, or our friend
Danielle, finding the strength to survive is an enormous job.
Day: What reactions do you get as a political person from other prisoners?
Buck: Most people don’t know my politics specifically. As I get older and more
tired, and more beaten down by being in prison, I’m not out there as much with
the population. I don’t go to the dining room very much. I’m too tired to do
that. So less and less people know me.
But some people do understand my politics. You know, one woman who’s
twenty-two years old just left. A young black woman, we talked sometimes, and
I have been supportive and critical of her in a couple of situations. When she
left, she said, “Thank you. You helped me a lot.”
So, to me, what your politics are in the abstract don’t mean a damn; it’s how
you practice them. For myself as a white woman, I ask, how do you treat people;
how do people receive you as a human being? Are people abstractions to you, in
terms of racism? Or do you treat people as real equals, even given all the issues
of privilege? Because they exist in prison, too.
Sometimes I’m treated differently by the administration. I know that my
mail gets opened. That’s not true of everyone else. So I end up getting
envelopes without any contents. Every time you say anything about it, it’s “Oh,
it must be the post office.”
Whitehorn: Marilyn’s right that people knew us as political prisoners by how we
dealt with people and situations every day. I remember feeling that the main
impact I’d had was when I would intervene when a guard was picking on a
woman, or help somebody get her privileges back when they’d been taken away
unjustly. More than if I gave them a lecture on the history of something.
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But Marilyn’s also way too modest. When we were in prison together, all the
other women knew she represented the politics of struggles for justice, human
rights, liberation. Women would always approach her for help in understanding
not only incidents on the news, world affairs, but also incidents of racism and
hostility among different nationalities in the prison population. She may tire of
talking about it, but I know for a fact she never tires of acting on all of it, treating people with respect, making peace in difficult situations, basically doing the
right thing no matter how tired she is, how long she’s had to do it.
One thing that changed while I was in prison is that there were many more
women political prisoners. It was a shock to the prison system itself because
they were terrified of us.
The government created a control unit. They tested it out on two of the
Puerto Rican women, Lucy Rodriguez and Haydee Beltran. Then they put Alejandrina Torres and Silvia Baraldini and Susan Rosenberg in an underground
unit at the Federal Correctional Institution at Lexington. It was actually a basement unit and they were supposed to be there for the rest of their sentences,
which were fifty-eight and forty-three and thirty-five years. It was a big mistake
because it got international attention. It was one of the first times Amnesty
International got involved in the conditions of incarceration in the United
States. Part of it was that they were terrified we would revolutionize the rest
of the prison population.
A few years after that unit was closed down, I was in Lexington and working
in the landscape crew, mowing grass, and my boss was a guard who had been
assigned to that basement unit. She told me that they had been told not to
speak to the prisoners there because they would brainwash them. I thought it
was hysterical. I said, “You’ll see after we’ve worked together, whether I brainwash you.”
About three months later, that guard asked me, “Who’s that guy who’s the
biggest mass murderer ever?” And I said, “George Bush.” Then we got into a
discussion about who is a mass-murderer—someone who kills five people or
a president who—? And she says, “You know, you’re making a lot of sense,
Whitehorn. Uh-oh. I am being brainwashed.”
Day: Some people say that political prisoners get more recognition and support
than social prisoners. What’s your reaction to that?
Buck: There’s a misconception that political prisoners always get so much support.
There are some who were in prison for years before they got any support at all,
except for a few people they’d worked with in the world. We could look at Man-

dela. All these people worked to free Mandela. What was done about all the
other [African National Congress] prisoners? Probably ninety-nine out of one
hundred political prisoners didn’t join the struggle to become famous.
Also political prisoners tend not to get parole. Particularly men political prisoners, they’re in isolation for years and years. There’s a lot of things we don’t
get that sometimes other prisoners do get.
Whitehorn: If you want to understand prisons, you have to understand both political and social prisoners. They’re two sides of a program of repression. One is,
you terrify communities and tell them the law is all-powerful and people will
lose their freedom for many, many years if they transgress. The other is, you
give huge sentences to anyone who says, “There are such egregious social injustices that we have to go up against the government.” You lock those people up
for long periods of time, and that will prevent the rise of a new generation of
leaders or activists. If you leave out one side of that equation, you’ll never
understand what prisons are. You’ll think they’re just about making money,
which is ridiculous.
Having said that, I think the current building of a mass movement about the
prison industrial complex began with political prisoners. There is absolutely no
division between supporting political prisoners and fighting for an end to the
prison system. Angela Davis has been instrumental in it. Who’s she? She’s an expolitical prisoner. The people who have organized a lot of young activists in that
movement are political prisoners or ex-political prisoners.
Every single political prisoner did prison work before they went to prison.
We were the people who supported the Attica brothers; we were the people
who were in the Midnight Special Collective back in the early ’70s in New York,
which was a prison support collective. We’re not the ones who don’t think social
prisoners are important.
And political prisoners often need extra support. Marilyn Buck has an eightyyear sentence and she has never been accused of actually hurting a single person. Or Teddy Jah Heath, who just died in prison. He had been convicted of a
kidnapping, where a big-time drug-dealer was put in a car, driven around, talked
to, and let out. No injury; no nothing. Jah did twenty-seven years in prison.
After twenty-five years, he went to the parole board and was rejected. Two
years later, he died in prison of colon cancer. Because his act was a political act.
It was done in line with the programs of the Black Liberation Army, growing out
of the Black Panther Party, to stop the drug trade in the black communities.
Day: Marilyn, what do you need from people on the outside?
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Buck: What I need from people is what we all need: to seize our human liberation
as much as possible as women, as lesbians, as heterosexuals. To support the
right of human beings to have their own nations, their own liberation, and
their own justice. If we stopped police brutality; if black women and men were
treated like equal human beings, that would make me feel really, really good,
because I would be less dehumanized as a white person in this society. I would
not be objectified as the oppressor.
I would like us to be more creative; to be the artists that we all are. I don’t
want to see child prostitution. That to me is oppression in the concrete; people
having to sell their children to stay alive. Or watching their children in the
clutches of the police. Or a woman standing on her feet as a waitress for ten
hours a day when her veins are breaking and still not be able to pay the rent and
be there for her children.
I was thinking about this the other day—I think about the vision I had when
I was a nineteen-year-old of justice and human rights and women’s equality. It
was a wonderful vision. I think how it got implemented—how we became rigid
and rhetorical within that—took away from that vision. But without a vision,
you can’t go forward.
Day: Laura, now that you’re out of prison, what do you want to do?
Whitehorn: I don’t ever want to forget. That would be like putting calluses over my
heart. It would be forgetting the people I owe something to. I guess the hardest
thing for me about getting out was leaving so many people behind. I’ve been
working in release efforts. We filed papers for clemency with Clinton for all the
federal political prisoners. I try to do work for HIV+ prisoners through my job
at POZ magazine. And when people ask me, “How can I support your friends
who are left behind?” that makes me feel whole.
It’s made me sad that I’ve tried to interest different groups of women in supporting young women in prison on these ridiculous [drug] conspiracy cases. The
“girlfriend crimes,” like Kemba Smith. There are hundreds of Kemba Smiths in
the federal system. And I have been singularly unsuccessful in interesting any
organized women’s groups to fight for those women.
One thing that makes prisons so criminal is that they damage people over
time. I’m very damaged, and I had tons of support. I did prison work for years
before I was arrested, so I knew what to expect. Nothing could really catch me
off guard. Yet I find I have places in me that I don’t know how to go to, that are
so filled with pain.
Especially late, in the middle of the night, when I think about some of my

friends, these young women who are doing life sentences. They didn’t kill anyone. They didn’t hurt anybody. They gave a fucking message to someone, or
maybe they didn’t turn their husband in, and they knew he had killed someone.
They’re doing life, and they have very little chance of getting out. There’s a pain
in me that I don’t know how to deal with.
You know, it’s very difficult to carry on relationships with people on the outside while you’re in prison. Your friends shield you from things because either
they think you don’t want to hear about the great dinner they had the night
before, or you’re going to think their problems are trivial because, after all,
they’re not in prison. It damages your ability to have human relationships. And I
have to say that the people I’ve seen who carry on friendships with prisoners
are few and far between, and I honor them.
So I need to continue to struggle for prisoners and to win their release. And
to say, it’s extremely important for people on the outside to understand what
prisons are and who’s in prison and to visit them. To bring that kind of humanity
into the prisons—but most of all, to bring those prisoners out, back into the
communities.
2001
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B LOC KA D ING THE P ORT I S O NLY
TH E FI RST OF M ANY LA ST R E SO R TS

OAKLAN D

By any reasonable measure, the November 2 general strike was a grand success.

COMMUNE

The day was certainly the most significant moment of the season of Occupy, and
signaled the possibility of a new direction for the occupations, away from vague,
self-reflexive democratism and toward open confrontation with the state and capital. At a local level, as a response to the first raid on the encampment, the strike
showed Occupy Oakland capable of expanding while defending itself, organizing its
own maintenance while at the same time directly attacking its enemy. This is what
it means to refer to the encampment and its participants as the Oakland Commune, even if a true commune is only possible on the other side of insurrection.
Looking over the day’s events it is clear that without the shutdown of the port
this would not have been a general strike at all but rather a particularly powerful
day of action. The tens of thousands of people who marched into the port surpassed all estimates. Neighbors, co-workers, relatives—one saw all kinds of people
there who had never expressed any interest in such events, whose political activity
had been limited to some angry mumbling at the television set and a yearly or
biyearly trip to the voting booth. It was as if the entire population of the Bay Area
had been transferred to some weird industrial purgatory, there to wander and wonder and encounter itself and its powers.
Now we have the chance to blockade the ports once again, on December 12, in
conjunction with occupiers up and down the west coast. Already Los Angeles, San
Diego, Portland, Tacoma, Seattle, Vancouver and even Anchorage have agreed to
blockade their respective ports. These are exciting events, for sure. Now that many
of the major encampments in the US have been cleared, we need an event like this
to keep the sequence going through the winter months and provide a reference
point for future manifestations. For reasons that will be explained shortly, we
believe that actions like this—direct actions that focus on the circulation of capital, rather than its production—will play a major role in the inevitable uprisings
and insurrections of the coming years, at least in the postindustrial countries. The
confluence of this tactic with the ongoing attempts to directly expropriate abandoned buildings could transform the Occupy movement into something truly

threatening to the present order. But in our view, many comrades continue thinking about these actions as essentially continuous with the class struggle of the
twentieth century and the industrial age, never adequately remarking on how little
the postindustrial Oakland General Strike of 2011 resembles the Oakland General
Strike of 1946.
The shipping industry (and shipping in general) has long been one of the most
important sectors for capital, and one of the privileged sites of class struggle. Capitalism essentially develops and spreads within the matrix of the great mercantile,
colonialist and imperial experiments of post-medieval Europe, all of which are
predicated upon sailors, ships and trade routes. But by the time that capitalism
comes into view as a new social system in the 19th century the most important
engine of accumulation is no longer trade itself, but the introduction of labor-saving technology into the production process. Superprofits achieved through mechanized production are funneled back into the development and purchase of new production machinery, not to mention the vast, infernal infrastructural projects this
industrial system requires: mines and railways, highways and electricity plants,
vast urban pours of wood, stone, concrete and metal as the metropolitan centers
spread and absorb people expelled from the countryside. But by the 1970s, just as
various futurologists and social forecasters were predicting a completely automated society of superabundance, the technologically-driven accumulation cycle
was coming to an end. Labor-saving technology is double-edged for capital. Even
though it temporarily allows for the extraction of enormous profits, the fact that
capital treats laboring bodies as the foundation of its own wealth means that over
the long term the expulsion of more and more people from the workplace eventually comes to undermine capital’s own conditions of survival. Of course, one of the
starkest horrors of capitalism is that capital’s conditions of survival are also our
own, no matter our hatred. Directly or indirectly, each of us is dependent on the
wage and the market for our survival.
From the 1970s on, one of capital’s responses to the reproduction crisis has
been to shift its focus from the sites of production to the (non)sites of circulation.
Once the introduction of labor-saving technology into the production of goods
no longer generated substantial profits, firms focused on speeding up and more
cheaply circulating both commodity capital (in the case of the shipping, wholesaling and retailing industries) and money capital (in the case of banking). Such
restructuring is a big part of what is often termed “neoliberalism” or “globalization,” modes of accumulation in which the shipping industry and globally-distributed supply chains assume a new primacy. The invention of the shipping container
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and container ship is analogous, in this way, to the reinvention of derivatives trading in the 1970s—a technical intervention which multiplies the volume of capital in
circulation several times over.
This is why the general strike on Nov. 2 appeared as it did, not as the voluntary
withdrawal of labor from large factories and the like (where so few of us work),
but rather as masses of people who work in unorganized workplaces, who are
unemployed or underemployed or precarious in one way or another, converging on
the chokepoints of capital flow. Where workers in large workplaces—the ports, for
instance—did withdraw their labor, this occurred after the fact of an intervention
by an extrinsic proletariat. In such a situation, the flying picket, originally developed as a secondary instrument of solidarity, becomes the primary mechanism
of the strike. If postindustrial capital focuses on the seaways and highways, the
streets and the mall, focuses on accelerating and volatilizing its networked flows,
then its antagonists will also need to be mobile and multiple. In November 2010,
during the French general strike, we saw how a couple dozen flying pickets could
effectively bring a city of millions to a halt. Such mobile blockades are the technique for an age and place in which production has been offshored, an age in which
most of us work, if we work at all, in small and unorganized workplaces devoted to
the transport, distribution, administration and sale of goods produced elsewhere.
Like the financial system which is its warped mirror, the present system for circulating commodities is incredibly brittle. Complex, computerized supply-chains
based on just-in-time production models have reduced the need for warehouses
and depots. This often means that workplaces and retailers have less than a day’s
reserves on hand, and rely on the constant arrival of new shipments. A few tactical
interventions—at major ports, for instance—could bring an entire economy to its
knees. This is obviously a problem for us as much as it is a problem for capital:
the brittleness of the economy means that while it is easy for us to blockade the
instruments of our own oppression, nowhere do we have access to the things that
could replace it. There are few workplaces that we can take over and use to begin
producing the things we need. We could take over the port and continue to import
the things we need, but it’s nearly impossible to imagine doing so without maintaining the violence of the economy at present.
This brings us to a very important aspect of the present moment, already
touched on above. The subject of the “strike” is no longer the working class as
such, though workers are always involved. The strike no longer appears only as the
voluntary withdrawal of labor from a workplace by those employed there, but as
the blockade, suppression (or even sabotage or destruction) of that workplace by

proletarians who are alien to it, and perhaps to wage-labor entirely. We need to jettison our ideas about the “proper” subjects of the strike or class struggle. Though
it is always preferable and sometimes necessary to gain workers’ support in order
to shut down a particular workplace, it is not absolutely necessary, and we must
admit that ideas about who has the right to strike or blockade a particular workplace are simply extensions of the law of property. If the historical general strikes
involved the coordinated striking of large workplaces, around which “the masses,”
including students, women who did unwaged housework, the unemployed and
lumpenproletarians of the informal sector eventually gathered to form a generalized offensive against capital, here the causality is precisely reversed. It has gone
curiously unremarked that the encampments of the Occupy movement, while
claiming themselves the essential manifestations of some vast hypermajority—
the 99%—are formed in large part from the ranks of the homeless and the jobless,
even if a more demographically diverse group fills them out during rallies and
marches. That a group like this—with few ties to organized labor—could call for
and successfully organize a General Strike should tell us something about how different the world of 2011 is from that of 1946.
We find it helpful here to distinguish between the working class and the proletariat. Though many of us are both members of the working class and proletarians,
these terms do not necessarily mean the same thing. The working class is defined
by work, by the fact that it works. It is defined by the wage, on the one hand, and
its capacity to produce value on the other. But the proletariat is defined by propertylessness. In Rome, proletarius was the name for someone who owned no property save his own offspring and himself, and frequently sold both into slavery as a
result. Proletarians are those who are “without reserves” and therefore dependent
upon the wage and capital. They have “nothing to sell except their own skins.” The
important point to make here is that not all proletarians are working-class, since
not all proletarians work for a wage. As the crisis of capitalism intensifies, such
“wageless life” becomes more and more the norm. Of course, exploitation requires
dispossession. These two terms name inextricable aspects of the conditions of life
under the domination of capital, and even the proletarians who don’t work depend
upon those who do, in direct and indirect ways.
The point, for us, is that certain struggles tend to emphasize one or the other of
these aspects. Struggles that emphasize the fact of exploitation—its unfairness, its
brutality—and seek to ameliorate the terms and character of labor in capitalism,
take the working-class as their subject. On the other hand, struggles that emphasize dispossession and the very fact of class, seeking to abolish the difference
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between those who are “without reserves” and everyone else, take as their subject
the proletariat as such. Because of the restructuring of the economy and weakness
of labor, present-day struggles have no choice but to become proletarian struggles,
however much they dress themselves up in the language and weaponry of a defeated
working class. This is why the Occupy movement, even as much as it mumbles
vaguely about the weakest of redistributionary measures—taxing the banks, for
instance—refuses to issue any demands. There are no demands to make. Worker’s
struggles these days tend to have few objects besides the preservation of jobs or
the preservation of union contracts. They struggle to preserve the right to be
exploited, the right to a wage, rather than for any expansion of pay and benefits.
The power of the Occupy movement so far—despite the weakness of its discourse—
is that it points in the direction of a proletarian struggle in which, instead of vainly
petitioning the assorted rulers of the world, people begin to directly take the things
they need to survive. Rather than an attempt to readjust the balance between the
99% and the 1%, such a struggle might be about people directly providing for themselves at a time when capital and the state can no longer provide for them.
This brings us finally to the question of the unions, the ILWU in particular, its
locals, and the rank-and-file port workers. Port workers in the US have an enormously radical history, participating in or instigating some of the most significant
episodes in US labor history, from the Seattle General strike of 1919, to the battles
on the San Francisco waterfront in 1934 and the sympathy strikes that spread up
and down the coast. The ferocious actions by port workers in Longview, Washington—attempting to fight off the incursion of non-ILWU grain exporter EGT—recall
this history in vivid detail. Wildcatting, blockading trains and emptying them of
their cargo, fighting off the cops brought in to restore the orderly loading and
unloading of cargo—the port workers in Longview remind us of the best of the labor
movement, its unmediated conflict with capital. We expect to see more actions like
this in this new era of austerity, unemployment and riot. Still, our excitement at the
courage of Longview workers should not blind us to the place of this struggle in the
current crisis of capitalism. We do not think that these actions point to some revitalization of radical unionism, but rather indicate a real crisis in the established
forms of class struggle. They point to a moment in which even the most meager
demands become impossible to win. These conditions of impossibility will have a
radicalizing effect, but not in the way that many expect it to. They will bring us
allies in the workers at Longview and elsewhere but not in the way many expect.
Though they employ the tactics of the historical workers’ movement at its most
radical, the content of the Longview struggle is quite different: they are not fighting

for any expansions of pay or benefits, or attempting to unionize new workplaces,
but merely to preserve their union’s jurisdictional rights. It is a defensive struggle,
in the same way that the Madison, Wisconsin capitol occupation was a defensive
struggle—a fight undertaken to preserve the dubious legally-enshrined rights to
collectively bargain. These are fights for the survival of unions as such, in an era in
which unions have no real wind in their sails, at their best seeking to keep a floor
below falling wages, at their worst collaborating with the bosses to quietly sell out
workers. This is not to malign the actions of the workers themselves or their participation in such struggles—one can no more choose to participate in a fight for
one’s survival than one can choose to breathe, and sometimes such actions can
become explosive trigger points that ignite a generalized antagonism. But we
should be honest about the limits of these fights, and seek to push beyond them
where possible. Too often, it seems as if we rely on a sentimental workerism, acting
as if our alliance with port workers will restore to us some lost authenticity.
Let’s remember that, in the present instance, the initiative is coming from outside the port and from outside the workers’ movement as such, even though it
involves workers and unions. For the most part, the initiative here has come from a
motley band of people who work in non-unionized workplaces, or (for good reason)
hate their unions, or work part-time or have no jobs at all. Alliances are important.
We should be out there talking to truck drivers and crane operators and explaining
the blockade, but that does not mean blindly following the recommendations of
ILWU Local 10. For instance, we have been told time and again that, in order to
blockade the port, we need to go to each and every berth, spreading out thousands
of people into several groups over a distance of a few miles. This is because, under
the system that ILWU has worked out with the employers’ association, only a
picket line at the gates to the port itself will allow the local arbitrator to rule conditions at the port unsafe, and therefore provide the workers with legal protection
against unpermitted work action. In such a situation we are not really blockading
the port. We are participating in a two-act play, a piece of legal theater, performed
for the benefit of the arbitrator.
If this arbitration game is the only way we can avoid violent conflict with the
port workers, then perhaps this is the way things have to be for the time being.
But we find it more than depressing how little reflection there has been about
this strategy, how little criticism of it, and how many people seem to reflexively
accept the necessity of going through these motions. There are two reasons why
this charade is problematic. For one, we must remember that the insertion of statesanctioned forms of mediation and arbitration into the class struggle, the domesti-
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cation of the class struggle by a vast legal apparatus, is the chief mechanism by
which unions have been made into the helpmeet of capital, their monopoly over
labor power an ideal partner for capital’s monopoly over the means of production.
Under such a system, trade unions not only make sure that the system produces a
working-class with sufficient purchasing power (something that is less and less
possible these days, except by way of credit) but also ensure that class antagonism
finds only state-approved outlets, passing through the bureaucratic filter of the
union and its legal apparatus, which says when, how, and why workers can act in
their own benefit. This is what “arbitration” means.
Secondly, examined from a tactical position, putting us blockaders in small, stationary groups spread out over miles of roads leaves us in a very poor position to
resist a police assault. As many have noted, it would be much easier to blockade
the port by closing off the two main entrances to the port area– at Third and Adeline and Maritime and West Grand. Thousands of people at each of these intersections could completely shut down all traffic into the port, and these groups could
be much more easily reinforced and provided with provisions (it’s easier to get
food, water, and reinforcements to these locations.) There is now substantial interest in extending the blockade past one shift, changing it from a temporary nuisance to something that might seriously affect the reproduction of capital in the
Bay Area given the abovementioned reliance on just-in-time production. But doing
so will likely bring a police attack. Therefore, in order to blockade the port with
legal-theatrical means we sacrifice our ability—quite within reach—to blockade it
materially. We allow ourselves to be deflected to a tactically-weak position on the
plane of the symbolic.
The coming intensification of struggles both inside and outside the workplace
will find no success in attempting to revitalize the moribund unions. Workers will
need to participate in the same kinds of direct actions—occupations, blockades,
sabotage—that have proven the highlights of the Occupy movement in the Bay
Area. When tens of thousands of people marched to the port of Oakland on
November 2nd in order to shut it down, by and large they did not do it to defend
the jurisdiction of the ILWU, or to take a stand against union-busting (most people were, it appears, ignorant of these contexts). They did it because they hate the
present-day economy, because they hate capitalism, and because the ports are one
of the most obvious linkages in the web of misery in which we are all caught. Let’s
recognize this antagonism for what it is, and not dress it up in the costumes and
ideologies of a bygone world.
2011

LE TTER TO LINDSEY

PETER
LINEBAU GH

22 January 2014
Dear Lindsey,
Thank you for your message of 17 January, and thank you for your gift of the
Spanish edition of Ivan Ilich’s Deschooling Society.
I am glad that your meetings at Unitierra in Oaxaca went so well. Ryan and
Andrea were full of enthusiasm about the meetings when we talked with them at
the Tierra Dentro café in San Cristobal. In fact, meeting with other students was
one of the benefits of the escuelita.
You write, “we are extremely interested in hearing about your experience in the
Escuelita. The impact it had on you all? Your perceptions and the meaning it has
for your work? (and so much more).”
I have just been reading an essay by Janferie Stone, “Our Bodies, Our Communal Selves,” which is in the book West of Eden: Communes and Utopia in Northern
California, edited by her along with Iain Boal, Michael Watts, and Cal Winslow. She
describes her experiences in the communes of the late 1960s and early 1970s. In
reflecting on the motivations of individuals, she writes “the first phase was the
impulse to physicality.” She was aware that the world was a dangerous place, she
sought to escape “the flames of intensifying societal alienation.” “Life had to go
back, it had to unwind the double helix of industrialization and capitalism; it had to
be simple and on the land.”
The impact the escuelita had on me was, first of all, physical. Getting to my
ejido (as Emiliano Zapata was called), an hour’s hike from our caracol Morelia
after a four hour bus ride, was both an aerobic exercise and one of balance and
care. My votán and the other students tactfully offered me a helping hand at
dodgy moments in the mud or where footfall had to choose between slippery rocks
or slipperier tree roots. My hosts were kind and generous, yet I chose to eat less
than usual, and certainly not to nibble nervously as I am wont to do. The distance
to the baño from my sleeping area required me to drink less so as to avoid arising
in the middle of the night. I am not used to sleeping on a board, and soon spoke of
a “new kind of sleep” where waking, dreaming, and shut-eye were mixed up.

I am also a parent and my daughter, Riley, a strong, Spanish-speaking, articulate
woman, was with me in the same caracol but at a different ejido or pueblo. It was
called San Pedro, named, she told me, for a Zapatista casualty in the fighting of
early 1994. There are a thousand ways parents and children communicate, and
another thousand subjects of negotiation. The separation was good for us both.
You might say it was in the Zapatista spirit of “autonomy.”
Perhaps the clearest evidence of the physical effect became evident when we
returned to San Cristobal. In fact, the moment I stepped down from the bus it
passed my mind that I had just been in a dream. I didn’t want to wake up! Even
before I slaked my thirst I felt a deep, somatic regret that the experience had
passed. The traffic of the city, both the cars and the commerce, drove me crazy.
My mental balance was upset, and urban, modernist psychic defenses—I could feel
them in my body—again wrapped around me like a suit of medieval armor. Another
older person in our group also had a physical reaction on re-entry feeling cold and
shivering even though plenty of clothing, blankets, and warmth were available. We
called this phenomenon, “splash-down,” comparing it to an outer-space satellite
returning to earth from the heavens.
I should say too, that I am ignorant of the Spanish or Castillian language not
to mention Tzoltal. Hence my communication was limited to that of a small child!
I relied on the willingness of fellow students to help out when translation was
absolutely necessary, as for example, it was when it was explained to me that
the meaning of autonomy prevented my host family from accepting a gift that I
offered. It also meant that I could not benefit much from the four text books that
were supplied to me and to my votán, apart from learning a few words in Spanish.
I am deeply happy that I went; I am honored and grateful to the EZLN, and to
the countless people who made it possible. I would like to be able to write and
thank them personally. I feel an obligation to extend, somehow, their work into the
contexts I work in. I feel that they are my comrades, that as they accepted me as
part of their “family” so I feel they are part of mine, with curiosity, respect, intelligence, and generosity. They gave me strength and hope, not just that another
world is possible, but that already another world—theirs!—is here and now. I felt I
was living with a revolutionary army in a land of peaceful hamlets and people without exploitation or oppression. I am now part of that world too. This “family” feeling is human solidarity, or it ought better be called “class solidarity.”
Well, having said that, which explains (I believe) my physical reactions, I must
say that I accepted the invitation from Subcomandante Marcos to Midnight Notes
to join the escuelita knowing my physical and cultural vulnerabilities, and doing my

best to prepare despite them. My partner and comrade, Michaela Brennan, led these
preparations by obtaining medicines—salves, balms, pills for me to take against illness. (As it happened, the only illness I suffered was before and after I went!) Preparation also included reflection concerning my purposes and expectations. So I
wrote these down in a letter to my comrades. What the experience of the escuelita
means to my work, to answer your questions, concerns those expectations.
Revolution was on my mind. Perhaps my ideas of anti-capitalism had become
stale over the years, not changing with circumstances, and inchoate!? For a long
time I held the view that if we could only overcome our divisions the international
working-class could overthrow capitalism in the name of equality, justice, and the
commons.
The book by “P.M.” called bolo’bolo introduced to my thinking (already formed
by the feminist critiques of patriarchy and English social history) a simple way of
thinking about the composition of the working-class. “A workers” were highly educated, white-collar, salaried, office or service workers—scientists, teachers, civil
servants, technicians. “B workers” were extractive or factory workers unionized
with good wages, health benefits, and pensions—miners, electricians, pressmen,
line workers. “C workers” were numerous and invisible, oppressed and the most
exploited, doing the drudgery of reproduction and cleaning up messes, generally
women and people of color. This scheme seemed to leave out indigenous people or
those with a community and communal claim to the land.
Let us put them in first place and call them the “A workers” moving everyone
else down the alphabet! Former A workers are now B workers, B workers C workers,
and C workers D. While we’re at it let’s add “F workers,” namely soldiers, prison
guards, executioners and torturers, all the historical enforcers of Bad Government
(as the Zapatistas might say). Of all workers the conditions of the F workers come
closest, someone once quipped, to communism, because there’s not much work and
the government meets all your needs.
The divisions had to be created by social and historical forces. War, enclosure,
imprisonment, and mechanization were the means of doing so. These four forces
began to conjoin five centuries ago through the fetish of money and then climaxed
in an awful and violent crescendo of carnage in 1800. This is from the Book of
Chilam Balam, a sixteenth century meso-american Mayan text, the Tizimín, translated by Munroe Edmonson.

And there was the beginning
And the construction of the god
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House
That is in the middle of the city
Of Merida
Piling on work
*A Mayan time period
of twenty years

Was the burden of the katun*
And there was the beginning
Of the noose.
And started was the fever of the nose
And limbs
Of the white lima bean
Grove lands
Bringing with it their poison
And their ropes over the world—
Affecting children
And younger brothers
With the harsh lash,
With the harsh tribute.

Eurocentric historians call this early phase the Age of Expansion or the Renaissance. Religion, work, terror, enclosure: it’s all there in this first-hand, indigenous
primary source. The latter period is sometimes called “the industrial revolution,”
at other times “the Atlantic revolution.” We live with it still. I am re-examining it in
the light of our own experiences of the expropriation of the commons.
As an historian I feel that if we can understand how we got into this mess, it
might be easier to conceive how we can get out of it. I would like to tell this story.
Accordingly, I am writing a history of an Irish man and an Afro-American woman
who by 1798 opposed the industrialization of labor and privatization of land which
together formed the enclosures in the headquarters of the world-system of capitalism, namely, England. These two people, Edward and Catherine Despard, have
helped me to see that the industrial enclosures were a comprehensive policy against
the commons, conceived both as a community of people and as a common resource
of land.
What is called the “industrial revolution” was in actuality a huge anti-commonist
counter-revolution which also installed deep divisions in the international working
class. Edward and Catherine Despard lived and died in defense of the commons and
against those divisions.
It was an era of political experimentation, the Federal Constitution of the U.S.A.,

the first Republic of the French Revolution, the attempts at indigenous confederation in north America, the failed attempt to form an Irish Republic, and the successful attempt to form one in Haiti. These political entities are still with us. Each
of them had to destroy the commons or make some kind of bargain with former
commoners. The revolutions of that era arose from the conjuncture of enclosure
of the commons and urban insurrection.
In going to the escuelita Zapatista I was going in search of, first, “the commons” or a regime of production and reproduction not based on the privatization
of the means of subsistence; second, the continuity of such a regime from at least
the 1780s to the present; and third, the possibility that two hundred years ago
knowledge of this commons might be transmitted from the mountainous highlands
to the coastal lowlands. The first of these points was amply and beautifully confirmed in my visit to the communal coffee grounds, the common pasturage of cattle, and the ethos of collectivism that greeted us at our ejido, or pueblo, of the
escuelita zapatista.
The third hypothesis was symbolically suggested when I attended church Sunday morning because in front of the altar on the floor was a six foot circle of pine
needles whose circumference was surrounded by candles and within whose fragrant and green space were several gourd rattles to be used later at a fiesta in a
children’s war dance, and also present in this sacred circle was a large, spiral conch
shell. It was testimony not only of the ancient trade of the Mayan communities
(stressed by the Mayan scholar, J. Eric Thompson, Maya History and Religion [Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1970]) but it also seemed to symbolize rebellion and, like the Hebrew yobel or jubilee horn, land redistribution.
In fact the community was known for the many lands it had recuperated or reoccupied since the rebellion of January 1994. I was unable to learn more about this
particular conch. By the 1790s there was already a thousand years of trade and
pilgrimage among the Mayan city-states. If a conch could make its way up river
through wetlands and over mountains to the selva Lacandón of Chiapas there is no
reason why collective and communal practices could not make themselves known
from the highlands to the coast.
Yucatan, Chiapas, Belize, Honduras, and Guatemala are the names of the political entities today (“countries”) which enclose the various people called Mayan. As
far as I can gather the Maya people are heterogeneous with several languages and
many communities from little hamlets to city-states. It is also necessary to remember the contingent, temporary nature of political entities such as, for example, the
“U.S.A.” or the “U.K.” They can disappear in a blink of history’s eye.
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Despard was Irish working for the British empire. Since the disastrous San Juan
expedition of 1780 (when the British empire sought to unify the two great oceans
and separate the American continents) Despard had been active up and down the
coast of Honduras as well as between Jamaica and central America. He was superintendent of British Honduras from 1786 to 1790. As an Irishman he had had personal experience with Irish commoning and its enclosures. As superintendent I
want to say that he was confronted again with a similar process in Honduras (now
Belize). His biographer says that he came close to establishing principles of racial
equality, respect for international law, and democratic representation.” (Mike Jay,
167). To this I want to add the principle of the commons which was strengthened,
necessarily, by his interaction with innumerable indigenous practices.
Despard’s opponents, the Baymen, dominated the settlement and were responsible for getting rid of him. Their interests were in cutting down mahogany trees in
the interior, floating them down the rivers, and exporting them from Belize City to
the European furniture markets. They called him an “unlettered barbarian.” (158).
He relocated the shoremen—Indians, freed Afro-American former slaves, Moskitos.
He cooperated with the Spanish governor of Yucatan. He distributed city lands
according to lottery, a randomizing principle inconsistent with hierarchies of gender, race, or wealth. In words pregnant with meaning of another kind of human
being, the Baymen referred to his “wild and Levelling principle of universal equality.” The phrase of course was intended as a slur, but a careful study reveals that
it combines three traditions of commoning, namely the indigenous (“wild”), the
English (“Levelling”), and that of the enlightenment (“universal”).
We can compare Despard to the Irish soldiers of the San Patricio brigade, led by
John Riley, who aided Mexican resistance against the U.S.A. invasion of 1846. Or,
we can compare him to Roger Casement, a diplomat for the English Crown, whose
experience with the Putomayo people of Amazonas early in the 20th century led to
his realization that he was working for forces of colonial oppression who had also
subjugated his own Irish ancestors. Like Despard, Casement took up the armed
struggle in a time of war against the British empire. Despard, Casement, the Patricios became revolutionaries in Ireland following experience in America.
The Baymen also opposed the Indian settlements. The logwood extraction
threatened the Mayan maritime trade with the result that the Mayan people were
forced into the forests. By 1779 it was reported to the Colonial Office that “the
Indians who live near the English are so inconsiderable that it is unnecessary to
take any notice of them.” (Bolland, p. 92) This would change as extraction moved
from the wetlands of the coast (where logwood grew) to the high ground of the

interior (where mahogany trees grew in solitary splendor in the forests). In 1788
an “attack of wild Indians” occurred on the New River, and attacks continued into
the 19th century (1802, 1817). But the Mayans had a strong history of resistance.
(Grant D. Jones, Maya Resistance to Spanish Rule [New Mexico, 1989] is largely
about Tipu in Belize. Robert W. Patch, Maya Revolt and Revolution in the Eighteenth Century [New York: Sharpe, 2002] concerns Yucatan in the 1760s).
The second hypothesis (the continuity of the commons from the 1780s to the
present) seems easiest to confirm since the milpa of corn, squash and beans being
such an ideal nutritional and social agrarian practice, must surely have ancient history. The Mayan people domesticated corn seven to ten thousand years ago. The
milpa goes “way, way back,” as a friend said, but exactly how far back, the historian has to ask. Otherwise, myths are created. In fact, the “romantic” impulse
denies this history because it wants to argue that the indigenous commons is virtually eternal, thus without temporality. It exists, so this argument runs, in song, in
tradition, to be recuperated by nationalist movements. It is anti-modern.
Yet, as I learn from some recent north American scholarship the agrarian history of the many Mayan communities is far from stable or unchanging. Thus Joel
Wainwright (Decolonizing Development: Colonial Power and the Maya [Blackwell,
2008]) deconstructs Spanish and English imperial discourse from the 16th century on. “The milpa system” was a new phrase of the 1920s. He explains that the
Maya Atlas (1997), itself the authorial product of ethnic sovereignty, while saying
“Mayas live in a communal land system” actually means to say that the Mayans
would prefer such a system. Armed with the machete since the 16th century and
with abundant forests at their disposal, Mayan communities and their milpas could
be a wandering, rather than a stationary, practice, as is required by slash-and-burn,
or swidden, agriculture. Mayan settlement practices have been subject to historical forces of war, invasion, conquest
Liza Grandia makes this clear in her study of Petén, the region of Guatemala
that separates the jungles of Chiapas from the swamps of Belize. (Enclosed: Conservation, Cattle, and Commerce Among the Q’eqchi’ Maya Lowlanders [Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 2012]). She shows the dynamic character of
Mayan, or Q’eqchi’, settlements and migration. With 500 years experience of displacement, enclosure has as much to do with the control of labor as it has to do
with the seizure of land. She calls it “the hidden cannibalization of the household
economy.” (205) Shared village lands and community social organization alike were
threatened by privatization. Dispersed milpas made possible integration of hunting
and fishing practices as well as herbal or medicinal gathering on the long, appar-
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ently leisurely, walks to and from the various planted areas. With enclosures the
repertoire of tools and knowledge was expropriated. Grandia’s vision is profound
precisely because its realism avoids the de-historicizing of the commons typical of
romantics.
Lindsey, these are some preliminary effects that the escuelita has already had
on my scholarly or historical work. There is one subject which I do not consider
sufficiently here, though I’d like your opinion as to its significance for us today. I
refer to Romanticism. This I believe is an ideological or cultural response against
the commons and which has always accompanied its enclosure. One hears it often
today, and it originated at the end of the 18th century. Sometimes the period is
called the Romantic Age. But this is to consider only the symptoms, especially the
cultural effects of expropriation, not the underlying causes.
Zapatista good government is based on three tiers, the ejido, the municipality,
and the caracol. In going forward I’d like to make two concluding observations,
both concerning future locomotion. The first is suggested by the caracol, or snail.
We think that it moves slowly upon a continuous slippery trail. However, this is not
the case with the marine gastropod mollusc of the Caribbean known as the Queen
conch (Strombus giga or Lobatus giga). In an important article in the Journal of
Experimental Zoology in 1922 called “The Leaping of the Stromb,” G. H. Parker
observed that from the soft, fleshy parts external to the shell of Strombus giga
could extrude a rigid protrusion, called the sickle-shaped operculum, which was
then utilized as a fixed point or fulcrum permitting the conch to leap itself over
and forward in a motion compared to pole-vaulting without leaving a continuous
track for its predators to follow.
The second observation comes from the fiesta of Sunday, 5 January, in the ejido
Emiliano Zapata. The school children of all ages of the ejido danced for us in costumes of woolen blankets folded and belted as tunics and crowned with beautiful
headdresses consisting of large, carefully secured turkey feathers. Each dancer
carried a short spear tipped with a harmlessly blunt wooden point. The students
were divided into four squads of about a dozen each and performed complex evolutions across the grass commons advancing as follows: the dancers skipped three
steps forward with their short spears pointing upwards, followed by skipping backwards two steps with their spears pointing downwards. In this way the four squads
and all ages moved according to the same beat of the drum, three steps forward,
two steps back. Despite setbacks, these children, the community of the future,
advanced beautifully, powerfully, inevitably.
Those are two methods of advancing forward suggested by my experience and

study and which I offer in the spirit of 1) making the road by walking, and 2) walking by asking questions. Preguntando caminamos.
I look forward to working with Unitierra and its students and scholars. Perhaps
you will be able to furnish me with suggestions concerning the hypotheses I have
mentioned. I would certainly benefit from them as I am but a novice, albeit an
eager one, of the struggle of the Zapatistas. Finally, though I have tried to say
how the experience of the escuelita has effected my scholarly work, I have yet to
attempt to show how my historical work might benefit the Zapatistas!
Very best wishes,
Peter
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WHY I B E CA ME A N AR C HI TE C T

LEBBEU S
WOODS

I would like to tell a short story—or perhaps not such a short story—about the
reasons why I chose to become an architect. Exactly why this [book’s] readers
should be interested in my recollections about such a matter I cannot say, and perhaps I am mistaken in spinning out such a story here. Still, I feel compelled to do
so and can only hope for the readers’ tolerance.
I’ll quickly pass over my early obsession with drawing, and the first time I saw
Gustave Doré’s engravings for Dante’s Inferno, however pleasurable it might be to
linger on the great illustrator’s use of pure line in his startling visions of Hell. I will
pass just as quickly over my childhood memories of the engineering works built by
my father, co-mingled with memories of jet bombers and fighters that enflamed
my imagination—as I have already spoken of them. Instead, I’ll take up the story
at age sixteen or seventeen when, some years after my father’s death, when I—an
only child—lived with my mother in Indianapolis, Indiana, and was attending high
school. This was the mid-1950s.
For whatever reason, I had taken up painting, oil painting. Setting up my easel
in our modest living room, I painted pictures of everything from copies of paintings in a how-to book of bowls of fruit to images of pure light, that is, light that
emanated from within the little canvas boards I’d bought at an art store. Where the
impulse to make such images came from I cannot say, but oil paint was perfectly
suited to the task (acrylics had not been invented yet), though I do recall that I
tended not to blend the strokes into smooth transitions, but preferred to build
them up from separate dabs and daubs, so that the light was broken down into elements proceeding from an intensely radiant center to a gradually deepening darkness. I only wish now that even one of these paintings had survived.
I cannot recall, as well, whether I painted these pure light images before or
after I had come across pictures published in Life Magazine of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling frescos. I suspect it was after, because I had been so moved by
them. No doubt my light paintings were a form of imitation, without the heroic figures I couldn’t draw anyway, of the great artist’s expressions of a troubled spirituality. The twisting and turning, the contrapposto (I later learned the term) of the

figures portrayed an unnamed inner conflict having more to do, it seemed, with the
struggle of the human psyche against itself, rather than the Biblical stories the
paintings ostensibly illustrated, or against the domineering will of God.
Christianity is in some ways a religion of self-torment. Fear of afterlife retribution for our sins against the laws of the church weighs on many less heavily than
the pain of personal guilt from moral failures and of an erosion or outright loss of
faith. This has had a baleful effect of European society by placing conflict at its
core, as well as a mood of negation. But also, it’s been a boon for the arts, giving
them an inexhaustible source of affecting ideas. Or, to put it another way, the arts
have not been merely ornamental, but central to people’s struggle to “find themselves” in a world without clarity, or certainty, of meaning. The very different
worlds of Dante and Michelangelo testify equally to this condition, and led me
slowly, inevitably towards architecture.
It is revealing that the phenomenon and experience of light became important
to me through art rather than direct experience. After all, the actual world is alive
with light and its effects with a vividness that no work of art can equal, but works
of art, at least certain ones, pierced my consciousness with the presence of light in
ways I had never experienced before. Perhaps it was the focus they gave it by their
emphasis on particular qualities, but looking back I think not. Rather, it was the
art’s celebratory aspect, its exaltation of light, uniting its presence with profoundly
important concepts—the struggle to be fully human—that touched me so deeply.
Works of art could lift experience out of the commonplace to a realm of meaning
that, for me, would otherwise be unreachable.
Certainly, even in my teens I knew people who simply loved life as they found
it and needed no exaltation to enhance or “elevate” it for them, but I also knew I
was not among them. The reasons do not matter to this story. I can only see that
I was lucky to have stumbled upon visual art as a transformative medium of my
experience, even though, at that young age, I was not at all sure what to do with it.
Of course, I would continue to emulate the art that inspired me, but never for a
moment imagined I could become a real artist, someone who could devote his life
to making art. To make a living someday, I would have to do something really useful that people would be willing to pay for in the world I came from and expected
to live out my life in. And I had no particular encouragement to think otherwise.
About the same time, I took a class in my high school called Mechanical Drawing 1. In it I was introduced to the t-square, the triangle, the protractor and the
compass. It’s possible that I took the course because of dim memories from my
early childhood of my father’s engineering work, though I cannot recall any now.

As distant as these instruments seemed from my awakening passion for art and its
celebration of light and lofty concepts, I was immediately attracted to what could
be made with them—straight lines, circles, geometric figures. There were also the
strict rules that governed their construction, a rigorous order that was precise, if
not exactly self-evident. The order of geometry that could actually be made by anyone was its own form of exaltation, a lifting of thought and action out of the
messiness of the everyday to a realm of truth, at least a human truth. Once again,
my instincts to transcend the ordinary—perhaps escape it is more accurate—were
awakened. What this has to say about my personal deficiencies is all too obvious,
and best saved for an analyst’s couch—but they, too, are part of the story.
From the present, it’s easy to see the direction this is leading, but all those
years ago it was by no means clear. The marriage of light and geometry does indeed
find its consummation in architecture, but for me it did not come about so easily.
At age eighteen I entered a fine school of engineering, then transferred to a fine
school of architecture, finishing there when I was twenty-four. After ten or so
years of working in corporate offices, learning what it meant to build—and leading
a rather turbulent life—I went out on my own. Throughout all this time, I continued to make paintings, hoping that in this way I would give worthy form to the
questions that had beset me since the days I confronted the easel in the living
room of my mother’s house—but never doing so. It was not until I was thirty-eight
that I began to put the pieces together in drawing my idea of what architecture
could be, and made a total commitment. The turbulence, of course, has continued,
sometimes on the paper and sometimes off, yet it was only then that I finally did
become an architect.
2012

UNITARY UR B A NISM AT TH E EN D OF THE 1950S

SITUATIONIST
IN TERN ATIONAL

In August 1956, a tract signed by the groups preparing the founding of the SI
called for the boycott of a would-be “Festival of Avant-Garde Art” being held in
Marseille at the time, an event that the tract called the most complete, official
selection of “what in twenty years will represent the idiocy of the 1950s.”
And, indeed, the modern art of this period turns out to have been dominated by,
and almost exclusively composed of, camouflaged repetitions—a stagnation that
bespeaks of both the definitive exhaustion of the entire old theatre of cultural
operations as well as the incapacity to discover a new one. At the same time, however, underground movements have come into existence. Such is the case with the
origins of unitary urbanism (UU), intuited as early as 1953 and first named as such
at the end of 1956 in a tract distributed on the occasion of a demonstration by our
Italian comrades in Turin. (“Obscure statements,” wrote La Nouva Stampa on 11
December, on the subject of the following warning: “Your children’s future depends
on it: demonstrate in favor of unitary urbanism!”). Unitary urbanism is one of the
central concerns of the SI and, despite any delays and difficulties that might arise
in its application, it is entirely correct (as the opening report of the Munich conference confirms) that unitary urbanism has already begun at the moment that it
appears as a program of research and development.
The 1950s are about to come to a close. Without trying to predict whether the
idiocy of this decade in the art and practice of life—itself a function of more general causes—will diminish or intensify in the short run, it is time to examine the
current state of UU following the first stage of its development. A number of
points need to be clarified.
First all of, UU is not a doctrine of urbanism but a critique of urbanism. By the
same token, our participation in experimental art is a critique of art, and sociological research ought to be a critique of sociology. No isolated discipline whatsoever
can be tolerated in itself; we are moving toward a global creation of existence.
UU is distinct from problems of housing and yet is bound to engulf them; it is
all the more distinct from current commercial exchange. At present, UU envisages
a terrain of experience for the social space of the cities of the future. It is not a
reaction to functionalism, but rather a move past it; UU is a matter of reaching—

beyond the immediately useful—an enthralling functional environment. Functionalism, which still has avant-garde pretensions because it continues to encounter outdated resistance, has already triumphed to a large extent. Its positive contributions
—the adaption to practical functions, technical innovation, comfort, the banishment of superimposed ornament—are today banalities. Yet, although its field of
application is (when all is said an done) a narrow one, this has not led functionalism to adopt a relative theoretical modesty. In order to justify philosophically the
extension of its principles of renovation to the entire organization of social life,
functionalism has fused, seemingly without a thought, with the most static conservative doctrines (and, simultaneously, has itself congealed into an inert doctrine).
One must construct uninhabitable ambiances; construct the streets of real life, the
scenery of daydreams.
The issue of church construction provides a particularly illuminating instance.
Functionalist architects tend to agree to construct churches, thinking—if they are
not stupid deists—that the church, the edifice without function within a functional
urbanism, can be treated as a free exercise in plastic form. Their error is that they
fail to consider the psycho-functional reality of the church. The functionalists, who
are the expression of the technological utilitarianism of the era, cannot successfully build a single church if one considers that the cathedral was once the unitary
accomplishment of a society that one has to call primitive, given that it was much
further embedded than we are in the miserable prehistory of humanity. In the very
era of the technologies that give rise to functionalism, the Situationist architects,
for their part, are searching to create new frames of behavior free of banality
as well as of all the old taboos. The Situationist architects are thus absolutely
opposed to the construction and even the conservation of religious buildings with
which they find themselves in direct competition. UU merges objectively with the
interests of a comprehensive subversion.
Just as UU cannot be reduced to questions of housing, it is also distinct from
aesthetic problems. It opposes the passive spectacle, the principle of our culture
(where the organization of the spectacle extends all the more scandalously the
more the means of human intervention increase). In light of the fact that today
cities themselves are presented as lamentable spectacles, a supplement to the
museums for tourists driven around in glass-in buses, UU envisages the urban environment as the terrain of participatory games.
UU is not ideally separated from the current terrain of cities. UU is developed
out of the experience of this terrain and based on existing constructions. As a
result, it is just as important that we exploit the existing decors—through the affirmation of a playful urban space such as is revealed by the derive—as it is that we

construct completely unknown ones. This interpenetration (employment of the
present city and construction of the future city) entails the deployment of architectural detournement.
UU is opposed to the temporal fixation of cities. It leads instead to the advocacy
of a permanent transformation, an accelerated movement of the abandonment and
reconstruction of the city in temporal and at times spatial terms. We are thus able
to envisage making use of the climatic conditions in which two major architectural
civilizations arose—in Cambodia and in southwest Mexico—in order to construct
moving cities in the jungle. The new neighborhoods of such a city could be constructed increasingly toward the west (which would be gradually reclaimed as one
goes along), while to the same extent the east would be abandoned to the overgrowth of topical vegetation, thereby creating, on its own, zones of gradual transition between the modern city and wild nature. This city, pursued by the forest,
would offer not only unsurpassable zones of derive that would take shape behind it;
it would also be a marriage with nature more audacious than anything attempted by
Frank Lloyd Wright. Furthermore, it would advantageously provide a mise-en-scene
of time passing over a social space condemned to creative renovation.
UU is opposed to the fixation of people at certain points of a city. It is the foundation for a civilization of leisure and play. One should note that in the shackles of
the current economic system, technology has been used to further multiply the
pseudo-games of passivity and social disintegration (television), while the new
forms of playful participation that are made possible by this same technology are
regulated and policed. Amateur radio operators, for example, are reduced to technological boy scouts.
Since the situationist experience of the derive is simultaneously a means of
study of and a game in the urban milieu, it is already on the track of UU. If UU
refuses to separate theory from practice, this is not only in order to promote construction (or research on construction by means of models) along with theoretical
ideas. The point of a such a refusal is above all not to separate the direct, collectively experienced, playful use of the city from the aspect of urbanism that involves
construction. The real games and emotions in today’s cities are inseparable from
the projects of UU just as, when they have been realized, the projects of UU will
not be isolated from games and emotions that will arise within these accomplishments. The derives that the Situationist International is committed to undertake in
the spring of 1960 in Amsterdam—using quite powerful means of transportation
and telecommunication—are envisaged as both an objective study of the city and
as a game of communication. In fact, beyond its essential lessons, the derive fur-
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nishes only knowledge that is very precisely dated. In a few years, the construction
or demolition of houses, the relocation of micro-societies, and the changes in fashion will suffice to change a city’s network of superficial attractions—which is a
very encouraging phenomenon for the moment when we will able to establish an
active link between the derive and situationist urban construction. Until then, the
urban milieu will certainly change on its own, anarchically, ultimately rendering
obsolete the derives whose conclusions could not be translated into conscious
transformations of their milieus. But the first lesson of the derive is its own status
as a game.
We are only at the beginning of urban civilization; it is up to us to bring it about
ourselves, using the pre-existing conditions as our point of departure. All the stories that we live—the drive(s) of our life—are characterized by the search for, or
the lack of, an over-arching construction. The transformation of the environment
calls forth new emotional states that are first experienced passively and then, with
heightened consciousness, lead to constructive reactions. London was the first
urban result of the industrial revolution, and the English literature of the nineteenth century bears witness to an increasing awareness of the problems of the
atmosphere and of the qualitatively different possibilities of a large urban area.
The love between Thomas de Quincey and poor Ann, separated by chance and
searching for one another, yet never finding themselves, “through the mighty labyrinths of London; perhaps even within a few feet of each other,” marks a turning
point in the slow historical evolution of the passions. In fact, Thomas de Quincey’s
real life from 1804 to 1812 makes him a precursor of the derive: “Seeking ambitiously for a northwest passage, instead of circumnavigating all the capes and
headlands I had doubled in my outward voyage, I came suddenly upon such knotty
problems of alleys . . . I could almost have believed, at times, that I must be the
first discoverer of some of these terrae incognitae, and doubted whether they had
yet been laid down in the modern charts of London.” Toward the end of the century, this sensation is so frequently expressed in novelistic writing that Stevenson
presents a character who, in London at night, is astonished “to walk for such a
long time in such a complex decor without encountering even the slightest shadow
of adventure” (New Arabian Nights). The urbanists of the twentieth century will
have to construct adventures.
The simplest situationist act would consist in abolishing all the memories of the
employment of time in our epoch. It is an epoch that, up until now, has lived far
TRANSLATE D B Y
J OHN HA M MO N D

below its means.
1959

WHY SE XUA LI TY I S WOR K

SILVIA
FEDERICI

Sexuality is the release we are given from the discipline of the work process. It
is the necessary complement to the routine and regimentation of the workweek.
It is a license to “go natural,” to “let go,” so that we can return more refreshed
on Monday to our job. “Saturday night” is the irruption of the “spontaneous,” the
irrational in the rationality of the capitalist discipline of our life. It is supposed to
be the compensation for work and is ideologically sold to us as the “other” of work:
a space of freedom in which we can presumably be our true selves—a possibility
for intimate, “genuine” connections in a universe of social relations in which we
are constantly forced to repress, defer, postpone, hide, even from ourselves, what
we desire.
This being the promise, what we actually get is far from our expectations. As we
cannot go back to nature by simply taking off our clothes, so cannot become “ourselves” simply because it is time to make love. Little spontaneity is possible when
the timing, conditions, and the amount of energy available for love, are out of our
control. After a week of work our bodies and feelings are numb, and we cannot turn
them on like machines. But what comes out when we “let go” is more often our
repressed frustration and violence than our hidden self ready to be reborn in bed.
Among other things, we are always aware of the falseness of this spontaneity.
No matter how many screams, sighs, and erotic exercises we make in bed, we know
that it is a parenthesis and tomorrow both of us will be back in our civilized clothes
(we will have coffee together as we get ready for work). The more we know that
this is a parenthesis which the rest of the day or the week will deny, the more difficult it becomes for us to try to turn into “savages” and “forget everything.” And we
cannot avoid feeling ill at ease. It is the same embarrassment that we experience
when we undress knowing that we will be making love; the embarrassment of the
morning after, when we are already busy reestablishing distances; the embarrassment (finally) of pretending to be completely different from what we are during the
rest of the day. This transition is painful particularly for women; men seem to be
experts at it, possibly because they have been subjected to a more strict regimentation in their work. Women have always wondered how it was possible that after a

nightly display of passion, “he” could get up already in a different world, so distant
at times that it would be difficult to reestablish even a physical connection with
him. In any case, it is always women who suffer most from the schizophrenic character of sexual relations, not only because we arrive at the end of the day with
more work and more worries on our shoulders, but additionally because we have
the responsibility of making the sexual experience pleasurable for the man. This is
why women are usually less sexually responsive than men. Sex is work for us, it is a
duty. The duty to please is so built into our sexuality that we have learned to get
pleasure out of giving pleasure, out of getting men aroused and excited.
Since we are expected to provide a release, we inevitably become the object
onto which men discharge their repressed violence. We are raped, both in our beds
and in the streets, precisely because we have been set up to be the providers of
sexual satisfaction, the safety valves for everything that goes wrong in a man’s
life, and men have always been allowed to turn their anger against us if we do not
measure up to the role, particularly when we refuse to perform.
Compartmentalization is only one aspect of the mutilation of our sexuality. The
subordination of our sexuality to the reproduction of labor power has meant that
heterosexuality has been imposed on us as the only acceptable sexual behavior. In
reality, every genuine communication has a sexual component, for our bodies and
emotions are indivisible and we communicate at all levels all the time. But sexual
contact with women is forbidden because, in bourgeois morality, anything that is
unproductive is obscene, unnatural, perverted. This has meant the imposition of a
true schizophrenic condition upon us, as early in our lives we must learn to draw a
line between the people we can love and the people we just talk to, those to whom
we can open our body and those to whom we can only open our “souls,” our lovers
and our friends. The result is that we are bodiless souls for our female friends,
and soulless flesh for our male lovers. And this division separates us not only from
other women, but from ourselves as well, in term of what we do or do not accept in
our bodies and feelings, the “clean” parts that are there for display, and the “dirty,”
“secret” parts which can only be disclosed (and thereby become clean) in the conjugal bed, at the point of production.
The same concern for production has demanded that sexuality, especially in
women, be confined to certain periods of our lives. Sexuality is repressed in children and adolescent as well as in older women. Thus, the years in which we are
allowed to be sexually active are the very years in which we are most burdened
with work, when enjoying our sexual encounters becomes a feat.
But the main reason why we cannot enjoy the pleasure that sexuality may pro-

vide is that for women sex is work. Giving pleasure to man is an essential part of
what is expected of every woman.
Sexual freedom does not help. Certainly it is important that we are not stoned
to death if we are “unfaithful,” or if it is found that we are not “virgins.” But “sexual liberation” has intensified our work. In the past, we were just expected to raise
children. Now we are expected to have a waged job, still clean the house and have
children and, at the end of a double workday, be ready to hop in bed and be sexually
enticing. For women the right to have sex is the duty to have sex and to enjoy it
(something which is not expected of most jobs), which is why there have been so
many investigations, in recent years, concerning which parts of our body—whether
the vagina or the clitoris—are more sexually productive.
But whether in its liberalized or its more repressive form, our sexuality is still
under control. The law, medicine, and our economic dependence on men, all guarantee that, although the rules are loosened, spontaneity is ruled out of our sexual life.
Sexual repression within the family is a function of that control. In this respect,
fathers, brothers, husbands, pimps all have acted as agents of the state, to supervise our sexual work, to ensure that we would provide sexual services according to
the established, socially sanctioned productivity norms.
Economic dependence is the ultimate form of control over our sexuality. This is
why sexual work is still one of the main occupations for women and prostitution
underlines every sexual encounter. Under these conditions there cannot be any
spontaneity for us in sex, and this is why pleasure is so ephemeral in our sexual life.
Precisely because of the exchange involved, sexuality for us is always accompanied by anxiety and it is undoubtedly the part of housework most responsible for
our self-hatred. In addition, the commercialization of the female body makes it
impossible for us to feel comfortable with our body regardless of its shape or form.
No woman can happily undress in front of a man knowing that not only she is being
evaluated, but there are standards of performance for female bodies to be reckoned
with, that everyone, male or female, is aware of, as they are splashed all around us,
on every wall in our cities and TV screen. Knowing that, in some way, we are selling
ourselves has destroyed our confidence and our pleasure in our bodies.
This is why, whether we are skinny or plump, long or short nosed, tall or small,
we all hate our bodies. We hate it because we are accustomed to looking at it from
the outside, with the eyes of the men we meet, and with the body-market in mind.
We hate it because we are used to thinking of it as something to sell, something
that has become alienated from us and is always on the counter. We hate it because
we know that so much depends on it. On how our body looks depends whether we
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can get a good or bad job (in marriage or out of the home), whether we can gain
some social power, some company to defeat the loneliness that awaits us in our old
age and often in our youth as well. And we always fear our body may turn against
us, we may get fat, get wrinkles, age fast, make people indifferent to us, lose our
right to intimacy, lose our chance of being touched or hugged.
In sum, we are too busy performing, too busy pleasing, too afraid of failing,
to enjoy making love. The sense of our value is at stake in every sexual relation.
If a man says we make love well, we excite him, whether or not we like making
love with him, we feel great, it boosts our sense of power, even if we know that
afterwards we still have to do the dishes. But we are never allowed to forget the
exchange involved, because we never transcend the value-relation in our love relation with a man. “How much?” is the question that always governs our experience
of sexuality. Most of our sexual encounters are spent in calculations. We sigh, sob,
gasp, pant, jump up and down in bed, but in the meantime our mind keeps calculating “how much”—how much of ourselves can we give before we lose or undersell
ourselves, how much will we get in return? If it is our first date, it is how much can
we allow him to get: can he go up our skirt, open our blouse, put his fingers under
our brassiere? At what point should we tell him “stop!”? How strongly should we
refuse? How soon can we tell him that we like him before he starts thinking that
we are “cheap”?
Keep the price up—that’s the rule, at least the one we are taught. If we are
already in bed the calculations become even more complicated, because we also
have to calculate our chances of getting pregnant, which means that throughout
the sighing and gasping and other shows of passion we also have to quickly run
down the schedule of our period. But faking excitement during the sexual act, in
the absence of an orgasm, is extra work and a hard one, because when you’re faking it, you never know how far you should go, and you always end up doing more
for fear of not doing enough.
Indeed, it has taken a lot of struggle and a leap of power on our side to finally
begin to admit that nothing was happening.
1975
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Stevphen: I’d like to start our conversation in a somewhat playful, metaphoric manner, with an idea from Selma James that I recently came across. Selma was
describing the advice that C. L. R. James gave her for writing: that she should
keep a shoebox, collecting in it various ideas and thoughts. When the shoebox
was getting filled she would have all that was needed for writing. If you were to
introduce someone to your collaborative work through the form of a conceptual
shoebox, what would be in it? What would be in there?
Fred: The thing I felt when I read that was, if I were Selma James, I would ask to
get clarification on what he meant. The one thing I do that’s similar is that I
carry around little notebooks and I jot things down all the time. If I don’t have
my notebooks, I write notes on pieces of paper and stick them in my pocket.
What’s funny is that I don’t think of it as a shoebox, because 95% of the time
I write stuff down and that’s the end of it. It’s more that I have a thought and I
write it down and then I never think about it again. Seldom do I even transcribe
into the computer.
The one thing that I was interested in about the question, it strikes me,
especially in thinking about working collaboratively, with Stefano, you sort of
don’t need a shoebox in a way, because I always feel like, when I’m asleep, he’s
up thinking about something. And also, working so closely with my wife, Laura,
it’s not as much having a shoebox in which I’m writing down my thoughts as
that I’m having a long conversation with a few people. What I’m trying to say is
that the content of the box is less important for me than the ongoing process
of talking with somebody else, and the ideas that emerge. So, I don’t feel like
there are five or six ideas that I’m always working on and thinking about that
I can pull out of my box. It’s more like there are five or six people that I’m always thinking with. If you ask me, I couldn’t tell you, “oh there are these four
or five ideas that I’m constantly going back to that I have to have in my box.”
It doesn’t feel that way. It feels more like there are one or two things that I’ve
been talking about with people forever. And the conversation develops over the
course of time, and you think of new things and you say new things. But, the
ideas that are stuck in my head are usually things that somebody else said.

Stefano: It’s hard for me to answer because I’m a person who doesn’t make notes
on what I read, because I just know I’m not going to go back to them. I’m not a
collector in that way. But, I also feel like there’s something there; it’s not necessarily a box, but perhaps as Fred says, a series of conversations. What’s also
interesting to me is that the conversations themselves can be discarded, forgotten, but there’s something that goes on beyond the conversations which
turns out to be the actual project. It’s the same thing I think in the building of
any kind of partnership or collectivity: it’s not the thing that you do; it’s the
thing that happens while you’re doing it that becomes important, and the work
itself is some combination of the two modes of being. Or to put it in the way
of the shipped, it’s not the box that’s important but the experiment among the
un/contained.
Stevphen: Perhaps the shoebox metaphor was more useful for Selma in the sense
that she was more cut off from social contact and was trying to write by herself,
and trying to think in isolation, which has its own risks and downfalls. Reading
through the texts you’ve written together, there is a certain set of concepts that
you both develop and work with in ways that are somewhat idiosyncratic—perhaps they are the products of this ongoing dialogue that you have had for years,
can you explain how these particular concepts have emerged from that?
Stefano: I could list for you some of our concepts such as “undercommons” or
“planning” or the ones we’ve been working with lately, around unsettling and
the shipped. But, in a way, I feel like what I’m exploring with Fred, and what I
would explore in other situations which aren’t as developed but have been tried,
for instance, with the collective at Queen Mary, University of London, is this:
the concepts are ways to develop a mode of living together, a mode of being
together that cannot be shared as a model but as an instance. So, I feel more
like an “idea thief” around this, as Guattari would say—I am hacking concepts
and squatting terms as a way to help us do something. Which is not to say that
we don’t spend a lot of time developing and trying to make sense of these concepts or trying to figure out how new situations or circumstances might lead
us to want to continue the concept, or on the other hand to say the term is no
longer sufficient for what we’re trying to say here. I’m thinking recently about
some stuff that Fred wrote in response to a question of whether the occupations of the Occupy Movement could be understood to be doing something that
we were calling “planning.” And Fred said, “yeah, not just planning but also
study and also what you may even call ‘black study.’ ” So that for me was an
example of where the concepts were letting us continue to move through different situations. In that sense I suppose they are there for us in some ways, even

if I don’t think of them as conceptual in the same way that maybe you would
think of concepts more traditionally in philosophy where you have to make a system of them.
Fred: I think that’s right. I feel, in a lot of ways, the fun thing about working collaboratively with someone is that you literally come to terms together. Stefano will
point to different things he’s read that I haven’t read, different kinds of experiences that he’s gone through. He’ll take a term that I would never have thought
of myself and I’ll find myself totally drawn to the term and want to work with it.
There will be other times when I’ll want to do something to the term.
A metaphor popped into my head. You can either talk about it as having a
kind of toolbox or also talk about it as having a kind of toy-box. With my kids,
most of what they do with toys is turn them into props. They are constantly
involved in this massive project of pretending. And the toys that they have are
props for their pretending. They don’t play with them the right way—a sword is
what you hit a ball with and a bat is what you make music with. I feel that way
about these terms. In the end what’s most important is that the thing is put in
play. What’s most important about play is the interaction. One time we were
driving in the car and my kids were playing this game called “family,” and it’s
basically that they’ve created an alternative family and they just talk about what
the alternative family is doing. This time, when they had really started enjoying
the game, my eldest son looked at me, I could see him through the rearview mirror, and he said, “dad, we have a box, and we’re going to let you open this box,
and if you open the box, you can enter into our world.” That’s kind of what it
feels like: there are these props, these toys, and if you pick them up you can
move into some new thinking and into a new set of relations, a new way of being
together, thinking together. In the end, it’s the new way of being together and
thinking together that’s important, and not the tool, not the prop. Or, the prop
is important only insofar as it allows you to enter; but once you’re there, it’s the
relation and the activity that’s really what you want to emphasize. So, with that
said, if somebody’s reading our stuff, and they think they can get something out
of the term “planning” or “undercommons” or “logisticality,” that’s great, but
what matters is what they do with it; it’s where they take it in their own relations. When people read their stuff it leads people to look up and read ours. That
also creates a different kind of relation between us, even if we’re not necessarily
cognizant of it.
Stefano: Just pick up a toy . . .
Stevphen: Following on from that I’d like to ask something about how you approach
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writing together. If concepts are tools for living or toy boxes for playing, when
you pick up a text that’s finished, unless you’ve got some special texts that I
don’t know of, you don’t get a sense of the playing or the living usually. What
you get a sense of is some finished product where the collectivity animating the
work that preceded it—which I would agree with you is the most important
thing—somehow gets lost along the way. How do you negotiate that? Or is there
a way to flag up, in a written text, “don’t take this too seriously, go out and play
with it”?
Stefano: Well, one way that I do that is by revising how I say things. So, some people might call my style repetitive, partly because I’m rephrasing things all the
time, but also because I’m trying to show that I’m playing with something
rather than that it’s finished. If I’m going along in a kind of “duh dum duh dum
duh dum” rhyming kind of way in the writing, it’s partly to say that we’re in
rehearsal here. And since we’re rehearsing, you might as well pick up an instrument too. So, for me, it must be right there in the writing in some form. It’s not
enough to signal it outside the writing, to send the piece out and to say, “oh,
really this is still open for this or that.” It has to be somehow in the writing
itself that the thing hasn’t closed off. Part of that is that to write with another
person is, in a sense, always to keep something open, because you always have
the question of, “do they both think that way, who said that?” Instead of worrying about that, I think that’s nice. That means that the text is already open to
more than one, in that sense.
Fred: I think that’s right. Sometimes, when you’re listening to somebody, and
you’re trying to think about who’s on the left channel and who’s on the right
channel. And then you kind of realize that it’s not really that important. You
spend all this time trying to figure it out, but then you realize that there’s also
this interaction and interplay that’s still going on in the text. It’s not a dead
thing. What you listen to or what you’re reading is still moving and still living.
It’s still forming.
There’s this thing I was trying to think about last year, teaching Black Skin,
White Masks, and reading it and recognizing, finally, because I guess I’m kinda
slow, that, “ah shit, Fanon went to medical school. This is important.” Then to
be fascinated by Fanon’s use of the term “lyse,” lysis. He didn’t write “critique”
or even “analysis” but invoked this biochemical process of the breakdown of
cells, which, then, experimentalists try to replicate. All of a sudden, reading
Fanon means trying to find out what biochemists mean when they say “lysis.”
What might a doctor mean? Then recalling that Plato has a dialogue called

Lysis that turns and keeps turning on what’s interminable in the analysis or theory of friendship. Fanon’s text is still open and it still opens. Now you have to go
inside it. When you’re inside, now, you have to go outside of it. Actually, you’re
being blown out of it—this happens within the context of a single authored
piece when you realize it’s not a single authored piece. Yeah, it’s under his
name, and one might say, of course that what I’m saying is not only simple and
true but also mundane. Anybody who understands anything about reading will
come to know this; “yeah, that’s intertextuality.” But, there’s another way to
think about it that lets you realize that it’s even deeper than that. It’s not just
the simple fact of intertextuality that you’re talking about. It’s different. Recognizing that text is intertext is one thing. Seeing that a text is a social space is
another. It’s a deeper way of looking at it. To say that it’s a social space is to say
that stuff is going on: people, things, are meeting there and interacting, rubbing
off one another, brushing against one another—and you enter into that social
space, to try to be part of it. So, what I guess I’m trying to say is that the terms
are important insofar as they allow you, or invite you, or propel you, or require
you, to enter into that social space. But once you enter into that social space,
terms are just one part of it, and there’s other stuff too. There are things to do,
places to go, and people to see in reading and writing—and it’s about maybe
even trying to figure out some kind of ethically responsible way to be in that
world with other things.
Our first collaborations were in poetry. That’s basically the better way to put
it. All of that other stuff that I was just saying which made no sense: strike
that! We’ve been thinking about stuff to do. Hanging around, talking, and
drinking. Eventually things deteriorated to the point where we were writing
something. But the collaboration is way older than the production of any text.
The first thing we wrote together, “Doing Academic Labor,” was in 90-something. I don’t know. But there were fifteen years of hanging out together before
we published something. Hopefully, when the last thing gets published, we’ll
have fifteen more years of hanging out together after that.
Stefano: And then the next publication . . . [laughs]. The one thing that I was thinking about as you were talking about the text being a social space is it’s exciting
for me when we get to that point where the text is open enough that instead of
being studied, it actually becomes the occasion for study. So, we enter into the
social world of study, which is one in which you start to lose track of your debts
and begin to see that the whole point is to lose track of them and just build
them in a way that allows for everyone to feel that she or he can contribute or
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not contribute to being in a space. That seems to me to be not about saying
there’s no longer somebody who might have insisted or persisted in getting us
into that time-space of study, but rather that the text is one way for that kind
of insistence on study to be an open insistence, to be one that doesn’t have to
be about authority or ongoing leadership or anything like that, but a kind of
invitation for other people to pick stuff up. I’ve been thinking more and more of
study as something not where everybody dissolves into the student, but where
people sort of take turns doing things for each other or for the others, and
where you allow yourself to be possessed by others as they do something. That
also is a kind of dispossession of what you might otherwise have been holding
onto, and that possession is released in a certain way voluntarily, and then some
other possession occurs by others.
I think that this notion also applies in the social space of the text itself, even
where the study is not yet apparent. If you think about the way we read a text,
we come in and out of it at certain moments, and those moments of possession
are, for me, opportunities to say, well, how could this become more generalized?
This sense of dispossession, and possession by the dispossessed is a way to
think what Fred and I call the general antagonism, which is a concept that runs
through all our work, as it runs through our sense of the world. The riotous production of difference which is the general antagonism cannot be tamed either
by the feudal authority or social violence that is capitalism much less by policy
initiatives like agonistic dialogues or alternative public spheres. But where the
aim is not to suppress the general antagonism but to experiment with its informal capacity, that place is the undercommons or rather, wherever and whenever
that experiment is going on within the general antagonism the undercommons
is found. Being possessed by the dispossessed, and offering up possession
through dispossession, is such an experiment and is, among other things, a way
to think of love, and this too can arise in study. I think this is the kind of experiment we are attempting with the School for Study.
Stevphen: Preparing for the interview I resorted to a typically web 2.0 approach
of asking on Facebook what questions I should ask. I sent some of these to
you. One question that seemed quite interesting was whether it was possible to
be part of the undercommons and not study, or whether the undercommons
includes, or could include, non-instructional university service workers and
forms of affective labor which are not immediately pedagogical
Fred: A lot of the questions from people on Facebook were, “how do you enter into
the undercommons?”: well, you know, the “undercommons” is a box, and if you

open it you can enter into our world. A couple of people seem to be reticent
about the term “study,” but is there a way to be in the undercommons that isn’t
intellectual? Is there a way of being intellectual that isn’t social? When I think
about the way we use the term “study,” I think we are committed to the idea
that study is what you do with other people. It’s talking and walking around
with other people, working, dancing, suffering, some irreducible convergence of
all three, held under the name of speculative practice. The notion of a rehearsal
—being in a kind of workshop, playing in a band, in a jam session, or old men
sitting on a porch, or people working together in a factory—there are these various modes of activity. The point of calling it “study” is to mark that the incessant and irreversible intellectuality of these activities is already present. These
activities aren’t ennobled by the fact that we now say, “oh, if you did these
things in a certain way, you could be said to be have been studying.” To do these
things is to be involved in a kind of common intellectual practice. What’s important is to recognize that that has been the case—because that recognition
allows you to access a whole, varied, alternative history of thought.
What I also want to say about that question is that it strikes me as being
overly concerned with the rightness and legitimacy of the term. It’s not so much
that I want to say, “oh, he or she didn’t understand what we meant by study.”
It’s more like, “okay, well, if that terms bothers you, you can use another term.”
You can say, “my understanding of study doesn’t work for what it is that I think
I want to get from what you guys are saying.” So, that person then has to have
some kind of complicated paleonymic relation to that term. They have to situate
themselves in some kind of appositional relation to that term; they have to take
some of it, take something from it, and make their own way away from it. Insofar as you are now in what might be called a dissident relation, you are precisely
involved in what it is that I think of as study.
So if the question is, “does it have to include ‘study’?” my first response
is: okay, you don’t understand what we mean by study. And then my second
response is: but it’s okay that you don’t understand what we mean by study,
because you’re going to do something else now. So, my first response was to be
correct and say, “by study we mean this. The thing that I think that you want
from what we’re saying is precisely what it is that we mean by study.” And I’m
gonna say, “you seem to have a problem with study. How can you have a problem
with study? If you truly understood what study is, you would know that it is this
sort of sociality. That’s all that it is.” But, then I would say, I’m being an asshole. That’s sort of taking this guy to task for not having a properly reverent,
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adequate understanding of the term—and what I’m saying is that it’s precisely
his misunderstanding of, his active refusal to understand, the term that is an
extension of study. Just keep pushing it. I will always think of his or her tendency to want to avoid or to disavow study as an act of study. But, if he or she
doesn’t think about it that way, that’s okay.
Stefano: At the same time, I’m happy for us to say more about study. I don’t think
it’s a question of being completely passive about it and saying, “do what you
want.” There are reasons why we felt that we had to pursue these terms, and
one of the key reasons—which Fred has already talked about—is our feeling
that it was important to stress that study is already going on, including when
you walk into a classroom and before you think you start a class, by the way.
This is equally the case with planning. Think of the way we use “policy,” as
something like thinking for others, both because you think others can’t think
and also because you somehow think that you can think, which is the other
part of thinking that there’s something wrong with someone else—thinking
that you’ve fixed yourself somehow, and therefore that gives you the right to
say someone else needs fixing. Planning is the opposite of that, it’s to say,
“look, it’s not that people aren’t thinking for themselves, acting for themselves
together in concert in these different ways. It just appears that way for you
because you’ve corrected yourself in this particular way in which they will
always look wrong for you and where therefore you try to deploy policy against
them.” The very deployment of policy is the biggest symptom that there’s something you’re not getting in thinking that you need to do that—and it seems to
me, really, the same with study. I think it’s also fine for people not to use it or
to find something else. But, equally, I think that the point about study is that
intellectual life is already at work around us. When I think of study, I’m as likely
to think about nurses in the smoking room as I am about the university. I mean
it really doesn’t have anything to do with the university to me, other than that,
as Laura Harris says, the university is this incredible gathering of resources. So,
when you’re thinking, it’s nice to have books.
Fred: Of course the smoking room is an incredible gathering of resources too.
Stefano: Yes. So, I just don’t think of study and the university with that kind of
connection—even though originally we were writing about what we knew, and
that’s why the undercommons first came out in relationship to the university. I
don’t see the undercommons as having any necessary relationship to the university. And, given the fact that, to me, the undercommons is a kind of comportment or ongoing experiment with and as the general antagonism, a kind of way

of being with others, it’s almost impossible that it could be matched up with particular forms of institutional life. It would obviously be cut though in different
kinds of ways and in different spaces and times.
Fred: Studying is not limited to the university. It’s not held or contained within the
university. Study has a relation to the university, but only insofar as the university is not necessarily excluded from the undercommons that it tries so hard to
exclude.
Stevphen: The particular question you’re responding to was asked by Zach
Schwartz-Weinstein on the history of non-instructional academic labor, which
brings me to what I wanted to ask. I understand there’s a much broader and
deeper understanding of study that you’re working on. But, your work started in
the 1990s by looking at particular conditions of academic labor. So this is a question about how the broader conception of study fits into the more specific conditions of academic labor you’re talking about. You’re talking about how certain
kinds of academic labor pre-empt collectivity or, almost because they encourage
a very individualistic investment in the labor, they pre-empt that sort of broader
project from emerging. So, is this something that is very particular to academic
labor or is this something that is more general to forms of labor that require this
investment? I guess my question is: how do you understand the relation between
the specific forms of class composition of academic labor and broader patterns?
I think it’s easy for the specific to be conflated with the more general kind.
Fred: When I think now about the question or problem of academic labor, I think
about it in this way: that part of what I’m interested in is how the conditions of
academic labor have become unconducive to study—how the conditions under
which academic laborers labor actually preclude or prevent study, make study
difficult if not impossible. When I was involved in labor organizing as a graduate
student, with the Association of Graduate Student Employees at the University
of California Berkeley I was frustrated with the way that sometimes graduate
student investment in thinking about themselves as workers was predicated on
the notion that workers don’t study. But this was more than just a romanticization of authentic work and a disavowal of our own “inauthenticity” as workers.
It was that our image of ourselves as academic laborers actually acceded to the
ways in which the conditions of academic labor prevented study. We actually
signed on to the prevention of study as a social activity even while we were
engaging in, and enjoying, organizing as a social activity. It’s like we were organizing for the right to more fully embed ourselves in isolation. It never felt like we
studied (in) the way we organized, and we never approached a whole bunch of
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other modes of study that were either too much on the surface of, or too far
underneath, the university. I think we never recognized that the most insidious,
vicious, brutal aspect of the conditions of our labor was that it regulated and
suppressed study.
Stefano: Yes that was one side of what was bothering us. The other side of it was
that it looked like the university—and the way that one worked in the university—was where study was supposed to happen. So, it meant that, on the one
hand, you had some graduate students appearing to disavow study and, on the
other hand, you had many academics who claimed to be monopolizing study or
to be at the heart of study—and this for me meant that, first of all, study itself
was becoming, as Fred says, almost impossible in the university. It was the one
thing you couldn’t do in the university not only because of people’s various
positions but also because of the administration of the university. But, secondly,
it meant that it was impossible to recognize or acknowledge this incredible history of study that goes on beyond the university.
That said, probably there was something—I don’t know about for Fred, but
I needed to work through a little bit—that I was an academic worker and I
needed to position myself in a way that moved beyond its restrictions. But the
other thing was that there are certain ways in which that academic model of
preventing study has been generalized. So, it’s no longer just in the university
that study is prevented. Because the one true knowledge transfer from the university has been its peculiar labor process. They successfully managed to transfer the academic labor process to the private firm, so that everybody thinks
that they’re an academic, everybody thinks that they’re a student—so, these
kind of twenty-four hour identities. People propose the model of the artist or
entrepreneur but no, this is too individual, capitalism still has a labor process.
The university is a kind of factory line, a kind of labor process perfect for reintroducing a version of absolute surplus value back into the work day by trying
to fashion work into this model which we associate with the university. And
when we look closely at what was really going on in the university, what was
really transferred was everything but study, the whole labor regime and all the
organizational algorithms dedicated to closing down study while performing
intellectual work. So, the other reason to stay within the university is not just
for a certain set of resources or because the teaching space is still relatively if
unevenly open, and not just because somehow study still goes on in its undercommons, but because there is this peculiar labor process model there that’s
being exported, that’s being generalized in so-called creative industries and

other places, and which is deployed expertly against study. This is something
Paolo Do has tracked in Asia where the expansion of the university means an
expansion of this baleful labor process into society.
Stevphen: There’s this argument put forth by the Precarious Workers Brigade and
the Artworkers Coalition that what’s interesting about artistic labor is not necessarily innate to itself but how it’s a laboratory for a particular kind of extraction of value, which can then be generalized beyond the art sphere.
Stefano: Yeah, exactly. I’ve learned a lot from them.
Stevphen: Connected to another point you make, when we start talking about “students as co-workers,” would that be to sort of disavow the disavowal of study?
In your previous writing on academic labor you talk about how academics cannot acknowledge their students as co-workers because this would pose a problem. So, what would it mean to acknowledge that co-laboring process, not just
within the university itself but more generally?
Stefano: I might not put that the same way today as we were putting it at that
time. I felt like we were involved more in an internal critique around academic
labor than I feel connected to now. It’s not that I’d be running away from it, but
I sort of felt we needed to do it so that we didn’t feel like we needed to keep
doing it. Instead of putting it that way, I might say, there’s a kind of fear in the
university around something like amateurism—immaturity, pre-maturity, not
graduating, not being ready somehow—and the student represents that at certain moments. And supposedly our job with the student is to help them overcome this so they can get credits and graduate. Today it’s sort of that moment
that’s more interesting to me, because that’s a moment where your pre-maturity, your immaturity, your not-being-ready, is also kind of an openness to being
affected by others, dispossessed and possessed by others. But, of course, in the
university, what they’re trying to do is get rid of that, so you can be a fully selfdetermined individual ready for work, or as Paolo Virno says, ready to display
that you are ready for work. So, to me, it’s less about the student as co-worker,
though it’s undoubtedly true that students do a lot of the work, and much more
about the student, as Denise Ferreira da Silva would say, as an example of an
affected body. And of course the professors, just like the philosophers that
Denise is talking about, freak out at that student, while at the same time it’s
the thing they work on, it’s a necessary point in the production cycle for them.
They’re trying to remove anything that feels like that kind of affection between
bodies and to produce self-determined individuals. Entering with the student
into that moment, at that affective level, is the part that interests me a bit more
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now than, say, engaging with them as the worker, though I don’t think that’s
wrong. It just seems to me less than what could happen.
Fred: I think, looking back at those earlier pieces, that we just kept pushing ahead,
and kept moving, but that the movement was predicated on us trying to think
about where we were at the time. These are the conditions under which we live
and operate, and we need to try to think about that. There’s something wrong
going on, let’s think about how it is and why it is that things aren’t the way we’d
like them to be—and we just basically had the temerity to believe that our desire
for some other mode of being in the world had to be connected to our attempt to
understand the way that we were living and the conditions under which we were
living at that moment. In other words, and to me this is a kind of crucial thing: I
wasn’t thinking about trying to help somebody. I wasn’t thinking about the university as a kind of exalted place in which being there is a mark of a certain kind
of privilege, and that the proper way to deal with or to acknowledge that privilege was to take this wisdom or to take these resources that I had access to and
to try to distribute them in a more equitable way to the poor people who didn’t
have the relation to the university that we did. Me, I never thought about it that
way. I was just always like: the university is fucked up. It’s fucked up over here.
Why is it fucked up? Why is it that shit ain’t the way it should be here? Yeah,
there’s some stuff here, but obviously there’s stuff in other places too. The point
is: it’s fucked up here, how can we think about it in a way to help us organize
ourselves to make it better here? We were trying to understand this problematic
of our own alienation from our capacity to study—the exploitation of our capacity to study that was manifest as a set of academic products. That’s what we
were trying to understand. And it struck us that this is what workers who are
also thinkers have always been trying to understand. How come we can’t be
together and think together in a way that feels good, the way it should feel
good? For most of our colleagues and students, however much you want to blur
that distinction, that question is the hardest question to get people to consider.
Everybody is pissed off all the time and feels bad, but very seldom do you enter
into a conversation where people are going, “why is it that this doesn’t feel good
to us?” There are lots of people who are angry and who don’t feel good, but it
seems hard for people to ask, collectively, “why doesn’t this feel good?” I love
poetry, but why doesn’t reading, thinking, and writing about poetry in this context feel good? To my mind, that’s the question that we started trying to ask.
Stevphen: It’s especially hard to ask that question in England where the assumption
is that everyone’s miserable and very polite about it anyways.

Fred: But that’s the insidious thing, this naturalization of misery, the belief that
intellectual work requires alienation and immobility and that the ensuing pain
and nausea is a kind of badge of honor, a kind of stripe you can apply to your
academic robe or something. Enjoyment is suspect, untrustworthy, a mark of
illegitimate privilege or of some kind of sissified refusal to look squarely into
the fucked-up face of things which is, evidently, only something you can do in
isolation. It’s just about not being cut off like that; to study the general antagonism from within the general antagonism. My favorite movie is The Shoes of the
Fisherman and I want to be like this character in it named Father Telemond. He
believed in the world. Like Deleuze. I believe in the world and want to be in it. I
want to be in it all the way to the end of it because I believe in another world in
the world and I want to be in that. And I plan to stay a believer, like Curtis Mayfield. But that’s beyond me, and even beyond me and Stefano, and out into the
world, the other thing, the other world, the joyful noise of the scattered, scatted eschaton, the undercommon refusal of the academy of misery.
Stefano: About seven years ago I moved from the US to the UK, from a university
system where graduate students taught on an industrial scale, to a more semifeudal system with a lot of precarious adjuncts instead. But then I got connected with comrades suffering through the Baronial systems of Italy and elsewhere in Southern Europe, and if they wanted to study they had to leave the
university, at least strategically. That opened up another question for me, which
was when you leave the university to study, in what way do you have to continue
to recognize that you’re not leaving the place of study and making a new place,
but entering a whole other world where study is already going on beyond the
university? I felt I ought to have some way to be able to see that world, to feel
that world, to sense it, and to enter into it, to join the study already going on in
different informal ways, unforming, informing ways. When I speak about a speculative practice, something I learnt by working with the performance artist
Valentina Desideri, I am speaking about walking through study, and not just
studying by walking with others. A speculative practice is study in movement
for me, to walk with others and to talk about ideas, but also what to eat, an old
movie, a passing dog, or a new love, is also to speak in the midst of something,
to interrupt the other kinds of study that might be going on, or might have just
paused, that we pass through, that we may even been invited to join, this study
across bodies, across space, across things, this is study as a speculative practice, when the situated practice of a seminar room or squatted space moves out
to encounter study in general.
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Stevphen: One thing that I asked Stefano last weekend, as I was reading the manuscript, is about the order of the chapters. Some of the pieces feel different
when you change the order in which you read them, because you get a different
sort of narrative arc, depending on where you start from and where you end up.
I think part of what I’m realizing is that the project is less, say, “here’s a coherent narrative that runs this way,” but more sort of things which are put together
and remain open and should be presented as sort of a collection that doesn’t
necessarily say, “our argument starts at one and ends at five.” It’s more of a collection of things which resonate with each other rather than having to develop
sequentially.
Stefano: Yeah, I feel that’s true. What I think is that each one is a different way
to get at a similar set of questions, to think about the general antagonism, to
think about blackness, to think about the undercommons. I think the impulse
for me and Fred is always to try and move towards the stuff that we like, and
to move towards the mode of living that we like. We know that sometimes that
involves moving through certain kinds of critique of what’s holding us back.
But, for me, each time, what’s going on is that I’m trying to elaborate a different mode of living together with others, of being with others, not just with
other people but with other things and other kinds of senses. At one point,
for me anyway, I felt very strongly that this kind of policy world was emerging
everywhere—and I wanted to talk with Fred about how to find our stuff again
amidst all this kind of policy work in which everybody seemed from every spot
at any moment to be making policy. I had this image in my head of a kind of
return to a world in which every self-determined individual had the right to
make brutal policy on the spot for every person who was not self-determined,
which essentially is a colonial or slave situation—and the kind of ubiquity of
policy, which all of a sudden, didn’t emanate anymore just from government
but from fucking policy shops in every university, and from independent policy
shops, and from bloggers, etc. These policy people to me are like night riders.
So, I felt at that moment it was necessary to deal with it in terms of, what
would you say is going on that occasioned that kind of frenzied attack, this
total mobilization of the “fixed”? What provoked this? That’s why we ended up
talking about planning. But there’s also a part where Fred is very directly able
to address blackness in a piece. So, we were able to start with something that
we were feeling was an elaboration of our mode of living, our inherited black
radical tradition. Then, that piece ends up with a kind of caution around governance.

At least from my point of view, I’m always approaching Fred, hanging out
with Fred, to say, we know that there are things we like, so how can we elaborate them this time, not just for each other but also for other people, to say
to others let’s keep fighting, keep doing our thing. So, it’s true that it isn’t an
argument that builds. To me, it’s picking up different toys to see if we can get
back to what we’re really interested in. Not to say that that doesn’t change.
I have a richer understanding of social life than I did a few years ago. When I
started working with Fred, social life, to me, had a lot to do with friendship, and
it had a lot to do with refusal—refusal to do certain kinds of things. And then
gradually I got more and more interested in this term, “preservation,” where I
started to think about, “well, refusal’s something that we do because of them,
what do we do because of ourselves?” Recently, I’ve started to think more
about elaborations of care and love. So, my social world is getting bigger with
our work. But, each piece for me is still another way to come at what we love
and what’s keeping us from what we love. So, it isn’t in that sense a scientific
investigation that starts at one end and finishes at the other end.
Fred: It’s funny, this ubiquity of policy making, the constant deputization of academic laborers into the apparatuses of police power. And they are like night riders, paddy rollers, everybody’s on patrol, trying to capture the ones who are trying to get out—especially themselves, trying to capture their own fugitivity.
That’s actually the first place at which policy is directed. I think that a huge
part of it has to do simply with, let’s call it, a certain reduction of intellectual
life—to reduce study into critique, and then at the same time, a really, really
horrific, brutal reduction of critique to debunking, which operates under the
general assumption that naturalized academic misery loves company in its isolation, like some kind of warped communal alienation in which people are tied
together not by blood or a common language but by the bad feeling they compete over. And so, what ends up happening is you get a whole lot of people who,
as Stefano was suggesting, spend a whole lot of time thinking about stuff that
they don’t want to do, thinking about stuff that they don’t want to be, rather
than beginning with, and acting out, what they want.
One of the people who wrote questions on Facebook is Dont Rhine who is
part of a political/artistic collective called Ultra-red which I was lucky enough
to be able to do something with a few weeks ago in New York. He was talking
about the Mississippi Freedom Schools, and Ultra-red have been using the Freedom School curriculum as part of their performances. These are pedagogical
performances. What they’re engaged in is essentially a kind of mobile, itinerant
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practice of study that is situated around a certain set of protocols regarding
the problematic and the possibilities of sound. What they’re engaged in is this
process which, to me, is totally interesting and a model for how one might be
together with different people in the world, in different places. My point is that
the Mississippi Freedom School curriculum asked a couple of questions of the
people who were involved in it, both the students and the teachers. One question was: What do we not have that we need, what do we want or want to get?
But the other question, which is, I think, prior to the first in some absolutely
irreducible way, is what do we have that we want to keep? And of course there’s
a way of thinking about what was going on in Mississippi in 1964 that would be
predicated on the notion that the last question you would ever consider to be
relevant for people in that situation, for black folks in Mississippi in 1964, is
what do they have that they want to keep? The presumption is that they were
living a life of absolute deprivation—that they were nothing and had nothing,
where nothing is understood in the standard way as signifying absence. What
that second, but prior, question presupposes is (a) that they’ve got something
that they want to keep, and (b) that not only do those people who were fucking
them over not have everything, but that part of what we want to do is to organize ourselves around the principle that we don’t want everything they have. Not
only is a lot of the shit that they have bad, but so too is their very mode of having. We don’t want that. We don’t need that. We have to avoid that. And what
I’m saying is that there is a kind of really sclerotic understanding of these problematics of having and not having, of privilege and under-privilege, that structures the university as a place where policy proliferates.
So, we began thinking about the university because we were there. And
Stefano was saying, rightly I think, what we came to understand is that our
attempt to understand the conditions under which we were working led us to
recognize that those conditions were being farmed out, that those conditions
were being proliferated all throughout the world—that the university was an
avant-garde of policy making and a place where the ubiquity of policy was
being modeled for other realms within the social world. And then, people were
saying, “matter of fact, we can take a very sclerotic understanding of study, or
let’s say, of knowledge production and knowledge acquisition, and that can be
the center around which we organize the export of this whole process and problematic of policy making.” So that, yeah, now we’ll model the workplace on a
free school classroom. You won’t have fixed, individual desks anymore. We’ll
have round tables and people can do something that kinda seems like moving

around, and we’ll say that we are concerned about your continuing education,
and we want you to feel free to express ideas. What in fact people were doing
was taking the kind of empty shell of what used to be called education and
saying, “we can use this shell as a way of exporting the apparatus of policy all
throughout the social world.” We realized that not only are we trying to understand what’s fucked up about our own situation, but we’re trying to understand
how it is that the essential conditions of our own situation are being exported
everywhere.
Stefano: Yeah, that’s right. Policy is especially directed towards the poor, and one
of the reasons for that is essentially because, as Fred was saying, the wealth of
having without owning—which exists among the poor, which is not to say that
the poor aren’t also poor—the social principle of having without ownership is
ambivalent. On the one hand, obviously, capital wants that; that’s the whole
intellectual property rights crap, of kind of keeping that stuff loose so people
will be productive about it. But, on the other hand, it can’t really be abided in
the long term, and I think that’s why you get this weird, what I call this extreme
neoliberalism, where you get a back-and-forth, in which, one moment there are
vicious kind of drones against the poor, these night riders making policy from
anywhere said to be fixed against anyone said to need fixing, and then the next
minute, governance is deployed against the poor. And it has to do with the alternatives to ownership that I think are an inheritance of the poor, or a disinheritance of it, or something. You know bad cop, bad cop.
I feel there’s a relation between policy and governance that’s at work here.
Both of them get generated in the university—not the university alone, they
also get generated in NGOs and other places as well. But, it strikes me that with
policy what you’re often dealing with is somebody whose presumption is that
they know the problem. With governance you’re dealing more with a situation in
which they imagine in the first instance that, rather than having to fix someone
in order to extract from them, there’s the possibility of a kind of direct extraction, and this is also what the field of logistics desires. In this sense, governance reminds me of the way Mario Tronti talks about the labor process. Tronti
doesn’t use the term “labor process,” but he says, “look, the worker brings
everything: the class relation, antagonism, sociality. The only thing capital
brings is the labor process, they set it up.” As Poulantzas says, they initiate it
and control it. It seems to me that this is what governance is. Governance is
merely the labor process. It’s the least of everything but it’s the organizational
moment, the organizational resistance to what we are doing. And it’s because
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it’s the organizational moment that we’re in—a situation where, for people who
are involved in forms of organization, like a teacher, for instance, that you are
much more immediately confronted, because of policy and governance and their
ubiquity, with either being almost immediately the police or finding some other
way to be with others. You are much more immediately forced to choose. That
seems to me, also, to give a sense of why there’s so much anxiety in the university, almost immediately; there’s no hiding in an imagined liberal institution
anymore. In these kinds of algorithmic institutions where nothing but a logistics of efficiency operates, you’re very quickly either the police when you work
in the university or you have to find some other way of being in the university. I
think that’s because of the reaction to the growing forms of autonomy in social
life, the reaction that takes the form of governance and policy. Academics are
caught up in that. They have to confront the fact that there’s no possibility that
they can’t choose sides.
Stevphen: I would ask then what other ways are there to respond to the seductiveness of governance? Or, what are your interests, what do you want? I’m
thinking of the NGO world where you have this prospecting for immaterial
labor, for interests in order to be governed. How do you find a response to that?
The reason I look at it from the point of view of seductiveness is I know some
of my friends, and myself, who have ended up in the academy or the NGO world
because they were trying to avoid being drawn into a certain kind of labor
process, so they thought of it as their escape. But, their escape just ended up
being a different kind of prospecting, where they eventually got drawn into a
different, almost deeper, more problematic form of labor.
Stefano: Yeah, the meta-labor process that they got drawn into. The key thing with
the NGOs—and this is to some extent true in the university, but not to the same
degree, because of the strange figure of the teacher—the true ethos of the NGO
is not to speak for a group that’s not speaking, but to somehow provoke that
group to speak for itself. It’s all about, “this group has to find its voice and
speak up for itself against the dam, and this kind of thing.” On the one hand,
you think, “well, fuck, what else could you do? I mean, you’ve gotta fight the
dam.” On the other hand, it does seem to me that you’re asking people to call
themselves into a certain form of identity. This is what Gayatri means by the
first right being the right to refuse rights, I think. So, it seems to me that the
NGO can often be a laboratory for trying to solicit from people, trying to
prospect from people, certain ways that they have of being together, getting
them to translate these for, ultimately, capital. I’m not a fan of this notion

that we’re going to be inscrutable or invisible to capital, or anything like that.
But there are always elaborations of social life that are not comprehended or
exploited by capital. Capital, in its agency, just doesn’t get it, necessarily. Governance is a way to make it more legible to them in certain ways.
It’s not because somebody is trying to be illegible. I think once you’re trying
to be illegible, you’re already legible.
So, if you’re asking me what to do in these kinds of circumstances, I agree
it’s a difficult question, and in practice I continue to teach in circumstances
that also include some finishing of the student, giving them a mark and things
like that. And I don’t say that people should suddenly not do NGO work. But,
I also feel that it’s necessary for us to try to elaborate some other forms that
don’t take us through those political steps, that don’t require becoming selfdetermining enough to have a voice and have interests—and to acknowledge
that people don’t need to have interests to be with each other. You don’t have
to start by saying, “I’m so-and-so, this is what I like to do.” I mean, people
don’t have to relate to each other through fucking dating sites. You don’t have
to elaborate yourself as an individual to be with other people—and in fact it’s
a barrier to being with other people, as far as I can see.
Fred: I was thinking about something you said, Stefano, about how capital initiates, or provides a structure. And I wanted to say that I want to think a little bit
more about this supposedly initiatory power that capital has. Because, I would
say, what you’re calling “initiation,” is what I think of as “calling the situation
to order.”
Stefano: Yeah, and then it flips a switch.
Fred: That’s the way it works. And regarding the seductiveness of it, there are two
ways to think about it. One is some kind of normative productivity that requires
order, requires answering the call to order. Or another way to look at it would be
that in order to be recognizable, you have to answer the call to order—and that
the only genuine and authentic mode of living in the world is to be recognizable
within the terms of order. But, it’s kind of like that thing where you walk into
class, you’re the teacher and you get there a couple minutes early and there are
people milling around and there’s a conversation already going on, and some of
them might be talking about stuff you might be talking about in class and some
of them might be talking about something completely different—and at the
same time, I’ve been thinking about something, either what we’ve been talking
about in class or something completely different. My position, at that moment,
what I am supposed to do is at a certain point become an instrument of gover-
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nance. What I’m supposed to do is to call that class to order, which presupposes
that there is no actual, already existing organization happening, that there’s no
study happening before I got there, that there was no study happening, no planning happening. I’m calling it to order, and then something can happen—then
knowledge can be produced. That’s the presumption.
It’s very hard. What’s totally interesting me is to just not call the class to
order. And there’s a way in which you can think about this literally as a simple
gesture at the level of a certain kind of performative, dramatic mode. You’re
basically saying, let’s just see what happens if I don’t make that gesture of calling the class to order—just that little moment in which my tone of voice turns
and becomes slightly more authoritative so that everyone will know that class
has begun. What if I just say, “well, we’re here. Here we are now.” Instead of
announcing that class has begun, just acknowledge that class began. It seems
like a simple gesture and not very important. But I think it’s really important.
And I also think it’s important to acknowledge how hard it is not to do that. In
other words, how hard it would be, on a consistent basis, not to issue the call to
order—but also to recognize how important it would be, how interesting it might
be, what new kinds of things might emerge out of the capacity to refuse to issue
the call to order. In recognizing all kinds of other shit that could happen, see
what happens when you refuse at that moment to become an instrument of governance, seeing how a certain kind of discomfort will occur. I’ve had students
who will issue the call, as if there’s a power vacuum and somebody has to step in.
Stevphen: Like George Orwell being pressured to shoot the elephant.
Fred: I get so annoyed with a certain kind of discourse around that kind of weird
narcissism—that double-edged coin of the narcissism of academic labor—in
which you naturalize your misery on one side of the coin, and then on the other
side of the coin, you completely accede to the notion of your absolute privilege.
So, on the one hand, you wake up every day being miserable and saying, “this is
the way it is.” And on the other hand, you wake up every day saying, “look how
privileged I am to be here. And look at all the poor people who aren’t privileged
to be here.” One of the deleterious, negative effects of that particular kind of
narcissism is that it doesn’t acknowledge the ways in which one of the cool
things about the university (I’m not saying this is the only place where this happens, but it is a place where this happens) is that every day that you go into your
classroom, you have a chance not to issue the call to order, and then to see what
happens. And the goddamn president of the university is not going to knock on
your door talking about, “how come you didn’t issue the call to order?”

Stevphen: Well, the funny thing for me personally was my attempt to not be in
charge in that sense and instead to try to start from the questions of “why are
we here? What are we doing here?” . . . Let’s say that in certain aspects they didn’t get so well, namely, that the university’s response was, “you’re incompetent!
We’re gonna send you to teacher training and show you how to issue calls to
order.”
Fred: And again I don’t have the benefit that Stefano’s had of being in both academic systems, but I know that in the US they don’t come, the administration
doesn’t come to my class. What I think we have here is a situation in which the
presumption that the necessity of the call to order is so powerful that they can
pretty much count on people issuing it. But they don’t have to check up on you.
The presumption is that it’s so absolutely necessary and indispensable so why
would you do anything else? Which is great, because they don’t check up on you.
You can do something else. It’s not that kind of surveillance and sort of worker
discipline and regulation in the sense of it being an externally imposed force.
The tricky thing is that the notion is that you are your own policy maker; you are
your own police force. Hopefully, we will have trained you properly so that you
will know you have to issue the call to order. At that point you have to police
yourself.
What I’m really trying to say is, I think, it’s important to make a distinction
between the capacity of capital, or the administration, to initiate, as opposed to
their power to call to order. There’s a difference. They don’t initiate anything. In
other words, the call to order is not in fact an initiation. If it’s an initiation, it’s
an initiation in the sense of being initiated into a fraternity. It’s a new beginning,
let’s say. It’s a moment of some sort of strange, monstrous re-birth. It’s literally
being born-again into policy, or into governance. But there was something going
on before that. And that initiatory moment is double-edged. You are starting
something new, but you are also trying, in a radical, kind of brutal way to put
and end to something—and the horrible part is it’s a moment of colonization:
you’re putting something to an end and you’re also trying at that very same
moment to declare that it was never there. “Not only am I going to stop you
from doing this shit, but I’m going to convince you that you were never doing it.”
Stefano: Yeah, that’s right. So, it’s sort of within that context that I think both of
us pose the question that’s important to us. In other circumstances, Fred and I
have talked about this by thinking about a certain kind of song, a soul song that
you might get in Curtis Mayfield or in Marvin Gaye, where something’s going on,
let’s call it the experiment with/in the general antagonism, and then the song
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starts. You can hear the audience, you can hear the crowd, and then he begins
to sing or music begins to start. So, the thing that I’m interested in is, without
calling something to order, how can you still sing? In the sense that not calling
something to order is different from saying that there’s nothing that you want
to do with others, there’s nothing that you want to start with others. We have
our own versions of insistence or persistence in study.
Fred: Form is not the eradication of the informal. Form is what emerges from the
informal. So, the classic example of that kind of song that you’re talking about,
Stefano, is “What’s Going On?” by Marvin Gaye—and of course the title is
already letting you know: goddamn it, something’s going on! This song emerges
out of the fact that something already was going on. Then, from a certain limited perspective, we recognize, there are these people milling around and talking and greeting one another—and then, something that we recognize as music
emerges from that. But then, if you think about it for half-a-damn-second, you
say, “but the music was already playing.” Music was already being made. So,
what emerges is not music in some general way, as opposed to the non-musical.
What emerges is a form, out of something that we call informality. The informal
is not the absence of form. It’s the thing that gives form. The informal is not
formlessness. And what those folks are engaging in at the beginning of “What’s
Going On?” is study. Now, when Marvin Gaye starts singing, that’s study too. It’s
not study that emerges out of the absence of study. It’s an extension of study.
And black popular music—I’m most familiar with things from the 1960s on—is
just replete with that. That thing becomes something more than just what you
would call a device—and it’s also very much bound up with the notion of the
live album. The point is that it’s more than just a device. It’s more than just
a trope. It’s almost like everybody has to, say, comb that moment into their
recording practices, just to remind themselves, and to let you know, that this
is where it is that music comes from. It didn’t come from nowhere. If it came
from nowhere, if it came from nothing, it is basically trying to let you know
that you need a new theory of nothing and a new theory of nowhere.
Stefano: Yeah, and this is also all over rap music, which is always about saying,
“this is where we live and here’s this sound.”
Fred: I told you, “this is how we do it.” My kids listen to some shit, and I’m trying
not to be that way, but sometimes I’m like, “let me play y’all some good music.”
If you listen to the Staple Singers’ “I’ll Take You There,” it’s got one little chorus, one little four-line quatrain, and then the whole middle of the song is just
Mavis Staples telling the band to start playing. “Little Davie [the bassist] we

need you now.” Then, her father, the great guitarist Roebuck “Pops” Staples:
she’s like, “daddy, daddy.” Then, the verse was like, “somebody, play your
piano.” That’s the whole middle of the song. That’s the heart of the song. Not
the damn lyrics. It’s her just saying, “play,” and they’re already playing. And
that’s not a call to order. It’s an acknowledgement, and a celebration, of what
was already happening.
Stevphen: Or you have James Brown saying, “take it to the bridge.”
Stefano: Yeah, and I think that’s why, for me, I can’t think in terms of a management of the common—because it seems like, to me, the first act of management is to imagine that what’s informal or what’s already going on requires
some act to organize it, rather than to join it, rather than to find ways to experiment with this general antagonism. Also, I think that, for me, that’s why, when
we’re talking about a kind of unsettling, what we’re talking about is joining
something that’s already permanently unsettled, what’s shipped, against what’s
being imposed on it. You’re absolutely right because Poulantzas, when he’s talking about initiation, all he’s saying, basically, is, “it’s 9 a.m., turn the machines
on.” I mean, there’s no way that could have been the beginning of anything
meaningful, other than control.
Stevphen: When you talk about “the prophetic organization,” how do you mean
“prophesy” or “organization” there? If you’re not just calling into being something that was not there, I’m trying to understand what the notion of prophetic
would be in that sense. Is it calling into being that which is already in being?
Stefano: For me, “prophetic” and a lot of the terms that we’re using are just forms
for me to enrich being, so that it doesn’t get flattened out into the way that
it’s understood so often in politics. For me, it’s just a way to think about the
already-existing enrichment of being, the already-social quality of time and
space, which means that you can simultaneously be in more places, and be more
than one, and that seeing things and hearing things is just a way of being with
others. It means the standpoint of every standpoint and none as Fred and I say,
the standpoint of the shipped, the containerized, the unsettled and unsettling.
Fred: What you just said seems right to me. It is definitely about seeing things and
hearing things. It’s funny, because I’m happily surprised that we used the term
prophetic; I’m happy that’s there now, because I associate that term so much
with Cornel West. There were moments where I would have been pretty stridently against the use of that term, probably because of the association with
pragmatism that West asserts. But now I’m like, that term’s cool, because it is
about seeing things and hearing things. Another way to put it would be: you talk
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about being able to be in two places at the same time, but also to be able to be
two times in the same place. In other words, it’s very much bound up with the
Jamesian notion of the future in the present—and classically, the prophet has
access to both of those. The prophet is the one who tells the brutal truth, who
has the capacity to see the absolute brutality of the already-existing and to
point it out and to tell that truth, but also to see the other way, to see what it
could be. That double-sense, that double-capacity: to see what’s right in front of
you and to see through that to what’s up ahead of you. One of the ways in which
academic labor has become sclerotic, let’s say, is precisely because it imagines
that the primary mode, specifically of a certain kind of left academic labor, is a
kind of clear-eyed seeing of what’s actually going on right now—and that the
work is reducible to that. Or, another way to put it is that, insofar as that’s what
one conceives the work to be, one is only really doing the work when the work
is absolutely in the absence of play, where play would be conceived of as pretending, as seeing what could be, as fantasy.

BEYOND & BELOW THE CALL TO ORDER
Stevphen: I’d like to follow up on the question of issuing a call to order, and more
particularly about not issuing the call to order. Let’s take the album Nation
Time by Joe McPhee as an example. In one sense it seems very much that
McPhee is issuing a call to order, haranguing the audience into a set piece of
call and response: “What time is it?” “Nation time.” But in another sense whatever order gets set up through that call to order, if it is one, then quickly breaks
down or mutates into something else through collective improvisation. Fred,
this connects closely to how you describe blackness as something happening
“in the break”—but I was wondering how one could at the same time be calling
to order and calling to mutation, or to a break, or perhaps to a different kind
of order.
Fred: The enunciation, of “nation time,” when Amiri Baraka first sang it, when
McPhee echoes and riffs off and reconfigures it, is, I always thought, really a
kind of announcement of the international and, beyond and by way of that, the
anti-national. Black nationalism, as an extension of Pan-Africanism—which
is resistance to a given Africa from within Africa accurately seen as a venal,
administrative and accumulative combination of collection and division—cuts
the nation, it seems to me. I mean, it makes sense, to me, only as this richly
internally differentiated resistance to the Westphalian imposition, which comes
fully into its own as the simultaneous invention and destruction of Africa, as

the brutal interplay between colonial viciousness and the organization of racial
murder on a grand scale. What gets called national struggle, how it shows up
in cultural assertion, and what shows up as an international against national
oppression and the imposition of parochial brutality, is what Fanon is after—
to critique but also to destroy and disintegrate the ground on which the settler stands, the standpoint from which the violence of coloniality and racism
emanates. I don’t think we’re just making this up. I mean, I think what we’re
gesturing towards is real—this phenomenon in which the appeal to the nation
is an anti-nationalism, in which the call to order is, in fact, a call to disorder, to
complete lysis. I mean this is what your question is getting at, Stevphen, and it
seems to me that this is what we hear when we listen to that McPhee cut. And
what’s cool is the stridency and striation of his call and of the response to it.
No purity of tone either in his horn or in his voice or in the voices of those who,
for lack of a better term, respond; the soloist is already less and more than one
and, like Cedric Robinson says in The Terms of Order, which is really this amazing and beautiful ode to disorder, the one who is said to have given the call is
really an effect of a response that had anticipated him, that is the generative
informality out of which his form emerges. They already know the answer to the
question they sent him to ask. They already know what time it is and that combination of answer and question, that gathering in the break of all those already
broken voices, is when music becomes a demand, takes the form of a demand,
that shows up in the guise of a single voice or a national call. It’s like a delirium
(as Deleuze might say, by way of Hume) taking the form of, moving in the habit,
putting on the habit, of a sovereign articulation, something that an “I” or a
“we” would say. But what it is, really—what it is when people say shit like
“What is it?”—is a relay of breath that comes from somewhere else, that seems
like it comes out of nowhere. It’s easy not just to get the origin wrong but to
get the whole thing wrong by thinking about it in terms of an origin. I don’t
think McPhee is or means to be originary. Maybe there’s some secret way,
opened up by some unique and secret word, to move through this constant
organization and disorganization of the demand that takes the form-in-deformation of a single voice consenting to and calling for its multiplication and division. That claim that Fanon makes about the demand being neurotic, in an
already existing conception of psychological order or normalcy or whatever—
and that’s something that he says in Black Skin—is tied to the sort of recognition that an anti-colonial movement would necessarily be one that would tend
toward complete disorder, total lysis. And the neurosis is tied, not just to the
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fact that from the standpoint of sovereignty, the demand for sovereignty’s
destruction makes no sense but also to the fact that the demand is spoken in his
crazy language, in the crazy costume of the one who thinks he is the one. So the
point is that the call to order is a call for and from disorder. That’s where, I think,
McPhee is coming from. If you listen you can hear where he’s coming from.
Stefano: For me, with regard to the occupation movement, there were three things
in play at once, which you might call the request, the demand, and the call. The
request is basically the stuff that Wendy Brown is herself always so paranoid
about: that one is making a request to authority and by making a request to
authority one is therefore already implicating oneself. Sure, there were occupation people for whom when people were saying “demand” what they were really
hearing was ‘request’—request to someone—“we want you to reform banking, we
want you to do this.” Then, there’s the demand, which is non-negotiable, which is
I think what Kathi Weeks is interested in. But then, a minute ago, you were talking about a call, a call to disorder, which is already an enactment, an ontological
enactment of something. So, the demand is uncompromising, but it’s still in the
realm of positing something that’s not there, which is fine because there are
indeed things that are not here. But I think the call, in the way I would understand it, the call, as in the call and response, the response is already there before
the call goes out. You’re already in something.
To me, the call is what these guys were trying to say when they said, “but
these are biopolitical demands,” or “this is a biopolitical politics,” which is to say,
it’s neither a politics of requesting something from authority nor of demanding
something despite authority. Rather some kind of demand was already being
enacted, fulfilled in the call itself. I don’t think that was totally clear to me or
maybe to some occupy people—maybe to some it was scary when it was clear;
it was certainly scary to authority when it was clear. And it was, of course, most
clear not in the occupy movement but, for me, in the London riots, because the
London riots, which—and Fred has written beautifully on them elsewhere and
here we talk about them as irruptions—of logisticality, that which gives rise to
the capitalist science of logistics, and today in rampant form.” What’s interesting
about these riots, and I’ve talked to kids about it, after the three days, and they
all said the same thing: “for three days we ran London. For three days London
was ours. For three days it worked according to how we wanted it to work.”
And, basically, they didn’t demand anything. They just started. There was a call:
come out and let’s just run the city for three days. Now, maybe they didn’t run it
exactly in the way everybody would have run it if the call was fuller or different.

And, of course, those kids have all received incredibly ridiculous jail sentences
and everything else. Occupy has been nothing compared to that in respect to
vicious state repression in the court system. I mean, not to minimize some
of the violence against occupy people in the US. The riots were really a place
where you saw this kind of call. So, to me it’s no surprise that the call through
social media was what they criminalized most quickly.
Fred: I want to say something else about the demand. I still kinda want to hang on
to that term. The reason I do is because, I certainly see the difference between
request and call, I want to get back into the history of the word “demand,”
where it also means “to make a claim,” and sometimes “to make a legal claim”
—and the whole notion of demand is that you speak with a kind of authority.
The authority of the demand could be supplied by the state, insofar as you serve
as an officer of the state, so that you have the state and its powers of violence
and coercion behind you when you make the demand. But, there’s also the
notion of a claim or a demand in which the authority of the demand is from
some kind of multiphonic delirium or fantasy that undermines the univocal
authority of sovereignty. That’s what I’m thinking of with regard to McPhee
and his tone. You listen to that record. It’s 1970. Coltrane died in ’67, but he’s
still in the air everywhere. And his tone, which was a tone of appeal—“appeal”
is a cool word, “appeal” as in to make an appeal but also peal; there was an
urgent intensity to his sound, a stridency. So, what I’m trying to get at is there
was this notion of the cacophony of the demand.
Folks who were basically saying “we don’t want to make any demands”—
there were two elements to it. One potential way of saying that we were resisting making the demand is to say that what we were really resisting was to make
a request. We did not want to make a demand, because to make a demand is
essentially to make a request, which is essentially then already to accede to the
authority of the state to either grant or refuse your request, after the fact of
having recognized your standing, your right to request, even though it is the
source of your injury, even though your recognition by the state redoubles,
rather than remedies, that injury. So, that’s a kind of Wendy Brown formulation.
Then, another version of it, I thought, had to do with the fact that the demand
emerges from a certain kind of authority. The properly authorized and authoritative speech of a demand takes the form of a univocal, single speech. Essentially, a kind of sovereign speaker is now drowning out, or trying to collect
within his own anthemic speech, all these other kinds of speech. So, again,
some single, univocal notion of the demand emerges, when in fact what you’ve
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got is a whole bunch of people making a whole bunch of demands, some of
which are contradictory—and we wanted to maintain that sort of ana(n)themic
multiplicity, because that was the whole point.
What if authoritative speech is detached from the notion of a univocal
speaker? What if authoritative speech is actually given in the multiplicity and
the multivocality of the demand? This was something that was also happening
at that same moment in the music, so that the figure of the soloist was being
displaced. Even if the soloist was, in a certain sense, only temporarily occupying
a certain kind of sovereign position, the return to collective improvisational
practices was sort of saying, “we are making a music which is complex enough
and rich enough so that when you listen to it you are hearing multiple voices,
multiply formed voices. We are sort of displacing the centrality of the soloist.”
Or, another way to put it would be that, even within the figure of the soloist
itself, there’s this exhaustion and augmentation of the instrument, this tingling
of the saxophone—and this is something that you hear in McPhee’s playing on
Nation Time. He was playing harmonics on the horn, so that the horn itself
becomes something other than a single-line instrument; it becomes chordal,
social. And that chordal playing shows up for us aurally as screams, as honks, as
something that had been coded or denigrated as extra-musical—as noise rather
than signal. So, what I’m trying to do is to consider this notion of the demand
as an appeal, as a claim, where you’re not appealing to the state but appealing
to one another. An appeal, in this delivery—you’re making all this sound, you’re
making all this noise. You’re an ensemble, and that’s bound up with that notion
of study and sociality that we’ve been talking about.
So, I want to say that I agree with everything you say about the call, but I
guess I want to maintain or keep that word “demand,” just because of the particular way that Fanon indexes it, because he talks about it in relation to the
settler’s interested, regulative understanding of neurosis.
Stefano: That part I like, but the part that I’m concerned with in Fanon is that the
demand for him seems futuristic. And it seems to me that, when we were looking at the Panthers again, one of the things that seemed so cool about them is
they had a revolutionary program that was partly about preservation. So, it was
like a revolution in the present of already-existing black life.
Fred: Look, here’s the thing: you’re right. I like the fact that Fanon associates it
with neurosis. In Black Skin, the neurotic is problematic—and it’s, I think, very
much tied to, or gesturing towards, a certain understanding of black sociality as
pathological and there’s nothing about that which Fanon wants to preserve, in

Black Skin. In Wretched of the Earth, on the other hand, I think there’s a lot
about it that he wants to preserve. At the same time neurosis is also the condition of the sovereign, the habitual attempt to regulate the general, generative
disorder. What does it mean to call for disorder in the sovereign’s “native
tongue?” How do you get to the ongoing evasion of natality which is where or
what that call comes from or, more precisely, through? The path that is forged
by negation and reversal doesn’t get you there or gets you to someplace other
than that, some delusion of origin or home, someplace available to or by way of
a movement of return. I think Fanon is always trying to move against the grain
of this itinerary of return, this reversal of image or standpoint. But that’s why
its so crucial to abide with the work of Cesaire or Baraka or Samuel Delany so
that you can understand that the various returns they seem to enact or compose
are always more and less than that. Fanon understands that the very taking of
an anti-colonial stance looks crazy, from a normative perspective. For me, first
of all, that’s good. That’s something that’s worthwhile. In other words, what it’s
about is, “I’m gonna claim this thing that looks crazy from your perspective.”
But, of course, the problem, I think, with Fanon in Black Skin, is you can do this
thing that looks crazy from the normative perspective, but of course in some
complicated way there is no non-normative perspective. The non-normative
is precisely the absence of a point of view, which is therefore why it can never
be about preservation. Eventually, I believe, he comes to believe in the world,
which is to say the other world, where we inhabit and maybe even cultivate
this absence, this place which shows up here and now, in the sovereign’s space
and time, as absence, darkness, death, things which are not (as John Donne
would say).
And what I want to do is say, against the grain of Fanon but in a way that he
allows and requires me to say, no, let’s look at this shit from our perspective,
from the perspective of the ones who are relegated to the zone of the crazy or,
to be more precise, I hope, from the absent perspective, or absence of perspective, of the delirious, the more and less than crazy. And what we’re saying is we
claim this, not just because it’s against the grain of the normative, not just
because it allows us to call for something in the future; we claim this because
this is who we are and what we do right now. Now, Fanon doesn’t say that in
Black Skin, but I think he’s approaching that by the time he gets cut off, basically. This is not simply to repress or forget the pitfalls of spontaneity or the
problems of national consciousness; it is, precisely, to remember them and what
sends them; to consider what moves at and in this interplay of study and an ever
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expanding sense of who and what we are. That Derridean “who, we” is already
active in Fanon’s Algerian air—that open question of the human and its sound,
which now we can take even further out into a general ecology or something
like a Deleuzean “plane of immanence.” And I think that you could project outward from Fanon’s last work and then come back and get something out of that
interplay of the neurotic and the demand that he is beginning to approach in
the chapters on mental disorders and anti-colonial struggle in Wretched of the
Earth, because he’s recognizing that anti-colonial struggle is all bound up with
the radical, sort of, non-normative form of cogitation, that it’s gotta be, because
it is, thought in another way. It’s that shit that Shakespeare says: the lunatic,
the lover, and the poet are of imagination all compact. Just edit it: the lunatic,
the lover, and the anti-colonial guerilla, right?, are of imagination all compact.
And that’s an aesthetic formulation that Shakespeare’s making. But it has massive social implications, which need to be drawn out, which in a certain sense
Fanon is gesturing towards, something that we’re associating with blackness
and the undercommons, something he tries to reach, something we’re trying to
learn how to try to reach or reach for. But, what we understand as the social
zone of blackness and the undercommons is the zone precisely in which you
make that claim—so that the demand is a double-voiced thing, an enunciation
in the interest of more than what it calls for. You are saying what you want,
though what you want is more than what you say, at the same time that you are
saying what you are while in the guise of what you are not. There’s this other
formulation of Baraka’s that McPhee would have known as well: “The new black
music is this: find the self, then kill it.” That kinda thing gets said from the neurotic standpoint, in the neurotic habit, of the soloist. But the soloist is not one.
Just like it was always about more than “the right to vote” or the tastiness of
the water that comes from this, as opposed to that, fountain.
Stefano: And I think in part that’s connected directly to being shipped, because
it means that you unmoored from a standpoint. Once you’re in all the circuits
of capital, you’re in every standpoint, and at that point, the demand becomes
something of the future and the present, that has been realized and has yet to
happen. So, it gets connected back up for me with what we were talking about
earlier about hearing things and seeing things, and about the relationship
between demand and prophecy, which again is totally bound up with having
been shipped.
Fred: It’s just like the stuff you were talking about: in another version of the
shipped, of logisticality, Woody Guthrie is riding the blinds with folks who are

one another’s pillows. And you can segue from that immediately to “I ain’t got
no home anymore in this world.” And you can segue from “I ain’t got no home
anymore in this world” to like Coltrane’s Ascension or Interstellar Space, in
which the musical form is all about the disruption, the making of new form,
outside the notion of some kind of necessary structural return to a tonic.
So, there’s no tonal center. There’s no home like that. The improvisations are
unmoored in this way. And obviously this is also something that plays itself out
in Arnold Schoenberg, or whatever. So, the point would be that, like, recognizing that the most adventurous and experimental aesthetics, where dissonance is
emancipated, are hand-in-hand with the most fucked up, brutal, horrific experience of being simultaneously held and abandoned.
That double-edged logisticality, where the one who is shipped is also a smuggler, carrying something—and what he carries is, first and foremost, a kind of
radical, non-locatability. The point is, there’s a certain way of thinking about
that impossibility of being located, of that exhaustion of location, that only can
be understood as deprivation. So, like, by way of Frank Wilderson, who, when he
elaborates his theory of the special antagonism that structures black life in the
administered world also offers this brilliant articulation of this desire for home
—“I don’t want to be a cosmic hobo”—which is necessary to any possible
embrace of homelessness. Woody Guthrie was a cosmic hobo, Coltrane was a
cosmic hobo, so even if I could be something other than a cosmic hobo, I think
what I’m gonna do is embrace homelessness for the possibilities that it bears,
hard as that is, hard as they are. Homelessness is hard, no doubt about it. But,
home is harder. And it’s harder on you, and it’s harder on every-god-damnbody
else too. I ain’t so concerned, necessarily, about the travails of the settler. The
horrible difficulties that the settler imposes upon himself are not my first concern, though in the end they are a real thing. It’s the general “imposition of severalty,” to use Theodore Roosevelt’s evil terms, that I’m trying to think about
and undermine. He knew that possessive individualism—that the self-possessed
individual, was as dangerous to Native Americans as a pox-infested blanket.
Civilisation, or more precisely civil society, with all its transformative hostility,
was mobilized in the service of extinction, of disappearance. The shit is genocidal. Fuck a home in this world, if you think you have one.
Stefano: Just like the people we went to school with or maybe some of your Duke
students or indeed settlers of the globe generally.
Fred: Yeah, well, the ones who happily claim and embrace their own sense of themselves as privileged ain’t my primary concern. I don’t worry about them first.
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But, I would love it if they got to the point where they had the capacity to worry
about themselves. Because then maybe we could talk. That’s like that Fred
Hampton shit: he’d be like, “white power to white people. Black power to black
people.” What I think he meant is, “look: the problematic of coalition is that
coalition isn’t something that emerges so that you can come help me, a maneuver that always gets traced back to your own interests. The coalition emerges
out of your recognition that it’s fucked up for you, in the same way that we’ve
already recognized that it’s fucked up for us. I don’t need your help. I just need
you to recognize that this shit is killing you, too, however much more softly, you
stupid motherfucker, you know?” But, that position in which you have no place,
no home, that you’re literally off center, off the track, unlocatable, I think it’s
important. Again, I think that there’s something to be gained from that part of
Fanon’s double alignment of the demand with neurosis. It’s sort of saying, basically, it’s like Malcolm X, when he’d be talking about the distinction between the
house negro and the field negro. And the primary distinction that he’d make was
that the field negro would be saying, “where can I get a better job than this?
Where can I get a better house than this?” He was claiming the location that
really wasn’t his, but what he was really claiming was the possibility of location.
And Malcolm’s like, “No! I’ll be out in the field. Not only in the hope of something more, something other, than what you think you have but also because
there’s something in the field; that even in deprivation, there’s an opening.”
Stefano: Yeah, I think that’s also something I felt again in these London riots.
It’s always that stuff about, “why are they fucking up their own neighborhood?”
Of course part of it is they don’t own those neighborhoods. But part of it is also,
like, “cuz there’s gotta be something better than home.”
Fred: It’s like that, what did that Home Secretary say? What are the causes of the
riots? She was like, “shared criminality.”
Stefano: She doesn’t know how close she was to the truth.
Fred: She’s ridiculous, and yet there’s something deep and kind of true about that. I
think you can make a good case that human being in the world is, and should be,
sheer criminality. Which also, first and foremost, implies that making laws is a
criminal activity.
Stefano: The jurisgenerative stuff . . .
Fred: Those kids were, basically, like, “fuck this.” And you’re right, if you’re implying that Occupy never got to that.
Stefano: Yeah, it didn’t get there.
Fred: A few people started talking about, “let’s occupy everything. Let’s occupy

everywhere”—and that’s more in line. But, “we won’t come to your house and
bother you.” If that’s the best you can do, then that’s cool too. It’s better to
bother someone to death than to die. But we can move past that too.
Stevphen: One other thing I wanted to ask: I think part of the reticence about
demands is also about a certain discomfort with thinking about or relating to
the state, and how to relate to the state. I’m gonna ask two or three questions
here, so it might be a bit of a mess. Not to get too caught up on definitions, I’m
trying to understand the difference between how you understand the undercommons as opposed to, say, infrapolitics, or things coming out from people like
Tiqqun, talking about zones of opacity. How does this notion compare, particularly in relation to thinking about the state? One of the things I’ve been trying
to push you on for several years, Stefano, is your sort of knee-jerk reaction to
someone like James Scott. You say “James Scott” and he starts kicking!
Fred: His knee hasn’t jerked in twelve years! I’d love to see your knee jerk!
Stevphen: My question has something to do with his take on the state, and particularly that which cannot be taken into the state. So, in a book like Seeing Like a
State, there are certain things which the state can’t figure out. It can’t figure
out infrapolitics, it’s completely incomprehensible to it. My suspicion is that
you’d say, “no, that’s stupid. Of course it’s taken an understanding of infrapolitics. It does all the time.” Which is why I want to ask you about the difference
between undercommons and infrapolitics, in relation to the state. I’m guessing
you are less reticent about the role of the state.
Stefano: Well, it’s not that I’m less reticent. I’m less convinced that there’s a thing
called the state, because I used to work in it. Okay, government and state are
not the same thing, but I’ve never been able to understand the state except as
an effect of certain kinds of labor. And, when I was involved with that kind of
labor, there were all kinds of undercommons in the departments that I worked
in. There was an underlabor. There was study going on all the time in government. And if government essentially produces effects of state in various ways,
which seems to be what Tim Mitchell and some of the smarter guys around
state theory think, then for me, it’s not about being against or for the state,
it’s being about, as Tronti would say, within and against the state, but also with
and for the undercommons of the state. So, I just don’t line up on the side that
there’s a state, there’s an economy, there’s a society, even that there’s state and
capital in such a clear way. I have a much more, sort of, phenomenological, if I
could use that word which I kind of hate, approach to the state. When you get
close to it, there’s all kinds of shit going on there. Most of it’s bad. Most of the
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effects are bad. But, at the same time, some of the best study, some of the craziest undercommons people have been working in government agencies, local
government agencies at the motor vehicle department.
I remember once going in; I remember me and my friend Pete, we tried to
get a cover for State Work, my book about this stuff. We went into the big post
office that they later closed in downtown Manhattan. It was in the days when
the post office was just full of people actually working there, before the attacks
of September 11, 2001 in New York. I went to the one in Durham very recently,
actually, and it reminded me of what it used to be like in New York, before it
was all securitized. It was only a few people but it was just like that: a big old
post office. Everyone had their booth, and in lower Manhattan’s post office
behind almost every booth was a black or latina woman who had completely
decorated the booth for herself. And it was full of, like, Mumia posters, pictures
of kids, pictures of Michael Jackson, pictures of union stuff, everything. Every
booth, so every time you went up, you got a different view. And I’m like, well, if
these are the people who are supposed to be making an effect called the state,
then, there’s got to be an undercommons here too. So, it’s not helpful for me to
say I can do this and I will be invisible to the state. Or, I’m not making an appeal
because the state will get me. That’s not to say that the state won’t throw me
in jail or doesn’t throw people in jail all the time. I just don’t like to start from
that position.
Stevphen: It sounds more like projecting sort of an accidental fetish character of
the state that sees it as whole and coordinated and, of course, very sensible.
Stefano: Yeah, and also, I think the fact that people work on an affective state—
and there is a certain thing that goes on that doesn’t maybe go on in private
production, because you have some notion that you’re producing the effect.
Now, that’s become more common everywhere else. So, there’s been a kind
of way in which, well, there used to be some idea that when you’re working in
productive industries you’re producing stuff. Now of course everybody thinks
they’re producing effects everywhere they’re working. So, also, it seems to me
that a certain kind of distinction has broken down around that—and I think
that’s interesting. Also, I’m not against the production of effects. I don’t think
that it’s bad that people should get together and imagine that they’re producing
something hard to see. It’s just bad that they happen to imagine nation-states.
I guess that’s my position on James Scott [laughs]. You know, I get enough
shit for attacking James Scott. I really never give the guy a thought! I used to
get criticized all the time when the State Work book came out, from my devel-

opment studies friends because apparently I called him “an anti-communist,” and
that really made everybody berserk. But I just meant in the technical sense that
he was against communism.
Stevphen: In the technical sense! [laughs]
Fred: I’m actually asking the question now, because I want you to say something
more, Stefano, about this, because I actually think it’s important. For Scott, what
is it that he thinks he means by the state? Because what you’re saying, Stefano,
is that there’s this monolithic thing that appears to be the referent when people
utter the word “state.” And you’re saying it’s not monolithic at all, and not only is
it not a monolith but it’s very, very thoroughly aerated. There are all kinds of little holes and tunnels and ditches and highways and byways through the state
that are being produced and maintained constantly by the people who are also at
the same time doing this labor that ends in the production of the state. So, what
is it that these folks are producing? Scott seems to refer to a monolith that is
unbroken by and in the very process of its construction. He’s one of the ones who
gets us back to the point where we ask, what is it that we don’t like about that
monolith. Well, its coercive power or its power to police or its power to make
policy or to foster the making of policy or its power to govern or to foster governance and governmentality. So, what is he talking about? I give him credit, or I
believe, however anti-communist he is, I believe he’s sincere in his antipathy
towards the monolith. To the extent that it exists, I hate it, too.
But, then, there are other people on the left who have no antipathy towards
the state at all. And then I think they mean, it’s not some sort of monolithic
mode of existence that we are all captured by and contained within at the level of
our own affective relations to one another and our everyday practices—because I
think that’s part of what Scott means. But what they’re basically saying is, “no,
what I’m interested in is this thing that has a certain kind of coercive power, and
rather than that coercive power being granted to some other mug, I want it to be
granted to me because I’ll do the right thing with it. And also the main reason is I
not only believe that I would do the right thing with it but I also believe that the
kinds of things that I want to do at the level of scale can only be done by way of
some sort of state or state apparatuses.” So, their ploy is:“(a) I’ll do it better and
(b) I’m thinking about shit at the level of scale and you’re just being silly and all
you care about is these four people that you’re talking to right now.” See?
Stefano: I do see, and I’m also interested in this question of scale, because that’s
the side of the argument scale ends up on and who it ends up on and with. But,
one of the things I’m interested in, in the history of communism, let’s say, is:
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under what circumstances could I allow myself to be taken up and possessed by
others, be in the hands of others, give up anything like a kind of sovereign selfdetermination that I will vote on every decision, that I will oversee, that I will be
like Lenin’s inspectors, coming in to make sure the state’s doing what it wants?
What kind of communism could there be where I could just allow some people
to do some shit for me, at the level of scale, and at the same time those people
would also at other moments allow me to be doing that kind of thing? So, in
what ways are we practicing, when we’re for a dispossession of ourselves and
allowing ourselves to be possessed in certain other ways, allowing ourselves to
consent not to be one, at a moment that also lets people act on us and through
us, and doesn’t constantly require us re-constituting ourselves, which I think is
implied? And this is, I think, the anti-communism of Scott. Scott’s smallness is
about self-determined autonomy. When you’re small and in resistance, you’re
always in control.
Now, it’s not that then instead we go for the state, because obviously the
state, despite the fact that, as I say, it’s not the thing he thinks it is, but a whole
series of different kinds of shit—its effects are basically bad in the end. But,
I’m interested in the way in which what we’re doing already is and can be completely complex, that it doesn’t require some other step and that we need to
practice something else. Autonomists get this all the time in Europe: critics are
like, “oh, it’s fine, you guys can go off and do that together, but we’ve got a
hydro-electric system to run here.” And they often fall for that, and then sometimes you’ll hear the autonomists saying, “what would it mean to build autonomist institutions?” And maybe I misunderstood them but I think you don’t need
to build an autonomist institution. You need to elaborate the principle of autonomy in a way in which you become even less of yourself; or you overflow yourself more than what you’re doing right now. You just need to do more of the shit
that you’re doing right now, and that will produce the scale. So, that’s what’s
interesting to me. I’m interested in the way in which a deepening of autonomy
is a deepening, not just among few people, not just that intensity which I value,
but also it’s a deepening of scale and the potentials of scale.
Fred: Yes, I agree. I bring up scale, not to denigrate scale, but to say, we can’t cede
scale to the people who assume that scale is inseparable from the state, or from
what they mean by the state, which is a set of apparatuses and institutions
which wield coercive power.
Stevphen: Agreed on that. Another thing I want to ask you about is, over the past
few years there’s been another revival or proliferation of kinds of alternative

education projects, things like Edu-factory to free schools and all sorts of free
universities. What they all were struck by is sort of, when you leave the institution, why do people want to imagine what they’re doing in terms of the institution anyways? The limit of the conception of collectivity is another institution.
Stefano: Yeah, I’ve been struggling with this myself, as I’ve been doing elaborations on a proposal for the School for Study that we’re thinking about doing in
France. The first three times I did it, I was putting in all kinds of shit that didn’t
really need to be there—that was a kind of recapitulation of the university in
ways that didn’t have to happen. It was only in the last version, really after
Denise had looked at it and said, “why is all this other stuff in here? What you’re
really interested in is study, so why not just have it be a forum for study?” And
that’s when the name changed and that’s when we began to click on what we
were gonna try to do with it. And it’s absolutely the case that, when you think
you’re exiting the university, you’re not. You’re taking all this shit with you.
But also, Matteo Mandarini gave us this very interesting phrase. Tronti has
this phrase where he says, “I work within and against the institution.” So, the
Queen Mary project was this within and against the institution project. But it’s
also been elaborated in Precarious Ring stuff and other places as something that
would also be known through co-research, something like “within and for.” So,
the within and against gets cut with a kind of within and for. When you move further out into an autonomous setting, where you get some free space and free
time a little more easily, then, what you have to attend to is the shift, for me,
between the within and against—which when you’re deep in the institution you
spend a lot of time on it—and the with and for. And that changes a lot of shit.
All those things are always in play. When I say “with and for,” I mean studying
with people rather than teaching them, and when I say “for,” I mean studying
with people in service of a project, which in this case I think we could just say
is more study. So, that with and for, the reason we move into more autonomous
situations is that it grows, and we spend less time in the antagonism of within
and against.
Some people love the productivity of the antagonism. Personally, I don’t say
it’s not productive, but the further I get to the with and for, the happier I am.
But that’s a challenge, to remember that and to do it, and to learn how do it, if
you spend a lot of time in the within and against, as we did. I’m only saying this
to say, if I watch the migration of the Queen Mary collective project from the
within and against towards the with and for that’s available to us by becoming
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this kind of School for Study that we’re talking about now, we have to study how
to do that. We don’t necessarily know how to do that, and we’re still trying to
figure out how to do that, because we’ve been inside so much. It’s not that you
ever leave the within and against—I don’t care how far you squat. Obviously,
there’s a shift in what becomes possible and where you can put your attention
in different circumstances.
Stevphen: Perhaps that’s why the work both of you did of analyzing academic labor
within a given position is necessary for the leaving, so when you leave you don’t
bring some of the things with you.
Stefano: Well, at the personal level, and I started this morning saying this, and
I still think it’s true hours later, I had to go through that academic labor shit,
especially with Fred, in order to free myself in a million different ways, including
getting more into this autonomous stuff. I only feel now that that’s had a full
effect, that I can think free of all the shit that was in me through the labor process I was, and remain, immersed in. The first thing I made everyday when I
went to university was myself, and the university these days is not necessarily
the best place to make yourself.
Fred: I agree with that too. We were talking about how it was a way for us to understand who we were, and what was going on where we were—and to try to take
more fully into account the necessity of understanding what your own conditions are. So, let’s say that in some ways, the academic labor writings represented attempts at location and locating, mapping some sort of terrain that you
were within. And I think the later stuff is much more interested in trying to
achieve a kind of dislocation and a kind of dispersion—and, therefore, it claims
a certain mobility. I agree with Stefano, well I don’t know if we had to do that,
but that’s where we got started. We could have got started in another way.
Stefano: Yeah, in a way, the undercommons is a kind of break piece, between locating ourselves and dislocating ourselves. What’s so enduring for us about the
undercommons concept is that’s what it continues to do when it is encountered
in new circumstances. People always say, “well, where the fuck is that.” Even if
you do that clever Marxist thing like, “oh it’s not a place, it’s a relation,” people
are like, “yeah, but where’s the relation.” It has a continuing effect as a dislocation, and it always makes people feel a little uncomfortable about the commons.
For me it was like the first freight that we hopped.
Fred: Yeah, it’s a dislocation. As our old friend Bubba Lopez would say, we started
riding the blinds.

DEBT, CREDIT, AUTONOMY
Stevphen: Another area I wanted to ask about is your relationship to autonomism:
How do you draw from post-workerism, in particular how it overlaps with the
black radical tradition? Or more particularly the way that these overlaps and
connections are passed over and ignored?
Stefano: I’m not interested so much in the relationship where the debt would have
to be credited, because increasingly for me I see the dominance of these two
forms of debt in life, and they’re both so baleful, they’re both so moralistic. You
know, as Marx said, debt is the moral judgment on the man. But also the other
kind of debt, you know: I owe everything to my mother, I owe everything to my
mentor. That stuff also becomes very quickly oppressive and very moralistic.
There has to be a way in which there can be elaborations of unpayable debt that
don’t always return to an individualization through the family or an individualization through the wage laborer, but instead the debt becomes a principle of
elaboration. And therefore it’s not that you wouldn’t owe people in something
like an economy, or you wouldn’t owe your mother, but that the word “owe”
would disappear and it would become some other word, it would be a more generative word.
I know that too many Italian autonomists never payed sufficient attention to
the black radical tradition, and I know that that’s continued up to the present
to some extent. What I’m more interested in right now is the opportunity to
place this vital strand of European experiment within a more global history. So,
now certain autonomist stuff is sort of popping up in India. If it comes to India
as if it came from Europe, as if it were an import rather than a version of something, then the first thing we’re going to lose is an entire history, that I, for
instance, don’t know enough about, of autonomist thinking and movement in
India, from India. So, it’s not so much about giving credit to something, as it is
of seeing this or that instance of something much broader. I’m not as interested
in correcting genealogical lines, as I am in seeing European autonomism as an
instance of something, and others can put it in whatever global context they
want but for me it’s an instance of the black radical tradition, an general inheritance of the shipped, the impossible tradition of those without tradition, an
experimental social poesis.
Stevphen: I was sort of asking, not to say “oh well look what’s missed, how bad it
is that they’ve missed it,” but more I’m intrigued by the particular ways of missing it. Autonomia seems to render blackness in a very Leninist way. So, we care
about Detroit and nowhere else.
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Stefano: Yeah. Well, in that sense it also has an unfortunate tendency to reflect
itself. Autonomia has a problem of vanguardism that it’s always trying to get rid
of. It stands against vanguardism, but it’s always about, “who’s really doing it
and who’s not really doing it?” It’s still caught up with the idea that in order to
be autonomous you need to be doing politics, and then there’s the persistent
risk of a definition of who’s doing politics and who’s not that’s always at work.
This is even in the Gambino pieces. For as good as they are, he’s constantly
looking for where DuBois or Malcolm X intersect with real politics, in my opinion. And yet as Matteo Pasquinelli points out, the impulse: “if difference, then
resistance” is at the core of “Italian theory” and at is best this attention to
what we would call the general antagonism is what this tradition shares with
the impossible but actually existing tradition of black radical thought.
Fred: I defer to what Stefano said. I don’t have that much to say about it. There’s
a very important, and let’s call it righteous strain, of Afro-American and AfroDiasporic studies that we could place under the rubric of debt collection. And
it’s basically like, “we did this and we did that, and you continue not to acknowledge it. You continue to mis-name it. You continue to violently misunderstand
it. And I’m going to correct the record and collect this debt.” And there’s a
political component to it, too. Maybe that’s partly what the logic of reparations
is about. Or even the “I have a Dream” speech, he’s like “we came here today to
cash a check. A promise was given. We came to collect.” That’s what King said.
So, I don’t disavow that rhetoric or even that project. And, in many ways, I’m a
beneficiary of that project, in ways that are totally undeniable and I don’t want
to deny.
I also think that that project is not the project of black radicalism—which
is not about debt collection or reparation. It’s about a complete overturning—
again, as Fanon would say, and others have said. If that’s your concern, if that’s
your project, the mechanisms of debt collection become less urgent. Or they
become something that one is concerned about, but in a different way. Like, “I
will note the debt, and I will note the brutal and venal and vicious way in which
the debt is unacknowledged.” When we talk about debt, to talk about the
unpayability of debt is not to fail to acknowledge the debt. But, certain mugs
just refuse even to acknowledge the debt. And I think a whole lot of what people want when they want reparations is in fact an acknowledgment, and they
want an acknowledgement of the debt because it constitutes something like a
form of recognition, and that becomes very problematic because the form of
recognition that they want is within an already existing system. They want to be

recognized by sovereignty as sovereign, in a certain sense. So, basically, I can
read a big old book on the history of Western Marxism, and I can be alternatively pissed off about the way that its author can write that history without
writing about C. L. R. James. I’m alternatively pissed off, bemused, feel pity for
his ignorant ass, whatever. You start to feel pity for his ignorant butt, but then
you also understand the deep structural connections between ignorance and
arrogance. And you can’t feel sorry for an ignorant motherfucker if he’s also an
arrogant motherfucker, so then you get mad again. You stay mad, actually. But
this is not a personal injury. You have to step to it in a different way.
So, basically, I’m with Stefano on this, which is that I feel like I want to be
part of another project. Which is to say I’m not acceding to the fact; it’s not
like I’m just trying to turn my eye from it. I don’t want to accept in silence
without protest all the different forms of inequality and exploitation that
emerge as a function of the theft and of the failure to acknowledge the debt.
It’s not just that I’m pissed off that Willie Dixon never got paid the way he was
supposed to get paid for all them songs that Plant and Jimmy Page stole, but
also that I want him or his locked-up grandson to get the damn money. I’m not
sitting here saying, “I’m above them getting the money.” I don’t believe that
what has happened in general is reparable, but if the United States finally
decided to write me a check, I would cash the check and put it in the bank or
go buy something stupid with it, a Rolls Royce or a Bentley, something that will
really make George Stephanopoulos mad. I would accept the check, and be
pissed off that it ain’t as much as it should be. But I also know that what it is
that is supposed to be repaired is irreparable. It can’t be repaired. The only
thing we can do is tear this shit down completely and build something new.
So, I’m interested in the autonomist tradition insofar as they’ve got something useful to say about the possibility and practicality of tearing shit up and
building something new. My primary concern with it is not that they refuse
to acknowledge this, although at the same time, their refusal to acknowledge
other instances of a similar kind of thought, or a similar kind of social phenomena, does have a negative impact on the utility of what they do. So, that has to
be taken into account as something that has material effects. But, in terms
of just some desire for an acknowledgment, so that then Grace Lee or James
Boggs or whoever, or the similar movements outside Detroit that some autonomists never really studied, can be noted. . . or, I think there’s a kind of work that
people want to do where it would be like, somebody might read George Lewis’s
book on AACM [Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians] and
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say, “well, this has to be understood in a general framework that associates it
with the autonomist movement,” or something like that—and that would be an
important, maybe, intellectual connection to make, and somebody could make
it, and I think that would be cool. But, the bottom line is I think a whole lot of
that kind of work of acknowledging a debt intellectually is really predicated on
a notion that somehow the black radical tradition is ennobled when we say that
the autonomists picked something up from it. It’s as if that makes it more valuable, whereas it doesn’t need to be ennobled by its connections to autonomist
thought. Rather, what’s at stake is the possibility of a general movement that
then gets fostered when we recognize these two more or less independent irruptions of a certain kind of radical social action and thinking.
Stevphen: Thanks for that. The last thing I wanted to ask you, I think you’ve
already started to answer in certain ways. At one point you write how “justice is
only possible where debt never obliges, never demands, never equals credit . . .
debts which aren’t paid can’t be paid.” I was thinking about this, particularly
in relation to the recent calls for debt abolition or a politics of debt that says,
“no, we’ll have to get rid of all of this debt.” But to me it sounds like you have a
sense of debt which can’t be forgiven, can’t be gotten rid of, and you wouldn’t
want to get rid of. So, I want to ask you, what’s the relation between debt abolition and the debt that one would not want to get rid of?
Stefano: For me, when I use the term “abolition,” I mean it precisely in the opposite way. For me, abolition is both about a kind of acknowledgement that, as
Fred says, there’s no repairing or paying back the debt, so you couldn’t really
have anything like an abolition of debt. I mean, you could have debt forgiveness,
but I would never use the term “abolition” for that meaning. And, secondly,
there’s a whole history of debt that is not that history of debt, which doesn’t
need to be forgiven, but needs to become activated as a principle of social life.
It can become, and already is in many instances activated as something which,
precisely as something that doesn’t resolve itself into creditor and debtor,
allows us to say, “I don’t really know where I start and where I end.” This is
even my point around the debt between a parent and a child. If it’s really a debt,
then that debt that you have is for more than you, it’s not just for you, it passes
through you, but it was a generative form of affect between two beings that is
precisely valuable because it continues in certain kinds of ways. There’s a whole
history there, and what abolition means in that case is the abolition of something like credit or measurability or attribution, in a certain way.
Fred: I think this is where that distinction Stefano made between credit and debt is

crucial. I think what people may mean, when they talk about the abolition of
debt, is the abolition of credit. But they probably don’t even really mean that.
What they probably technically mean is forgiveness, which is to say, “we’ll forgive this loan. Now, if you get in debt again, we’re gonna want to get paid, goddamnit.” Whereas, what Stefano is talking about, I think and I concur, is an abolition of credit, of the system of credit, which is to say, maybe it’s an abolition
of accounting. It says that when we start to talk about our common resources,
when we talk about what Marx means by wealth—the division of it, the accumulation of it, the privatization of it, and the accounting of it—all of that shit
should be abolished. I mean, you can’t count how much we owe one another. It’s
not countable. It doesn’t even work that way. Matter of fact, it’s so radical that
it probably destabilizes the very social form or idea of “one another.” But, that’s
what Édouard Glissant is leading us towards when he talks about what it is “to
consent not to be a single being.” And if you think about it, it is a sort of filial
and essentially a maternal relation. When I say “maternal,” what I’m implying
there is the possibility of a general socialization of the maternal.
But, what’s at stake, it’s like, man, we went to look at this place yesterday,
because I’ve got my whole commune plan. It’s like ten acres, way out in the
woods. And it’s like a barn. The house is falling apart. I don’t think we can do it.
But there was this old lady. She and her husband, they built it how they wanted
it to be. She was like, “I don’t want to sell,” but she’s 91 and it’s this kind of big
old place, she can’t keep up with it. People were telling us, “she owes her son a
hundred thousand dollars.” And me and Laura, driving back, we were like, “how
you gonna owe your son a hundred thousand dollars? How do you owe a parent
a hundred thousand dollars?” That’s some crazy, barbaric shit. You have to be
a barbaric monster to even be able to think of some shit like that. You know
what? It’s no more barbaric than owing Wells Fargo Bank a hundred thousand
dollars. You think at first glance that it’s barbaric because it appears to violate
some sort of notion of filial, maternal relation. But, it’s barbaric because it’s a
barbaric way of understanding our undercommon-ness. It’s just particularly blatant because it’s a relation between a mother and son. But, if it were a relation
between me and Jamie Dimon, it’s still barbaric. And that’s the problem. So, the
abolition of credit, the abolition of the entire way of looking at the world, which
let’s say we can place under the rubric of accounting, or accountability, or
accountableness, or something, of calculation in that sense—the abolition of
that, in a way that David Graeber thinks about it, but without any kind of sense
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of a return to some originary state of grace, but instead carrying all of what
that history has imposed upon us. Hence this argument about where the autonomists got what they got . . . You know, I love C. L. R. James, but the shit that we
now have under his name, was never his private property. Jazz ain’t black people’s private property. And that doesn’t mean that musicians shouldn’t get paid
for what they do, within the context of this shit. What I’m really saying when I
say that is: anybody who’s breathing should have everything that they need and
93% of what they want—not by virtue of the fact that you work today, but by
virtue of the fact that you are here.
What is it about adults that’s so distasteful? You see a kid on the street or in
your house, you know you’re supposed to feed them, right? And then that same
kid hits eighteen and all of a sudden you say, “I’m not feeding you.” What’s so
vulgar and gross and smelly and distasteful about the average adult that you
wouldn’t just assume that he should get something to eat? I mean, you’ve gotta
be sick to come up with something like that. I mean, who’s the worst person in
the world? Even he should have something to eat.
Stefano: Given that, when you start to talk about this other kind of debt, you’re
talking about a history of aesthetics, a history of love, a history of organization,
it’s not merely about what you want to abolish—which is credit—but it’s also
about what you want to live in and how you want to live in it. And that’s because
the real debt, the big debt, the wealth that Marx is talking about, is precisely
that: it’s wealth. So, you want to figure out some way that that wealth can be
enjoyed. And that’s not by managing it, because managing it is the first step to
accounting for it, attributing it or distributing it. It’s about developing some
way of being with each other, and of not thinking that that requires the mediation of politics. But, it requires elaboration, it requires improvisation, it requires
a kind of rehearsal. It requires things. It’s just that it doesn’t require accounting or management. It requires study.
Fred: Man, I remember being little, being in Arkansas with my grandparents. My
grandfather would give somebody a ride like 80 miles from our little town to
another little town in his little 1969 green Buick Skylark. And there was this
whole ritual process that would occur, and it had a couple of different parts to
it. One part would be that somebody, my grandpa, would give you a ride, and
before they’d get out of the car, the person would say, “how much do I owe
you?” And he’d say, “nothin.” Sometimes he’d feign a kind of, “why would you
even ask me some shit like that?” They’d come a whole way just for a certain set

of performances. “It don’t mean nothin. Man, get out of this car,” or something
like that. But, if somebody got out of the car without asking that shit . . . He’d
be like, “son, don’t be like that.” You have to acknowledge.
Stefano: And you have to rehearse, because you’re involved in the rehearsal of
some other form of being in debt together. When we say that we don’t want
management, it doesn’t mean we don’t want anything, that it just sits there and
everything’s fine. There’s something to be done, but it’s performative, it’s not
managerial.
Fred: And the other part of it, which was just as important, was every once in
awhile, if you’re giving somebody a ride or if they gave you a ride, instead of
asking how “much do I owe you?”, you would just take some money out of your
pocket and say, “put some gas in the car,” and get out of the car. See the interplay between those two things. So, the reason why you asked somebody, “how
much do I owe you?” is so that you could be engaged in this ritual process of
basically disavowing the very idea of “owe.”
Stefano: Yeah, exactly. So that you begin to practice, improvise the relationship
between necessity and freedom, not on the grounds of owing and credit, but on
the grounds of unpayable debt.
Fred: Yep, most of the while, when you had some money, it wouldn’t be a discussion. You would just say, “here put some gas in the car,” and get out, leaving
some money on the seat.
Stefano: There’s a necessity moment in it, but it’s in the context of the freedom,
rather than the other way around, and this is the only way it could be when we
think of ability and need freed of the standpoint and then this is not a distributional politics anymore but an experiment in letting yourself discover new needs
in your abilities and new abilities in your needs in the rhythm of, not against, the
general antagonism, performed between the two and amongst the many.
Fred: Yeah, and this is why, for me, see I was looking at that, and it was illogical,
if you want to call it that, but it was also performative. For me, I’m not saying
that’s the only form that study takes, but any notion of study that doesn’t
acknowledge that form of it is not the study that I’m interested in.
Stefano: Where you find the abolition of credit you find study. But you can’t call
for the abolition of credit like you hear calls for the abolition of debt because
the call to abolish credit is already always going all, it is a call that enacts, that
is enacted. In other words, we don’t need anything to get in debt together. We
have already a superabundance of mutual debt we don’t want pay, we don’t
want to pay, so what why would we call for anything? But we can join in this
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plenitude and its everyday performance. Moreover by joining perhaps we avoid
some of what credit brings and what calls for debt forgiveness bring as
unwanted results, from uplift to settlement.
Fred: Yeah, I mean, I love Fanon, but blackness isn’t some thing that he thought of
in an apartment with the others who had just arrived at their homelessness or,
deeper still, at some knowledge of it. Now, some folks say that blackness is best
understood not as a specific set of practices in which the people who are called
black engage, because we have to account for the people who are called black
but who no longer, or never did, engage in those practices; rather, blackness,
they argue, is a project carried out by people whom we call intellectuals insofar
as they refute, by way of essentially Hegelian protocols, some essentially Hegelian relegation to the zone in which all one can do is to engage in that specific
set of authentic practices which have become, finally, nothing other than a
mark of deprivation. My response is, no, the thing about blackness is that it’s
broad enough and open enough to encompass, but without enclosing, all of
those things—and to suggest that somehow intellectual life exists on some
scale on the other side of the so-called authentic is problematic anyway.
Because I figure that performances of a certain mode of sociality also already
imply the ongoing production of the theory of sociality. I mean, I’m into that,
just like I’m into horny old Socrates when he sees some beautiful young boys
he just wants to get next to, and they say, “man, come to the palestra because
we need to talk about friendship,” and he’s like, “oh yeah, I’ll come.” That’s
good too, that lysis that never seems to come to an end—total, complete, but
in an unexplained or undecidable completion. What they talk about, that was
good too. There’s a bunch of different possible places from which one might
approach a critique of the administered world, or some knowledge of the
administered self, and one of them is Papa’s skylark.
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P ROC LA MATION TO TH E GR E AT
WHITE FATH ER AND ALL HI S P EO P LE

We, the native Americans, re-claim the land known as Alcatraz Island in the name
of all American Indians by right of discovery.
We wish to be fair and honorable in our dealings with the Caucasian inhabitants
of this land, and hereby offer the following treaty:
We will purchase said Alcatraz Island for twenty-four dollars ($24) in glass
beads and red cloth, a precedent set by the white man’s purchase of a similar
island about 300 years ago. We know that $24 in trade goods for these 16 acres is
more than was paid when Manhattan Island was sold, but we know that land values
have risen over the years. Our offer of $1.24 per acre is greater than the 47¢ per
acre that the white men are now paying the California Indians for their land. We
will give to the inhabitants of this island a portion of that land for their own, to be
held in trust by the American Indian Affairs [sic] and by the bureau of Caucasian
Affairs to hold in perpetuity—for as long as the sun shall rise and the rivers go
down to the sea. We will further guide the inhabitants in the proper way of living.
We will offer them our religion, our education, our life-ways, in order to help them
achieve our level of civilization and thus raise them and all their white brothers up
from their savage and unhappy state. We offer this treaty in good faith and wish to
be fair and honorable in our dealings with all white men.
We feel that this so-called Alcatraz Island is more than suitable for an Indian
Reservation, as determined by the white man’s own standards. By this we mean
that this place resembles most Indian reservations in that:
1. It is isolated from modern facilities, and without adequate means of
transportation.
2. It has no fresh running water.
3. It has inadequate sanitation facilities.
4. There are no oil or mineral rights.
5. There is no industry and so unemployment is very great.
6. There are no health care facilities.
7. The soil is rocky and non-productive; and the land does not support game.

8. There are no educational facilities.
9. The population has always exceeded the land base.
10. The population has always been held as prisoners and kept dependent
upon others.
Further, it would be fitting and symbolic that ships from all over the world, entering the Golden Gate, would first see Indian land, and thus be reminded of the true
history of this nation. This tiny island would be a symbol of the great lands once
ruled by free and noble Indians.
1969

SC UM MA NIFE STO

VALERIE

Life in this society being, at best, an utter bore and no aspect of society being at

SOLANAS

all relevant to women, there remains to civic-minded, responsible, thrill-seeking
females only to overthrow the government, eliminate the money system, institute
complete automation and destroy the male sex.
It is now technically feasible to reproduce without the aid of males (or, for that
matter, females) and to produce only females. We must begin immediately to do so.
Retaining the male has not even the dubious purpose of reproduction. The male is
a biological accident: the Y (male) gene is an incomplete X (female) gene, that is,
it has an incomplete set of chromosomes. In other words, the male is an incomplete female, a walking abortion, aborted at the gene stage. To be male is to be deficient, emotionally limited; maleness is a deficiency disease and males are emotional
cripples.
The male is completely egocentric, trapped inside himself, incapable of empathizing or identifying with others, or love, friendship, affection of tenderness. He
is a completely isolated unit, incapable of rapport with anyone. His responses are
entirely visceral, not cerebral; his intelligence is a mere tool in the services of his
drives and needs; he is incapable of mental passion, mental interaction; he can’t
relate to anything other than his own physical sensations. He is a half-dead, unresponsive lump, incapable of giving or receiving pleasure or happiness; consequently,
he is at best an utter bore, an inoffensive blob, since only those capable of absorption in others can be charming. He is trapped in a twilight zone halfway between
humans and apes, and is far worse off than the apes because, unlike the apes, he
is capable of a large array of negative feelings—hate, jealousy, contempt, disgust,
guilt, shame, doubt—and moreover, he is aware of what he is and what he isn’t.
Although completely physical, the male is unfit even for stud service. Even
assuming mechanical proficiency, which few men have, he is, first of all, incapable
of zestfully, lustfully, tearing off a piece, but instead is eaten up with guilt, shame,
fear and insecurity, feelings rooted in male nature, which the most enlightened
training can only minimize; second, the physical feeling he attains is next to nothing; and third, he is not empathizing with his partner, but is obsessed with how he’s

doing, turning in an A performance, doing a good plumbing job. To call a man an
animal is to flatter him; he’s a machine, a walking dildo. It’s often said that men
use women. Use them for what? Surely not pleasure.
Eaten up with guilt, shame, fears and insecurities and obtaining, if he’s lucky,
a barely perceptible physical feeling, the male is, nonetheless, obsessed with
screwing; he’ll swim through a river of snot, wade nostril-deep through a mile of
vomit, if he thinks there’ll be a friendly pussy awaiting him. He’ll screw a woman
he despises, any snaggle-toothed hag, and furthermore, pay for the opportunity.
Why? Relieving physical tension isn’t the answer, as masturbation suffices for that.
It’s not ego satisfaction; that doesn’t explain screwing corpses and babies.
Completely egocentric, unable to relate, empathize or identify, and filled with
a vast, pervasive, diffuse sexuality, the male is psychically passive. He hates his
passivity, so he projects it onto women, defines the make as active, then sets out
to prove that he is (“prove that he is a Man”). His main means of attempting to
prove it is screwing (Big Man with a Big Dick tearing off a Big Piece). Since he’s
attempting to prove an error, he must “prove” it again and again. Screwing, then,
is a desperate compulsive, attempt to prove he’s not passive, not a woman; but he
is passive and does want to be a woman.
Being an incomplete female, the male spends his life attempting to complete
himself, to become female. He attempts to do this by constantly seeking out, fraternizing with and trying to live through an fuse with the female, and by claiming
as his own all female characteristics—emotional strength and independence, forcefulness, dynamism, decisiveness, coolness, objectivity, assertiveness, courage,
integrity, vitality, intensity, depth of character, grooviness, etc.—and projecting
onto women all male traits—vanity, frivolity, triviality, weakness, etc. It should be
said, though, that the male has one glaring area of superiority over the female—
public relations. (He has done a brilliant job of convincing millions of women that
men are women and women are men). The male claim that females find fulfillment
through motherhood and sexuality reflects what males think they’d find fulfilling if
they were female.
Women, in other words, don’t have penis envy; men have pussy envy. When the
male accepts his passivity, defines himself as a woman (males as well as females
think men are women and women are men), and becomes a transvestite he loses
his desire to screw (or to do anything else, for that matter; he fulfills himself as a
drag queen) and gets his dick chopped off. He then achieves a continuous diffuse
sexual feeling from “being a woman.” Screwing is, for a man, a defense against his
desire to be female. He is responsible for:

WAR: The male’s normal compensation for not being female, namely, getting
his Big Gun off, is grossly inadequate, as he can get it off only a very limited number of times; so he gets it off on a really massive scale, and proves to the entire
world that he’s a “Man.” Since he has no compassion or ability to empathize or
identify, proving his manhood is worth an endless amount of mutilation and suffering and an endless number of lives, including his own—his own life being
worthless, he would rather go out in a blaze of glory than to plod grimly on for
fifty more years.
NICENESS, POLITENESS, AND “DIGNITY”: Every man, deep down,
knows he’s a worthless piece of shit. Overwhelmed by a sense of animalism and
deeply ashamed of it; wanting, not to express himself, but to hide from others his
total physicality, total egocentricity, the hate and contempt he feels for other
men, and to hide from himself the hate and contempt he suspects other men feel
for him; having a crudely constructed nervous system that is easily upset by the
least display of emotion or feeling, the male tries to enforce a “social” code that
ensures perfect blandness, unsullied by the slightest trace or feeling or upsetting
opinion. He uses terms like “copulate,” “sexual congress,” “have relations with”
(to men SEXUAL relations is a redundancy), overlaid with stilted manners; the
suit on the chimp.
MONEY, MARRIAGE AND PROSTITUTION, WORK AND PREVENTION
OF AN AUTOMATED SOCIETY: There is no human reason for money or for anyone to work more than two or three hours a week at the very most. All non-creative
jobs (practically all jobs now being done) could have been automated long ago, and
in a moneyless society everyone can have as much of the best of everything as she
wants. But there are non-human, male reasons for wanting to maintain the money
system:
1. Pussy. Despising his highly inadequate self, overcome with intense anxiety
and a deep, profound loneliness when by his empty self, desperate to attach himself to any female in dim hopes of completing himself, in the mystical belief that
by touching gold he’ll turn to gold, the male craves the continuous companionship
of women. The company of the lowest female is preferable to his own or that of
other men, who serve only to remind him of his repulsiveness. But females, unless
very young or very sick, must be coerced or bribed into male company.
2. Supply the non-relating male with the delusion of usefulness, and enable him
to try to justify his existence by digging holes and then filling them up. Leisure
time horrifies the male, who will have nothing to do but contemplate his grotesque
self. Unable to relate or to love, the male must work. Females crave absorbing,
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emotionally satisfying, meaningful activity, but lacking the opportunity or ability
for this, they prefer to idle and waste away their time in ways of their own choosing—sleeping, shopping, bowling, shooting pool, playing cards and other games,
breeding, reading, walking around, daydreaming, eating, playing with themselves,
popping pills, going to the movies, getting analyzed, traveling, raising dogs and
cats, lolling about on the beach, swimming, watching TV, listening to music, decorating their houses, gardening, sewing, nightclubbing, dancing, visiting, “improving
their minds” (taking courses), and absorbing “culture” (lectures, plays, concerts,
“arty” movies). Therefore, many females would, even assuming complete economic
equality between the sexes, prefer living with males or peddling their asses on the
street, thus having most of their time for themselves, to spending many hours of
their days doing boring, stultifying, non-creative work for someone else, functioning as less than animals, as machines, or, at best—if able to get a “good” job—comanaging the shitpile. What will liberate women, therefore, from male control is
the total elimination of the money-work system, not the attainment of economic
equality with men within it.
3. Power and control. Unmasterful in his personal relations with women, the
male attains to masterfulness by the manipulation of money and everything controlled by money, in other words, of everything and everybody.
4. Love substitute. Unable to give love or affection, the male gives money. It
makes him feel motherly. The mother gives milk; he gives bread. He is the Breadwinner.
5. Provide the male with a goal. Incapable of enjoying the moment, the male
needs something to look forward to, and money provides him with an eternal,
never-ending goal: Just think of what you could do with 80 trillion dollars—invest
it! And in three years time you’d have 300 trillion dollars!!!
6. Provide the basis for the male’s major opportunity to control and manipulate
—fatherhood.
FATHERHOOD AND MENTAL ILLNESS (FEAR, COWARDICE, TIMIDITY, HUMILITY, INSECURITY, PASSIVITY): Mother wants what’s best for her
kids; Daddy only wants what’s best for Daddy, that is peace and quiet, pandering
to his delusion of dignity (“respect”), a good reflection on himself (status) and the
opportunity to control and manipulate, or, if he’s an “enlightened” father, to “give
guidance.” His daughter, in addition, he wants sexually—he gives her HAND in
marriage; the other part is for him. Daddy, unlike Mother, can never give in to his
kids, as he must, at all costs, preserve his delusion of decisiveness, forcefulness,
always-rightness and strength. Never getting one’s way leads to lack of self-confi-

dence in one’s ability to cope with the world and to a passive acceptance of the status quo. Mother loves her kids, although she sometimes gets angry, but anger blows
over quickly and even while it exists, doesn’t preclude love and basic acceptance.
Emotionally diseased Daddy doesn’t love his kids; he approves of them—if they’re
“good,” that is, if they’re nice, “respectful,” obedient, subservient to his will, quiet
and not given to unseemly displays of temper that would be most upsetting to
Daddy’s easily disturbed male nervous system—in other words, if they’re passive
vegetables. If they’re not “good,” he doesn’t get angry—not if he’s a modern, “civilized” father (the old-fashioned ranting, raving brute is preferable, as he is so
ridiculous he can be easily despised)—but rather express disapproval, a state that,
unlike anger, endures and precludes a basic acceptance, leaving the kid with the
feeling of worthlessness and a lifelong obsession wit being approved of; the result
is fear of independent thought, as this leads to unconventional, disapproved of
opinions and way of life.
For the kid to want Daddy’s approval it must respect Daddy, and being garbage,
Daddy can make sure that he is respected only by remaining aloof, by distantness,
by acting on the precept of “familiarity breeds contempt,” which is, of course, true,
if one is contemptible. By being distant and aloof, he is able to remain unknown,
mysterious, and thereby, to inspire fear (“respect”).
Disapproval of emotional “scenes” leads to fear of strong emotion, fear of
one’s own anger and hatred. Fear of anger and hatred combined with a lack of selfconfidence in one’s ability to cope with and change the world, or even to affect in
the slightest way one’s own destiny, leads to a mindless belief that the world and
most people in it are nice and the most banal, trivial amusements are great fun and
deeply pleasurable.
The affect of fatherhood on males, specifically, is to make them “Men,” that is,
highly defensive of all impulses to passivity, faggotry, and of desires to be female.
Every boy wants to imitate his mother, be her, fuse with her, but Daddy forbids this;
HE is the mother; HE gets to fuse with her. So he tells the boy, sometimes directly,
sometimes indirectly, to not be a sissy, to act like a “Man.” The boy, scared shitless
of and “respecting” his father, complies, and becomes just like Daddy, that model
of “Man”-hood, the all-American ideal—the well-behaved heterosexual dullard.
The effect of fatherhood on females is to make them male—dependent, passive,
domestic, animalistic, insecure, approval and security seekers, cowardly, humble,
“respectful” of authorities and men, closed, not fully responsive, half-dead, trivial,
dull, conventional, flattened-out and thoroughly contemptible. Daddy’s Girl, always
tense and fearful, uncool, unanalytical, lacking objectivity, appraises Daddy, and
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thereafter, other men, against a background of fear (“respect”) and is not only
unable to see the empty shell behind the facade, but accepts the male definition of
himself as superior, as a female, and of herself, as inferior, as a male, which, thanks
to Daddy, she really is.
It is the increase of fatherhood, resulting from the increased and more widespread affluence that fatherhood needs in order to thrive, that has caused the general increase of mindlessness and the decline of women in the United States since
the 1920s. The close association of affluence with fatherhood has led, for the most
part, to only the wrong girls, namely, the “privileged” middle class girls, getting
“educated.”
The effect of fathers, in sum, has been to corrode the world with maleness. The
male has a negative Midas Touch—everything he touches turns to shit.
SUPPRESSION OF INDIVIDUALITY, ANIMALISM (DOMESTICITY AND
MOTHERHOOD), AND FUNCTIONALISM: The male is just a bunch of conditioned reflexes, incapable of a mentally free response; he is tied to he earliest conditioning, determined completely by his past experiences. His earliest experiences
are with his mother, and he is throughout his life tied to her. It never becomes completely clear to the make that he is not part of his mother, that he is he and she is
she.
His greatest need is to be guided, sheltered, protected and admired by Mama
(men expect women to adore what men shrink from in horror—themselves) and,
being completely physical, he yearns to spend his time (that’s not spent “out in
the world” grimly defending against his passivity) wallowing in basic animal activities—eating, sleeping, shitting, relaxing and being soothed by Mama. Passive,
rattle-headed Daddy’s Girl, ever eager for approval, for a pat on the head, for the
“respect” if any passing piece of garbage, is easily reduced to Mama, mindless
ministrator to physical needs, soother of the weary, apey brow, booster of the tiny
ego, appreciator of the contemptible, a hot water bottle with tits.
The reduction to animals of the women of the most backward segment of society—the “privileged, educated” middle-class, the backwash of humanity—where
Daddy reigns supreme, has been so thorough that they try to groove on labor pains
and lie around in the most advanced nation in the world in the middle of the twentieth century with babies chomping away on their tits. It’s not for the kids sake,
though, that the “experts” tell women that Mama should stay home and grovel in
animalism, but for Daddy’s; the tits for Daddy to hang onto; the labor pains for
Daddy to vicariously groove on (half dead, he needs awfully strong stimuli to make
him respond).

Reducing the female to an animal, to Mama, to a male, is necessary for psychological as well as practical reasons: the male is a mere member of the species, interchangeable with every other male. He has no deep-seated individuality, which stems
from what intrigues you, what outside yourself absorbs you, what you’re in relation
to. Completely self-absorbed, capable of being in relation only to their bodies and
physical sensations, males differ from each other only to the degree and in the
ways they attempt to defend against their passivity and against their desire to be
female.
The female’s individuality, which he is acutely aware of, but which he doesn’t
comprehend and isn’t capable of relating to or grasping emotionally, frightens and
upsets him and fills him with envy. So he denies it in her and proceeds to define
everyone in terms of his or her function or use, assigning to himself, of course, the
most important functions—doctor, president, scientist—therefore providing himself with an identity, if not individuality, and tries to convince himself and women
(he’s succeeded best at convincing women) that the female function is to bear and
raise children and to relax, comfort and boost the ego if the male; that her function
is such as to make her interchangeable with every other female. In actual fact, the
female function is to relate, groove, love and be herself, irreplaceable by anyone
else; the male function is to produce sperm. We now have sperm banks.
In actual fact, the female function is to explore, discover, invent, solve problems
crack jokes, make music—all with love. In other words, create a magic world.
PREVENTION OF PRIVACY: Although the male, being ashamed of what he
is and almost of everything he does, insists on privacy and secrecy in all aspects
of his life, he has no real REGARD for privacy. Being empty, not being a complete, separate being, having no self to groove on and needing to be constantly in
female company, he sees nothing at all wrong in intruding himself on any woman’s
thoughts, even a total stranger’s, anywhere at any time, but rather feels indignant
and insulted when put down for doing so, as well as confused—he can’t, for the life
of him, understand why anyone would prefer so much as one minute of solitude to
the company of any creep around. Wanting to become a woman, he strives to be
constantly around females, which is the closest he can get to becoming one, so
he created a “society” based upon the family—a male-female could and their kids
(the excuse for the family’s existence), who live virtually on top of one another,
unscrupulously violating the females’ rights, privacy and sanity.
ISOLATION, SUBURBS, AND PREVENTION OF COMMUNITY: Our society is not a community, but merely a collection of isolated family units. Desperately
insecure, fearing his woman will leave him if she is exposed to other men or to any-
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thing remotely resembling life, the male seeks to isolate her from other men and
from what little civilization there is, so he moves her out to the suburbs, a collection of self-absorbed couples and their kids. Isolation enables him to try to maintain his pretense of being an individual by becoming a “rugged individualist,” a
loner, equating non-cooperation and solitariness with individuality.
There is yet another reason for the male to isolate himself: every man is an
island. Trapped inside himself, emotionally isolated, unable to relate, the male has
a horror of civilization, people, cities, situations requiring an ability to understand
and relate to people. So like a scared rabbit, he scurries off, dragging Daddy’s little
asshole with him to the wilderness, suburbs, or, in the case of the hippy—he’s way
out, Man!—all the way out to the cow pasture where he can fuck and breed undisturbed and mess around with his beads and flute.
The “hippy,” whose desire to be a “Man,” a “rugged individualist,” isn’t quite as
strong as the average man’s, and who, in addition, is excited by the thought having
lots of women accessible to him, rebels against the harshness of a Breadwinner’s
life and the monotony of one woman. In the name of sharing and cooperation, he
forms a commune or tribe, which, for all its togetherness and partly because of it,
(the commune, being an extended family, is an extended violation of the female’s
rights, privacy and sanity) is no more a community than normal “society.”
A true community consists of individuals—not mere species members, not couples—respecting each others individuality and privacy, at the same time interacting with each other mentally and emotionally—free spirits in free relation to each
other—and co-operating with each other to achieve common ends. Traditionalists
say the basic unit of “society” is the family; “hippies” say the tribe; no one says the
individual.
The “hippy” babbles on about individuality, but has no more conception of it
than any other man. He desires to get back to Nature, back to the wilderness, back
to the home of furry animals that he’s one of, away from the city, where there is at
least a trace, a bare beginning of civilization, to live at the species level, his time
taken up with simple, non-intellectual activities—farming, fucking, bead stringing.
The most important activity of the commune, the one upon which it is based, is
gang-banging. The “hippy” is enticed to the commune mainly by the prospect of
free pussy—the main commodity to be shared, to be had just for the asking, but,
blinded by greed, he fails to anticipate all the other men he has to share with, or
the jealousies and possessiveness for the pussies themselves.
Men cannot co-operate to achieve a common end, because each man’s end is all
the pussy for himself. The commune, therefore, is doomed to failure; each “hippy”

will, in panic, grad the first simpleton who digs him and whisks her off to the suburbs
as fast as he can. The male cannot progress socially, but merely swings back and
forth from isolation to gang-banging.
CONFORMITY: Although he wants to be an individual, the male is scared of
anything in himself that is the slightest bit different from other men, it causes
him to suspect that he’s not really a “Man,” that he’s passive and totally sexual,
a highly upsetting suspicion. If other men are “A” and he’s not, he must not be a
man; he must be a fag. So he tries to affirm his “Manhood” by being like all the
other men. Differentness in other men, as well as himself, threatens him; it means
they’re fags whom he must at all costs avoid, so he tries to make sure that all other
men conform.
The male dares to be different to the degree that he accepts his passivity and his
desire to be female, his fagginess. The farthest out male is the drag queen, but he,
although different from most men, is exactly like all the other drag queens like the
functionalist, he has an identity—he is female. He tries to define all his troubles
away—but still no individuality. Not completely convinced that he’s a woman, highly
insecure about being sufficiently female, he conforms compulsively to the manmade stereotype, ending up as nothing but a bundle of stilted mannerisms.
To be sure he’s a “Man,” the male must see to it that the female be clearly a
“Woman,” the opposite of a “Man,” that is, the female must act like a faggot. And
Daddy’s Girl, all of whose female instincts were wrenched out of her when little,
easily and obligingly adapts herself to the role.
AUTHORITY AND GOVERNMENT: Having no sense of right and wrong, no
conscience, which can only stem from having an ability to empathize with others
. . . having no faith in his non-existent self, being unnecessarily competitive, and
by nature, unable to co-operate, the male feels a need for external guidance and
control. So he created authorities—priests, experts, bosses, leaders, etc.—and government. Wanting the female (Mama) to guide him, but unable to accept this fact
(he is, after all, a MAN), wanting to play Woman, to usurp her function as Guider
and Protector, he sees to it that all authorities are male.
There’s no reason why a society consisting of rational beings capable of empathizing with each other, complete and having no natural reason to compete, should
have a government, laws or leaders.
PHILOSOPHY, RELIGION, AND MORALITY BASED ON SEX: The male’s
inability to relate to anybody or anything makes his life pointless and meaningless
(the ultimate male insight is that life is absurd), so he invented philosophy and religion. Being empty, he looks outward, not only for guidance and control, but for salva-
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tion and for the meaning of life. Happiness being for him impossible on this earth,
he invented Heaven.
For a man, having no ability to empathize with others and being totally sexual,
“wrong” is sexual “license” and engaging in “deviant” (“unmanly”) sexual practices, that is, not defending against his passivity and total sexuality which, if
indulged, would destroy “civilization,” since “civilization” is based entirely upon the
male need to defend himself against these characteristics. For a woman (according
to men), “wrong” is any behavior that would entice men into sexual “license”—that
is, not placing male needs above her own and not being a faggot.
Religion not only provides the male with a goal (Heaven) and helps keep women
tied to men, but offers rituals through which he can try to expiate the guilt and
shame he feels at not defending himself enough against his sexual impulses; in
essence, that guilt and shame he feels at being male.
Most men, utterly cowardly, project their inherent weaknesses onto women,
label them female weaknesses and believe themselves to have female strengths;
most philosophers, not quite so cowardly, face the fact that make lacks exist in
men, but still can’t face the fact that they exist in men only. So they label the
male condition the Human Condition, post their nothingness problem, which horrifies them, as a philosophical dilemma, thereby giving stature to their animalism,
grandiloquently label their nothingness their “Identity Problem,” and proceed to
prattle on pompously about the “Crisis of the Individual,” the “Essence of Being,”
“Existence preceding Essence,” “Existential Modes of Being,” etc. etc.
A woman not only takes her identity and individuality for granted, but knows
instinctively that the only wrong is to hurt others, and that the meaning of life
is love.
PREJUDICE (RACIAL, ETHNIC, RELIGIOUS, ETC.): The male needs
scapegoats onto whom he can project his failings and inadequacies and upon
whom he can vent his frustration at not being female. And the vicarious discriminations have the practical advantage of substantially increasing the pussy pool
available to the men on top.
COMPETITION, PRESTIGE, STATUS, FORMAL EDUCATION, IGNORANCE AND SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CLASSES: Having an obsessive desire
to be admired by women, but no intrinsic worth, the make constructs a highly artificial society enabling him to appropriate the appearance of worth through money,
prestige, “high” social class, degrees, professional position and knowledge and, by
pushing as many other men as possible down professionally, socially, economically,
and educationally.

The purpose of “higher” education is not to educate but to exclude as many as
possible from the various professions.
The male, totally physical, incapable of mental rapport, although able to understand and use knowledge and ideas, is unable to relate to them, to grasp them
emotionally: he does not value knowledge and ideas for their own sake (they’re just
means to ends) and, consequently, feels no need for mental companions, no need
to cultivate the intellectual potentialities of others. On the contrary, the male has a
vested interest in ignorance; it gives the few knowledgeable men a decided edge on
the unknowledgeable ones, and besides, the male knows that an enlightened, aware
female population will mean the end of him. The healthy, conceited female wants
the company of equals whom she can respect and groove on; the male and the sick,
insecure, unself-confident male female crave the company of worms.
No genuine social revolution can be accomplished by the male, as the male on
top wants the status quo, and all the male on the bottom wants is to be the male
on top. The male “rebel” is a farce; this is the male’s “society,” made by HIM to
satisfy HIS needs. He’s never satisfied, because he’s not capable of being satisfied.
Ultimately, what the male “rebel” is rebelling against is being male. The male
changes only when forced to do so by technology, when he has no choice, when
“society” reaches the stage where he must change or die. We’re at that stage now;
if women don’t get their asses in gear fast, we may very well all die.
PREVENTION OF CONVERSATION: Being completely self-centered and
unable to relate to anything outside himself, the male’s “conversation,” when not
about himself, is an impersonal droning on, removed from anything of human
value. Male “intellectual conversation” is a strained compulsive attempt to impress
the female.
Daddy’s Girl, passive, adaptable, respectful of and in awe of the male, allows him
to impose his hideously dull chatter on her. This is not too difficult for her, as the
tension and anxiety, the lack of cool, the insecurity and self-doubt, the unsureness
of her own feelings and sensations that Daddy instilled in her make her perceptions superficial and render her unable to see that the male’s babble is babble; like
the aesthete “appreciating” the blob that’s labeled “Great Art,” she believes she’s
grooving on what bores the shit out of her. Not only does she permit his babble to
dominate, she adapts her own “conversation” accordingly.
Trained from an early childhood in niceness, politeness and “dignity,” in pandering to the male need to disguise his animalism, she obligingly reduces her own
“conversation” to small talk, a bland, insipid avoidance of any topic beyond the
utterly trivial—or is “educated,” to “intellectual” discussion, that is, impersonal
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discoursing on irrelevant distractions—the Gross National Product, the Common
Market, the influence of Rimbaud on symbolist painting. So adept is she at pandering that it eventually becomes second nature and she continues to pander to men
even when in the company of other females only.
Apart from pandering, her “conversation” is further limited by her insecurity
about expressing deviant, original opinions and the self-absorption based on insecurity and that prevents her conversation from being charming. Niceness, politeness, “dignity,” insecurity and self-absorption are hardly conducive to intensity and
wit, qualities a conversation must have to be worthy of the name. Such conversation is hardly rampant, as only completely self-confident, arrogant, outgoing,
proud, tough-minded females are capable of intense, bitchy, witty conversation.
PREVENTION OF FRIENDSHIP (LOVE): Men have contempt for themselves, for all other men whom they contemplate more than casually and whom
they do not think are females, (for example “sympathetic” analysts and “Great
Artists”) or agents of God and for all women who respect and pander to them: the
insecure, approval-seeking, pandering male-females have contempt for themselves
and for all women like them: the self-confident, swinging, thrill-seeking female
females have contempt for me and for the pandering male females. In short, contempt is the order of the day.
Love is not dependency or sex, but friendship, and therefore, love can’t exist
between two males, between a male and a female, or between two females, one or
both of whom is a mindless, insecure, pandering male; like conversation, live can
exist only between two secure, free-wheeling, independent groovy female females,
since friendship is based upon respect, not contempt.
Even amongst groovy females deep friendships seldom occur in adulthood, as
almost all of them are either tied up with men in order to survive economically, or
bogged down in hacking their way through the jungle and in trying to keep their
heads about the amorphous mass. Love can’t flourish in a society based upon
money and meaningless work: it requires complete economic as well as personal
freedom, leisure time and the opportunity to engage in intensely absorbing, emotionally satisfying activities which, when shared with those you respect, lead to
deep friendship. Our “society” provides practically no opportunity to engage in
such activities.
Having stripped the world of conversation, friendship and love, the male offers
us these paltry substitutes:
“GREAT ART” AND “CULTURE”: The male “artist” attempts to solve his
dilemma of not being able to live, of not being female, by constructing a highly

artificial world in which the male is heroized, that is, displays female traits, and the
female is reduced to highly limited, insipid subordinate roles, that is, to being male.
The male “artistic” aim being, not to communicate (having nothing inside him
he has nothing to say), but to disguise his animalism, he resorts to symbolism and
obscurity (“deep” stuff). The vast majority of people, particularly the “educated”
ones, lacking faith in their own judgment, humble, respectful of authority (“Daddy
knows best”), are easily conned into believing that obscurity, evasiveness, incomprehensibility, indirectness, ambiguity and boredom are marks of depth and brilliance.
“Great Art” proves that men are superior to women, that men are women, being
labeled “Great Art,” almost all of which, as the anti-feminists are fond of reminding
us, was created by men. We know that “Great Art” is great because male authorities
have told us so, and we can’t claim otherwise, as only those with exquisite sensitivities far superior to ours can perceive and appreciated the slop they appreciated.
Appreciating is the sole diversion of the “cultivated’; passive and incompetent,
lacking imagination and wit, they must try to make do with that; unable to create
their own diversions, to create a little world of their own, to affect in the smallest
way their environments, they must accept what’s given; unable to create or relate,
they spectate. Absorbing “culture” is a desperate, frantic attempt to groove in an
ungroovy world, to escape the horror of a sterile, mindless, existence. “Culture” provides a sop to the egos of the incompetent, a means of rationalizing passive spectating; they can pride themselves on their ability to appreciate the “finer” things, to
see a jewel where this is only a turd (they want to be admired for admiring). Lacking faith in their ability to change anything, resigned to the status quo, they HAVE
to see beauty in turds because, so far as they can see, turds are all they’ll ever have.
The veneration of “Art” and “Culture”—besides leading many women into boring, passive activity that distracts from more important and rewarding activities,
from cultivating active abilities, and leads to the constant intrusion on our sensibilities of pompous dissertations on the deep beauty of this and that turn. This allows
the “artist” to be setup as one possessing superior feelings, perceptions, insights
and judgments, thereby undermining the faith of insecure women in the value and
validity of their own feelings, perceptions, insights and judgments.
The male, having a very limited range of feelings, and consequently, very limited
perceptions, insights and judgments, needs the “artist” to guide him, to tell him
what life is all about. But the male “artist” being totally sexual, unable to relate to
anything beyond his own physical sensations, having nothing to express beyond the
insight that for the male life is meaningless and absurd, cannot be an artist. How
can he who is not capable of life tell us what life is all about? A “male artist” is a
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contradiction in terms. A degenerate can only produce degenerate “art.” The true
artist is every self-confident, healthy female, and in a female society the only Art,
the only Culture, will be conceited, kooky, funky, females grooving on each other
and on everything else in the universe.
SEXUALITY: Sex is not part of a relationship: on the contrary, it is a solitary
experience, non-creative, a gross waste of time. The female can easily—far more
easily than she may think—condition away her sex drive, leaving her completely
cool and cerebral and free to pursue truly worthy relationships and activities; but
the male, who seems to dig women sexually and who seeks out constantly to arouse
them, stimulates the highly sexed female to frenzies of lust, throwing her into a sex
bag from which few women ever escape. The lecherous male excited the lustful
female; he HAS to—when the female transcends her body, rises above animalism,
the male, whose ego consists of his cock, will disappear.
Sex is the refuge of the mindless. And the more mindless the woman, the more
deeply embedded in the male “culture,” in short, the nicer she is, the more sexual
she is. The nicest women in our “society” are raving sex maniacs. But, being just
awfully, awfully nice, they don’t, of course descend to fucking—that’s uncouth—
rather they make love, commune by means of their bodies and establish sensual rapport; the literary ones are attuned to the throb of Eros and attain a clutch upon the
Universe; the religious have spiritual communion with the Divine Sensualism; the
mystics merge with the Erotic Principle and blend with the Cosmos, and the acid
heads contact their erotic cells.
On the other hand, those females least embedded in the male “Culture,” the
least nice, those crass and simple souls who reduce fucking to fucking, who are
too childish for the grown-up world of suburbs, mortgages, mops and baby shit, too
selfish to raise kids and husbands, too uncivilized to give a shit for anyone’s opinion of them, too arrogant to respect Daddy, the “Greats” or the deep wisdom of the
Ancients, who trust only their own animal, gutter instincts, who equate Culture
with chicks, whose sole diversion is prowling for emotional thrills and excitement,
who are given to disgusting, nasty upsetting “scenes,” hateful, violent bitches given
to slamming those who unduly irritate them in the teeth, who’d sink a shiv into a
man’s chest or ram an icepick up his asshole as soon as look at him, if they knew
they could get away with it, in short, those who, by the standards of our “culture”
are SCUM . . . these females are cool and relatively cerebral and skirting asexuality.
Unhampered by propriety, niceness, discretion, public opinion, “morals,” the
respect of assholes, always funky, dirty, low-down SCUM gets around . . . and
around and around . . . they’ve seen the whole show—every bit of it—the fucking

scene, the dyke scene—they’ve covered the whole waterfront, been under every
dock and pier—the peter pier, the pussy pier . . . you’ve got to go through a lot of
sex to get to anti-sex, and SCUM’s been through it all, and they’re now ready for
a new show; they want to crawl out from other the dock, move, take off, sink out.
But SCUM doesn’t yet prevail; SCUM’s still in the gutter of our “society,” which,
if it’s not deflected from its present course and if the Bomb doesn’t drop on it,
will hump itself to death.
BOREDOM: Life in a society made by and for creatures who, when they are not
grim and depressing are utter bores, van only be, when not grim and depressing,
an utter bore.
SECRECY, CENSORSHIP, SUPPRESSION OF KNOWLEDGE AND IDEAS,
AND EXPOSES: Every male’s deep-seated, secret, most hideous fear is of being
discovered to be not a female, but a male, a subhuman animal. Although niceness,
politeness and “dignity” suffice to prevent his exposure on a personal level, in
order to prevent the general exposure of the male sex as a whole and to maintain
his unnatural dominant position in “society,” the male must resort to:
1. Censorship. Responding reflexively to isolated works and phrases rather than
cerebrally to overall meanings, the male attempts to prevent the arousal and discovery of his animalism by censoring not only “pornography,” but any work containing “dirty” words, no matter in what context they are used.
2. Suppression of all ideas and knowledge that might expose him or threaten
his dominant position in “society.” Much biological and psychological data is suppressed, because it is proof of the male’s gross inferiority to the female. Also, the
problem of mental illness will never be solved while the male maintains control,
because first, men have a vested interest in it—only females who have very few
of their marbles will allow males the slightest bit of control over anything, and
second, the male cannot admit to the role that fatherhood plays in causing mental
illness.
3. Exposes. The male’s chief delight in life—insofar as the tense, grim male can
ever be said to delight in anything—is in exposing others. It doesn’t much matter
what they’re exposed as, so long as they’re exposed; it distracts attention from
himself. Exposing others as enemy agents (Communists and Socialists) is one of
his favorite pastimes, as it removes the source of the threat to him not only from
himself, but from the country and the Western world. The bugs up his ass aren’t in
him, they’re in Russia.
DISTRUST: Unable to empathize or feel affection or loyalty, being exclusively
out for himself, the male has no sense of fair play; cowardly, needing constantly to
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pander to the female to win her approval, that he is helpless without, always on the
edge lest his animalism, his maleness be discovered, always needing to cover up, he
must lie constantly; being empty he has not honor or integrity—he doesn’t know
what those words mean. The male, in short, is treacherous, and the only appropriate attitude in a male “society” is cynicism and distrust.
UGLINESS: Being totally sexual, incapable of cerebral or aesthetic responses,
totally materialistic and greedy, the male, besides inflicting on the world “Great
Art,” has decorated his unlandscaped cities with ugly buildings (both inside and
out), ugly decors, billboards, highways, cars, garbage trucks, and, most notably,
his own putrid self.
HATRED AND VIOLENCE: The male is eaten up with tension, with frustration
at not being female, at not being capable of ever achieving satisfaction or pleasure
of any kind; eaten up with hate—not rational hate that is directed at those who
abuse or insult you—but irrational, indiscriminate hate . . . hatred, at bottom, of his
own worthless self.
Gratuitous violence, besides “proving” he’s a “Man,” serves as an outlet for his
hate and, in addition—the male being capable only of sexual responses and needing
very strong stimuli to stimulate his half-dead self—provides him with a little sexual
thrill.
DISEASE AND DEATH: All diseases are curable, and the aging process and
death are due to disease; it is possible, therefore, never to age and to live forever.
In fact the problems of aging and death could be solved within a few years, if an
all-out, massive scientific assault were made upon the problem. This, however, will
not occur with the male establishment because:
1. The many male scientists who shy away from biological research, terrified
of the discovery that males are females, and show marked preference for virile,
“manly” war and death programs.
2. The discouragement of many potential scientists from scientific careers by
the rigidity, boringness, expensiveness, time-consumingness, and unfair exclusivity
of our “higher” educational system.
3. Propaganda disseminated by insecure male professionals, who jealously
guard their positions, so that only a highly select few can comprehend abstract
scientific concepts.
4. Widespread lack of self-confidence brought about by the father system that
discourages many talented girls from becoming scientists.
5. Lack of automation. There now exists a wealth of data which, if sorted out
and correlated, would reveal the cure for cancer and several other diseases and pos-

sibly the key to life itself. But the data is so massive it requires high speed computers to correlate it all. The institution of computers will be delayed interminably
under the male control system, since the male has a horror of being replaced by
machines.
6. The money systems’ insatiable need for new products. Most of the few scientists around who aren’t working on death programs are tied up doing research for
corporations.
7. The males like death—it excites him sexually and, already dead inside, he
wants to die.
8. The bias of the money system for the least creative scientists. Most scientists
come from at least relatively affluent families where Daddy reigns supreme.
Incapable of a positive state of happiness, which is the only thing that can justify one’s existence, the male is, at best, relaxed, comfortable, neutral, and this
condition is extremely short-lived, as boredom, a negative state, soon sets in; he is,
therefore, doomed to an existence of suffering relieved only by occasional, fleeting
stretches of restfulness, which state he can only achieve at the expense of some
female. The male is, by his very nature, a leech, an emotional parasite and, therefore, not ethically entitled to live, as no one as the right to life at someone else’s
expense.
Just as humans have a prior right to existence over dogs by virtue of being more
highly evolved and having a superior consciousness, so women have a prior right to
existence over men. The elimination of any male is, therefore, a righteous and good
act, an act highly beneficial to women as well as an act of mercy.
However, this moral issue will eventually be rendered academic by the fact
that the male is gradually eliminating himself. In addition to engaging in the timehonored and classical wars and race riots, men are more and more either becoming
fags or are obliterating themselves through drugs. The female, whether she likes it
or not, will eventually take complete charge, if for no other reason than that she
will have to—the male, for practical purposes, won’t exist.
Accelerating this trend is the fact that more and more males are acquiring
enlightened self-interest; they’re realizing more and more that the female interest
is in THEIR interest, that they can live only through the female and that the more
the female is encouraged to live, to fulfill herself, to be a female and not a male,
the more nearly HE lives; he’s coming to see that it’s easier and more satisfactory
to live THROUGH her than to try to BECOME her and usurp her qualities, claim
them as his own, push the female down and claim that she’s a male. The fag, who
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accepts his maleness, that is, his passivity and total sexuality, his femininity, is also
best served by women being truly female, as it would then be easier for him to be
male, feminine. If men were wise they would seek to become really female, would
do intensive biological research that would lead to me, by means of operations on
the brain and nervous system, being able t to be transformed in psyche, as well as
body, into women.
Whether to continue to use females for reproduction or to reproduce in the laboratory will also become academic: what will happen when every female, twelve
and over, is routinely taking the Pill and there are no longer any accidents? How
many women will deliberately get or (if an accident) remain pregnant? No, Virginia,
women don’t just adore being brood mares, despite what the mass of robot, brainwashed women will say. When society consists of only the fully conscious the
answer will be none. Should a certain percentage of men be set aside by force to
serve as brood mares for the species? Obviously this will not do. The answer is laboratory reproduction of babies.
As for the issue of whether or not to continue to reproduce males, it doesn’t follow that because the male, like disease, has always existed among us that he
should continue to exist. When genetic control is possible—and soon it will be—
it goes without saying that we should produce only whole, complete beings, not
physical defects of deficiencies, including emotional deficiencies, such as maleness. Just as the deliberate production of blind people would be highly immoral,
so would be the deliberate production of emotional cripples.
Why produce even females? Why should there be future generations? What is
their purpose? When aging and death are eliminated, why continue to reproduce?
Why should we care what happens when we’re dead? Why should we care that
there is no younger generation to succeed us.
Eventually the natural course of events, of social evolution, will lead to total
female control of the world and, subsequently, to the cessation of the production
of males and, ultimately, to the cessation of the production of females.
But SCUM is impatient; SCUM is not consoled by the thought that future generations will thrive; SCUM wants to grab some thrilling living for itself. And, if a
large majority of women were SCUM, they could acquire complete control of this
country within a few weeks simply by withdrawing from the labor force, thereby
paralyzing the entire nation. Additional measures, any one of which would be sufficient to completely disrupt the economy and everything else, would be for women
to declare themselves off the money system, stop buying, just loot and simply

refuse to obey all laws they don’t care to obey. The police force, National Guard,
Army, Navy and Marines combined couldn’t squelch a rebellion of over half the population, particularly when it’s made up of people they are utterly helpless without.
If all women simply left men, refused to have anything to do with any of them—
ever, all men, the government, and the national economy would collapse completely.
Even without leaving men, women who are aware of the extent of their superiority
to and power over men, could acquire complete control over everything within a few
weeks, could effect a total submission of males to females. In a sane society the
male would trot along obediently after the female. The male is docile and easily led,
easily subjected to the domination of any female who cares to dominate him. The
male, in fact, wants desperately to be led by females, wants Mama in charge, wants
to abandon himself to her care. But this is not a sane society, and most women are
not even dimly aware of where they’re at in relation to men.
The conflict, therefore, is not between females and males, but between SCUM—
dominant, secure, self-confident, nasty, violent, selfish, independent, proud, thrillseeking, free-wheeling, arrogant females, who consider themselves fit to rule the
universe, who have free-wheeled to the limits of this “society” and are ready to
wheel on to something far beyond what it has to offer—and nice, passive, accepting “cultivated,” polite, dignified, subdued, dependent, scared, mindless, insecure,
approval-seeking Daddy’s Girls, who can’t cope with the unknown, who want to
hang back with the apes, who feel secure only with Big Daddy standing by, with a
big strong man to lean on and with a fat, hairy face in the White House, who are
too cowardly to face up to the hideous reality of what a man is, what Daddy is,
who have cast their lot with the swine, who have adapted themselves to animalism,
feel superficially comfortable with it and know no other way of “life,” who have
reduced their minds, thoughts and sights to the male level, who, lacking sense,
imagination and wit can have value only in a male “society,” who can have a place
in the sun, or, rather, in the slime, only as soothers, ego boosters, relaxers and
breeders, who are dismissed as inconsequents by other females, who project their
deficiencies, their maleness, onto all females and see the female as worm.
But SCUM is too impatient to wait for the de-brainwashing of millions of assholes. Why should the swinging females continue to plod dismally along with the
dull male ones? Why should the fates of the groovy and the creepy be intertwined?
Why should the active and imaginative consult the passive and dull on social policy? Why should the independent be confined to the sewer along with the dependent who need Daddy to cling to? A small handful of SCUM can take over the coun-
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try within a year by systematically fucking up the system, selectively destroying
property, and murder.
SCUM will become members of the unwork force, the fuck-up force; they will
get jobs of various kinds an unwork. For example, SCUM salesgirls will not charge
for merchandise; SCUM telephone operators will not charge for calls; SCUM office
and factory workers, in addition to fucking up their work, will secretly destroy
equipment. SCUM will unwork at a job until fired, then get a new job to unwork at.
SCUM will forcibly relieve bus drivers, cab drivers and subway token sellers of
their jobs and run buses and cabs and dispense free tokens to the public.
SCUM will destroy all useless and harmful objects—cars, store windows, “Great
Art,” etc.
Eventually SCUM will take over the airwaves—radio and TV networks—by forcibly relieving of their jobs all radio and TV employees who would impede SCUM’s
entry into the broadcasting studios.
SCUM will couple-bust—barge into mixed (male-female) couples, wherever they
are, and bust them up.
SCUM will kill all men who are not in the Men’s Auxiliary of SCUM. Men in the
Men’s Auxiliary are those men who are working diligently to eliminate themselves,
men who, regardless of their motives, do good, men who are playing pall with
SCUM. A few examples of the men in the Men’s Auxiliary are: men who kill men;
biological scientists who are working on constructive programs, as opposed to biological warfare; journalists, writers, editors, publishers and producers who disseminate and promote ideas that will lead to the achievement of SCUM’s goals; faggots
who, by their shimmering, flaming example, encourage other men to de-man themselves and thereby make themselves relatively inoffensive; men who consistently
give things away—money, things, services; men who tell it like it is (so far not
one ever has), who put women straight, who reveal the truth about themselves,
who give the mindless male females correct sentences to parrot, who tell them a
woman’s primary goal in life should be to squash the male sex (to aid men in this
endeavor SCUM will conduct Turd Sessions, at which every male present will give
a speech beginning with the sentence: “I am a turd, a lowly abject turd,” then proceed to list all the ways in which he is. His reward for doing so will be the opportunity to fraternize after the session for a whole, solid hour with the SCUM who will
be present. Nice, clean-living male women will be invited to the sessions to help
clarify any doubts and misunderstandings they may have about the male sex; makers and promoters of sex books and movies, etc., who are hastening the day when

all that will be shown on the screen will be Suck and Fuck (males, like the rats following the Pied Piper, will be lured by Pussy to their doom, will be overcome and
submerged by and will eventually drown in the passive flesh that they are); drug
pushers and advocates, who are hastening the dropping out of men.
Being in the Men’s Auxiliary is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for
making SCUM’s escape list; it’s not enough to do good; to save their worthless
asses men must also avoid evil. A few examples of the most obnoxious or harmful
types are: rapists, politicians and all who are in their service (campaigners, members of political parties, etc.); lousy singers and musicians; Chairmen of Boards;
Breadwinners; landlords; owners of greasy spoons and restaurants that play Muzak;
“Great Artists”; cheap pikers and welchers; cops; tycoons; scientists working on
death and destruction programs or for private industry (practically all scientists);
liars and phonies; disc jockies; men who intrude themselves in the slightest way on
any strange female; real estate men; stock brokers; men who speak when they have
nothing to say; men who sit idly on the street and mar the landscape with their
presence; double dealers; flim-flam artists; litterbugs; plagiarizers; men who in the
slightest way harm any female; all men in the advertising industry; psychiatrists
and clinical psychologists; dishonest writers, journalists, editors, publishers, etc.;
censors on both the public and private levels; all members of the armed forces,
including draftees (LBJ and McNamara give orders, but servicemen carry them
out) and particularly pilots (if the bomb drops, LBJ won’t drop it; a pilot will).
In the case of a man whose behavior falls into both the good and bad categories,
an overall subjective evaluation of him will be made to determine if his behavior is,
in the balance, good or bad.
It is most tempting to pick off the female “Great Artists,” liars and phonies etc.
along with the men, but that would be inexpedient, as it would not be clear to most
of the public that the female killed was a male. All women have a fink streak in
them, to a greater or lesser degree, but it stems from a lifetime of living among
men. Eliminate men and women will shape up. Women are improvable; men are no,
although their behavior is. When SCUM gets hot on their asses it’ll shape up fast.
Simultaneously with the fucking-up, looting, couple-busting, destroying and
killing, SCUM will recruit. SCUM, then, will consist of recruiters; the elite corps—
the hard core activists (the fuck-ups, looters and destroyers) and the elite of the
elite—the killers.
Dropping out is not the answer; fucking-up is. Most women are already dropped
out; they were never in. Dropping out gives control to those few who don’t drop
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out; dropping out is exactly what the establishment leaders want; it plays into the
hands of the enemy; it strengthens the system instead of undermining it, since it is
based entirely on the non-participating, passivity, apathy and non-involvement of
the mass of women. Dropping out, however, is an excellent policy for men, and
SCUM will enthusiastically encourage it.
Looking inside yourself for salvation, contemplating your navel, is not, as the
Drop Out people would have you believe, the answer. Happiness likes outside yourself, is achieved through interacting with others. Self-forgetfulness should be one’s
goal, not self-absorption. The male, capable of only the latter, makes a virtue of
irremediable fault and sets up self-absorption, not only as a good but as a Philosophical Good, and thus gets credit for being deep.
SCUM will not picket, demonstrate, march or strike to attempt to achieve its
ends. Such tactics are for nice, genteel ladies who scrupulously take only such
action as is guaranteed to be ineffective. In addition, only decent, clean-living male
women, highly trained in submerging themselves in the species, act on a mob basis.
SCUM consists of individuals; SCUM is not a mob, a blob. Only as many SCUM will
do a job as are needed for the job. Also SCUM, being cool and selfish, will not subject to getting itself rapped on the head with billy clubs; that’s for the nice, “privileged, educated,” middle-class ladies with a high regard for the touching faith in the
essential goodness of Daddy and policemen. If SCUM ever marches, it will be over
the President’s stupid, sickening face; if SCUM ever strikes, it will be in the dark
with a six-inch blade.
SCUM will always operate on a criminal as opposed to a civil disobedience basis,
that is, as opposed to openly violating the law and going to jail in order to draw
attention to an injustice. Such tactics acknowledge the rightness overall system
and are used only to modify it slightly, change specific laws. SCUM is against the
entire system, the very idea of law and government. SCUM is out to destroy the system, not attain certain rights within it. Also, SCUM—always selfish, always cool—
will always aim to avoid detection and punishment. SCUM will always be furtive,
sneaky, underhanded (although SCUM murders will always be known to be such).
Both destruction and killing will be selective and discriminate. SCUM is against
half-crazed, indiscriminate riots, with no clear objective in mind, and in which many
of your own kind are picked off. SCUM will never instigate, encourage or participate in riots of any kind or other form of indiscriminate destruction. SCUM will
coolly, furtively, stalk its prey and quietly move in for the kill. Destruction will
never me such as to block off routes needed for the transportation of food or other

essential supplies, contaminate or cut off the water supply, block streets and traffic to the extent that ambulances can’t get through or impede the functioning of
hospitals.
SCUM will keep on destroying, looting, fucking-up and killing until the moneywork system no longer exists and automation is completely instituted or until
enough women co-operate with SCUM to make violence unnecessary to achieve
these goals, that is, until enough women either unwork or quit work, start looting,
leave men and refuse to obey all laws inappropriate to a truly civilized society.
Many women will fall into line, but many others, who surrendered long ago to the
enemy, who are so adapted to animalism, to maleness, that they like restrictions
and restraints, don’t know what to do with freedom, will continue to be toadies
and doormats, just as peasants in rice paddies remain peasants in rice paddies as
one regime topples another. A few of the more volatile will whimper and sulk and
throw their toys and dishrags on the floor, but SCUM will continue to steamroller
over them.
A completely automated society can be accomplished very simply and quickly
once there is a public demand for it. The blueprints for it are already in existence,
and its construction will take only a few weeks with millions of people working on
it. Even though off the money system, everyone will be most happy to pitch in and
get the automated society built; it will mark the beginning of a fantastic new era,
and there will be a celebration atmosphere accompanying the construction.
The elimination of money and the complete institution of automation are basic
to all other SCUM reforms; without these two the others can’t take place; with
them the others will take place very rapidly. The government will automatically
collapse. With complete automation it will be possible for every woman to vote
directly on every issue by means of an electronic voting machine in her house.
Since the government is occupied almost entirely with regulating economic affairs
and legislating against purely private matters, the elimination of money wand with
it the elimination of males who wish to legislate “morality” will mean there will be
practically no issues to vote on.
After the elimination of money there will be no further need to kill men; they
will be stripped of the only power they have over psychologically independent
females. They will be able to impose themselves only on the doormats, who like
to be imposed on. The rest of the women will be busy solving the few remaining
unsolved problems before planning their agenda for eternity and Utopia—completely revamping educational programs so that millions of women can be trained
within a few months for high level intellectual work that now requires years of
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training (this can be done very easily once out educational goal is to educate and
not perpetuate an academic and intellectual elite); solving the problems of disease
and old age and death and completely redesigning our cities and living quarters.
Many women will for a while continue to think they dig men, but as they become
accustomed to female society and as they become absorbed in their projects, they
will eventually come to see the utter uselessness and banality of the male.
The few remaining men can exist out their puny days dropped out on drugs or
strutting around in drag or passively watching the high-powered female in action,
*It will be electroni-

fulfilling themselves as spectators, vicarious livers* or breeding in the cow pasture

cally possible for him

with the toadies, or they can go off to the nearest friendly suicide center where
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cific female he wants
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to and follow in detail
her every movement.
The females will
kindly, obligingly
consent to this, as it
won’t hurt them in
the slightest and it
is a marvelously kind
and humane way to
treat their unfortunate, handicapped
fellow beings.

the male should be of use to the female, wait on her, cater to her slightest whim,
obey her every command, be totally subservient to her, exist in perfect obedience
to her will, as opposed to the completely warped, degenerate situation we have
now of men, not only not only not existing at all, cluttering up the world with their
ignominious presence, but being pandered to and groveled before by the mass of
females, millions of women piously worshiping the Golden Calf, the dog leading the
master on a leash, when in fact the male, short of being a drag queen, is least miserable when his dogginess is recognized—no unrealistic emotional demands are
made of him and the completely together female is calling the shots. Rational men
want to be squashed, stepped on, crushed and crunched, treated as the curs, the
filth that they are, have their repulsiveness confirmed.
The sick, irrational men, those who attempt to defend themselves against their
disgustingness, when they see SCUM barreling down on them, will cling in terror
to Big Mama with her Big Bouncy Boobies, but Boobies won’t protect them against
SCUM; Big Mama will be clinging to Big Daddy, who will be in the corner shitting in
his forceful, dynamic pants. Men who are rational, however, won’t kick or struggle
or raise a distressing fuss, but will just sit back, relax, enjoy the show and ride the
waves to their demise.
1967

A P R A CTICA L UTO P IAN ’S GUI D E
TO THE C OMI NG CO LLA PSE

DAVID
GRAEBER

What is a revolution? We used to think we knew. Revolutions were seizures of
power by popular forces aiming to transform the very nature of the political, social,
and economic system in the country in which the revolution took place, usually
according to some visionary dream of a just society. Nowadays, we live in an age
when, if rebel armies do come sweeping into a city, or mass uprisings overthrow a
dictator, it’s unlikely to have any such implications; when profound social transformation does occur—as with, say, the rise of feminism—it’s likely to take an
entirely different form. It’s not that revolutionary dreams aren’t out there. But
contemporary revolutionaries rarely think they can bring them into being by some
modern-day equivalent of storming the Bastille.
At moments like this, it generally pays to go back to the history one already
knows and ask: Were revolutions ever really what we thought them to be? For me,
the person who has asked this most effectively is the great world historian Immanuel Wallerstein. He argues that for the last quarter millennium or so, revolutions
have consisted above all of planetwide transformations of political common sense.
Already by the time of the French Revolution, Wallerstein notes, there was a
single world market, and increasingly a single world political system as well, dominated by the huge colonial empires. As a result, the storming of the Bastille in
Paris could well end up having effects on Denmark, or even Egypt, just as profound
as on France itself—in some cases, even more so. Hence he speaks of the “world
revolution of 1789,” followed by the “world revolution of 1848,” which saw revolutions break out almost simultaneously in fifty countries, from Wallachia to Brazil.
In no case did the revolutionaries succeed in taking power, but afterward, institutions inspired by the French Revolution—notably, universal systems of primary
education—were put in place pretty much everywhere. Similarly, the Russian Revolution of 1917 was a world revolution ultimately responsible for the New Deal and
European welfare states as much as for Soviet communism. The last in the series
was the world revolution of 1968—which, much like 1848, broke out almost everywhere, from China to Mexico, seized power nowhere, but nonetheless changed
everything. This was a revolution against state bureaucracies, and for the insepara-

bility of personal and political liberation, whose most lasting legacy will likely be
the birth of modern feminism.
Revolutions are thus planetary phenomena. But there is more. What they really
do is transform basic assumptions about what politics is ultimately about. In the
wake of a revolution, ideas that had been considered veritably lunatic fringe
quickly become the accepted currency of debate. Before the French Revolution,
the ideas that change is good, that government policy is the proper way to manage
it, and that governments derive their authority from an entity called “the people”
were considered the sorts of things one might hear from crackpots and demagogues, or at best a handful of freethinking intellectuals who spend their time
debating in cafés. A generation later, even the stuffiest magistrates, priests, and
headmasters had to at least pay lip service to these ideas. Before long, we had
reached the situation we are in today: that it’s necessary to lay out the terms for
anyone to even notice they are there. They’ve become common sense, the very
grounds of political discussion.
Until 1968, most world revolutions really just introduced practical refinements:
an expanded franchise, universal primary education, the welfare state. The world
revolution of 1968, in contrast—whether it took the form it did in China, of a revolt
by students and young cadres supporting Mao’s call for a Cultural Revolution; or in
Berkeley and New York, where it marked an alliance of students, dropouts, and cultural rebels; or even in Paris, where it was an alliance of students and workers—
was a rebellion against bureaucracy, conformity, or anything that fettered the
human imagination, a project for the revolutionizing of not just political or economic life, but every aspect of human existence. As a result, in most cases, the
rebels didn’t even try to take over the apparatus of state; they saw that apparatus
as itself the problem.
It’s fashionable nowadays to view the social movements of the late sixties as an
embarrassing failure. A case can be made for that view. It’s certainly true that in
the political sphere, the immediate beneficiary of any widespread change in political common sense—a prioritizing of ideals of individual liberty, imagination, and
desire; a hatred of bureaucracy; and suspicions about the role of government—was
the political Right. Above all, the movements of the sixties allowed for the mass
revival of free market doctrines that had largely been abandoned since the nineteenth century. It’s no coincidence that the same generation who, as teenagers,
made the Cultural Revolution in China was the one who, as forty-year-olds,
presided over the introduction of capitalism. Since the eighties, “freedom” has
come to mean “the market,” and “the market” has come to be seen as identical

with capitalism—even, ironically, in places like China, which had known sophisticated markets for thousands of years, but rarely anything that could be described
as capitalism.
The ironies are endless. While the new free market ideology has framed itself
above all as a rejection of bureaucracy, it has, in fact, been responsible for the first
administrative system that has operated on a planetary scale, with its endless layering of public and private bureaucracies: the IMF, World Bank, WTO, trade organizations, financial institutions, transnational corporations, NGOs. This is precisely
the system that has imposed free market orthodoxy, and opened the world to
financial pillage, under the watchful aegis of American arms. It only made sense
that the first attempt to recreate a global revolutionary movement, the Global Justice Movement that peaked between 1998 and 2003, was effectively a rebellion
against the rule of that very planetary bureaucracy.

FUTURE STOP
In retrospect, though, I think that later historians will conclude that the legacy of
the sixties revolution was deeper than we now imagine, and that the triumph of
capitalist markets and their various planetary administrators and enforcers—which
seemed so epochal and permanent in the wake of the collapse of the Soviet Union
in 1991—was, in fact, far shallower.
I’ll take an obvious example. One often hears that antiwar protests in the late
sixties and early seventies were ultimately failures, since they did not appreciably
speed up the U.S. withdrawal from Indochina. But afterward, those controlling U.S.
foreign policy were so anxious about being met with similar popular unrest—and
even more, with unrest within the military itself, which was genuinely falling apart
by the early seventies—that they refused to commit U.S. forces to any major
ground conflict for almost thirty years. It took 9/11, an attack that led to thousands of civilian deaths on U.S. soil, to fully overcome the notorious “Vietnam
syndrome”—and even then, the war planners made an almost obsessive effort to
ensure the wars were effectively protest-proof. Propaganda was incessant, the
media was brought on board, experts provided exact calculations on body bag
counts (how many U.S. casualties it would take to stir mass opposition), and the
rules of engagement were carefully written to keep the count below that.
The problem was that since those rules of engagement ensured that thousands
of women, children, and old people would end up “collateral damage” in order to
minimize deaths and injuries to U.S. soldiers, this meant that in Iraq and Afghanistan, intense hatred for the occupying forces would pretty much guarantee that
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the United States couldn’t obtain its military objectives. And remarkably, the war
planners seemed to be aware of this. It didn’t matter. They considered it far more
important to prevent effective opposition at home than to actually win the war.
It’s as if American forces in Iraq were ultimately defeated by the ghost of Abbie
Hoffman.
Clearly, an antiwar movement in the sixties that is still tying the hands of
U.S. military planners in 2012 can hardly be considered a failure. But it raises an
intriguing question: What happens when the creation of that sense of failure, of
the complete ineffectiveness of political action against the system, becomes the
chief objective of those in power?
The thought first occurred to me when participating in the IMF actions in
Washington, D.C., in 2002. Coming on the heels of 9/11, we were relatively few and
ineffective, the number of police overwhelming. There was no sense that we could
succeed in shutting down the meetings. Most of us left feeling vaguely depressed.
It was only a few days later, when I talked to someone who had friends attending
the meetings, that I learned we had in fact shut them down: the police had introduced such stringent security measures, canceling half the events, that most of the
actual meetings had been carried out online. In other words, the government had
decided it was more important for protesters to walk away feeling like failures
than for the IMF meetings to take place. If you think about it, they afforded protesters extraordinary importance.
Is it possible that this preemptive attitude toward social movements, the
designing of wars and trade summits in such a way that preventing effective
opposition is considered more of a priority than the success of the war or summit
itself, really reflects a more general principle? What if those currently running the
system, most of whom witnessed the unrest of the sixties firsthand as impressionable youngsters, are—consciously or unconsciously (and I suspect it’s more conscious than not)—obsessed by the prospect of revolutionary social movements
once again challenging prevailing common sense?
It would explain a lot. In most of the world, the last thirty years has come to be
known as the age of neoliberalism—one dominated by a revival of the long-sinceabandoned nineteenth-century creed that held that free markets and human freedom in general were ultimately the same thing. Neoliberalism has always been
wracked by a central paradox. It declares that economic imperatives are to take
priority over all others. Politics itself is just a matter of creating the conditions for
growing the economy by allowing the magic of the marketplace to do its work. All
other hopes and dreams—of equality, of security—are to be sacrificed for the pri-

mary goal of economic productivity. But global economic performance over the last
thirty years has been decidedly mediocre. With one or two spectacular exceptions
(notably China, which significantly ignored most neoliberal prescriptions), growth
rates have been far below what they were in the days of the old-fashioned, statedirected, welfare-state-oriented capitalism of the fifties, sixties, and even seventies. By its own standards, then, the project was already a colossal failure even
before the 2008 collapse.
If, on the other hand, we stop taking world leaders at their word and instead
think of neoliberalism as a political project, it suddenly looks spectacularly effective. The politicians, CEOs, trade bureaucrats, and so forth who regularly meet at
summits like Davos or the G20 may have done a miserable job in creating a world
capitalist economy that meets the needs of a majority of the world’s inhabitants
(let alone produces hope, happiness, security, or meaning), but they have succeeded magnificently in convincing the world that capitalism—and not just capitalism, but exactly the financialized, semifeudal capitalism we happen to have right
now—is the only viable economic system. If you think about it, this is a remarkable
accomplishment.
How did they pull it off? The preemptive attitude toward social movements is
clearly a part of it; under no conditions can alternatives, or anyone proposing alternatives, be seen to experience success. This helps explain the almost unimaginable
investment in “security systems” of one sort or another: the fact that the United
States, which lacks any major rival, spends more on its military and intelligence
than it did during the Cold War, along with the almost dazzling accumulation of
private security agencies, intelligence agencies, militarized police, guards, and mercenaries. Then there are the propaganda organs, including a massive media industry that did not even exist before the sixties, celebrating police. Mostly these systems do not so much attack dissidents directly as contribute to a pervasive climate
of fear, jingoistic conformity, life insecurity, and simple despair that makes any
thought of changing the world seem an idle fantasy. Yet these security systems are
also extremely expensive. Some economists estimate that a quarter of the American population is now engaged in “guard labor” of one sort or another—defending
property, supervising work, or otherwise keeping their fellow Americans in line.
Economically, most of this disciplinary apparatus is pure deadweight.
In fact, most of the economic innovations of the last thirty years make more
sense politically than economically. Eliminating guaranteed life employment for
precarious contracts doesn’t really create a more effective workforce, but it is
extraordinarily effective in destroying unions and otherwise depoliticizing labor.
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The same can be said of endlessly increasing working hours. No one has much time
for political activity if they’re working sixty-hour weeks.
It does often seem that, whenever there is a choice between one option that
makes capitalism seem the only possible economic system, and another that would
actually make capitalism a more viable economic system, neoliberalism means
always choosing the former. The combined result is a relentless campaign against
the human imagination. Or, to be more precise: imagination, desire, individual creativity, all those things that were to be liberated in the last great world revolution,
were to be contained strictly in the domain of consumerism, or perhaps in the virtual realities of the Internet. In all other realms they were to be strictly banished.
We are talking about the murdering of dreams, the imposition of an apparatus of
hopelessness, designed to squelch any sense of an alternative future. Yet as a result
of putting virtually all their efforts in one political basket, we are left in the bizarre
situation of watching the capitalist system crumbling before our very eyes, at just
the moment everyone had finally concluded no other system would be possible.

WORK IT OUT, SLOW IT DOWN
Normally, when you challenge the conventional wisdom—that the current economic
and political system is the only possible one—the first reaction you are likely to
get is a demand for a detailed architectural blueprint of how an alternative system
would work, down to the nature of its financial instruments, energy supplies, and
policies of sewer maintenance. Next, you are likely to be asked for a detailed program of how this system will be brought into existence. Historically, this is ridiculous. When has social change ever happened according to someone’s blueprint? It’s
not as if a small circle of visionaries in Renaissance Florence conceived of something they called “capitalism,” figured out the details of how the stock exchange
and factories would someday work, and then put in place a program to bring their
visions into reality. In fact, the idea is so absurd we might well ask ourselves how
it ever occurred to us to imagine this is how change happens to begin.
This is not to say there’s anything wrong with utopian visions. Or even blueprints. They just need to be kept in their place. The theorist Michael Albert has
worked out a detailed plan for how a modern economy could run without money
on a democratic, participatory basis. I think this is an important achievement—not
because I think that exact model could ever be instituted, in exactly the form in
which he describes it, but because it makes it impossible to say that such a thing is
inconceivable. Still, such models can be only thought experiments. We cannot really
conceive of the problems that will arise when we start trying to build a free society.

What now seem likely to be the thorniest problems might not be problems at all;
others that never even occurred to us might prove devilishly difficult. There are
innumerable X-factors.
The most obvious is technology. This is the reason it’s so absurd to imagine
activists in Renaissance Italy coming up with a model for a stock exchange and
factories—what happened was based on all sorts of technologies that they couldn’t
have anticipated, but which in part only emerged because society began to move in
the direction that it did. This might explain, for instance, why so many of the more
compelling visions of an anarchist society have been produced by science fiction
writers (Ursula K. Le Guin, Starhawk, Kim Stanley Robinson). In fiction, you are
at least admitting the technological aspect is guesswork.
Myself, I am less interested in deciding what sort of economic system we should
have in a free society than in creating the means by which people can make such
decisions for themselves. What might a revolution in common sense actually look
like? I don’t know, but I can think of any number of pieces of conventional wisdom
that surely need challenging if we are to create any sort of viable free society. I’ve
already explored one—the nature of money and debt—in some detail in a recent
book. I even suggested a debt jubilee, a general cancellation, in part just to bring
home that money is really just a human product, a set of promises, that by its
nature can always be renegotiated.
Labor, similarly, should be renegotiated. Submitting oneself to labor discipline
—supervision, control, even the self-control of the ambitious self-employed—does
not make one a better person. In most really important ways, it probably makes
one worse. To undergo it is a misfortune that at best is sometimes necessary. Yet
it’s only when we reject the idea that such labor is virtuous in itself that we can
start to ask what is virtuous about labor. To which the answer is obvious. Labor is
virtuous if it helps others. A renegotiated definition of productivity should make it
easier to reimagine the very nature of what work is, since, among other things, it
will mean that technological development will be redirected less toward creating
ever more consumer products and ever more disciplined labor, and more toward
eliminating those forms of labor entirely.
What would remain is the kind of work only human beings will ever be able to
do: those forms of caring and helping labor that are at the very center of the crisis
that brought about Occupy Wall Street to begin with. What would happen if we
stopped acting as if the primordial form of work is laboring at a production line, or
wheat field, or iron foundry, or even in an office cubicle, and instead started from
a mother, a teacher, or a caregiver? We might be forced to conclude that the real
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business of human life is not contributing toward something called “the economy”
(a concept that didn’t even exist three hundred years ago), but the fact that we are
all, and have always been, projects of mutual creation.
At the moment, probably the most pressing need is simply to slow down the
engines of productivity. This might seem a strange thing to say—our knee-jerk
reaction to every crisis is to assume the solution is for everyone to work even more,
though of course, this kind of reaction is really precisely the problem—but if you
consider the overall state of the world, the conclusion becomes obvious. We seem
to be facing two insoluble problems. On the one hand, we have witnessed an endless series of global debt crises, which have grown only more and more severe since
the seventies, to the point where the overall burden of debt—sovereign, municipal,
corporate, personal—is obviously unsustainable. On the other, we have an ecological crisis, a galloping process of climate change that is threatening to throw the
entire planet into drought, floods, chaos, starvation, and war. The two might seem
unrelated. But ultimately they are the same. What is debt, after all, but the promise
of future productivity? Saying that global debt levels keep rising is simply another
way of saying that, as a collectivity, human beings are promising each other to produce an even greater volume of goods and services in the future than they are creating now. But even current levels are clearly unsustainable. They are precisely
what’s destroying the planet, at an ever-increasing pace.
Even those running the system are reluctantly beginning to conclude that some
kind of mass debt cancellation—some kind of jubilee—is inevitable. The real political struggle is going to be over the form that it takes. Well, isn’t the obvious thing
to address both problems simultaneously? Why not a planetary debt cancellation,
as broad as practically possible, followed by a mass reduction in working hours: a
four-hour day, perhaps, or a guaranteed five-month vacation? This might not only
save the planet but also (since it’s not like everyone would just be sitting around in
their newfound hours of freedom) begin to change our basic conceptions of what
value-creating labor might actually be.
Occupy was surely right not to make demands, but if I were to have to formulate one, that would be it. After all, this would be an attack on the dominant ideology at its very strongest points. The morality of debt and the morality of work are
the most powerful ideological weapons in the hands of those running the current
system. That’s why they cling to them even as they are effectively destroying everything else. It’s also why debt cancellation would make the perfect revolutionary
demand.
All this might still seem very distant. At the moment, the planet might seem

poised more for a series of unprecedented catastrophes than for the kind of broad
moral and political transformation that would open the way to such a world. But if
we are going to have any chance of heading off those catastrophes, we’re going to
have to change our accustomed ways of thinking. And as the events of 2011 reveal,
the age of revolutions is by no means over. The human imagination stubbornly
refuses to die. And the moment any significant number of people simultaneously
shake off the shackles that have been placed on that collective imagination, even
our most deeply inculcated assumptions about what is and is not politically possible have been known to crumble overnight.
2013
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THE LEGACY OF 15 MARCH 1944
Ninety-three years. I’m nearing the last stage. The end cannot be far off. How lucky
I am to be able to draw on the foundation of my political life: the Resistance and
the National Council of the Resistance’s program from sixty-six years ago. It is
thanks to Jean Moulin that all the elements of occupied France—all the movements, the parties, the unions—came together within the framework of the
National Council to proclaim their allegiance to Fighting France and to the only
leader it recognized, Gen. Charles de Gaulle. I was in London, where I had joined
de Gaulle in March 1941, when I learned that the council had put the finishing
touches on its program and adopted it on March 15, 1944: a collection of principles and values for Free France that still provides the foundation of our country’s
modern democracy.
We need these principles and values more than ever today. It is up to us, to all
of us together, to ensure that our society remains one to be proud of: not this society of undocumented workers and deportations, of being suspicious of immigrants;
not this society where our retirement and the other gains of social security are
being called into question; not this society where the media are in the hands of the
rich. These are all things that we would refuse to countenance if we were the true
heirs of the National Council of the Resistance.
After 1945, after that horrific tragedy, the forces in the National Council of the
Resistance achieved an ambitious resurrection for France. Let us remember that
this was when the social safety net that the Resistance called for was created: “A
comprehensive social security plan, to guarantee all citizens a means of livelihood
in every case where they are unable to get it by working”; and “retirement that
allows older workers to end their lives with dignity.” Sources of energy—electricity, gas, coal—were nationalized, along with the large banks, in accordance again
with what the program advocated: “returning to the nation the major means of
production that have been monopolized, the fruits of common labor, the sources
of energy, mineral riches, insurance companies, and big banks”; and “establishing a
true economic and social democracy, which entails removing large-scale economic

and financial feudalism from the management of the economy.” The general interest had to be given precedence over particular special interests, and a fair division
of the wealth created by the world of labor over the power of money. The Resistance proposed “a rational organization of the economy to guarantee that individual
interests be subordinated to the public interest, one free of a dictatorship of established professionals in the image of the fascist state.” The Provisional Government
of the French Republic (1944–46) assumed the task of realizing this ideal.
Genuine democracy needs a free press. The Resistance knew this, and it demanded “the freedom and honor of the press and its independence from the state
and the forces of money and foreign influence.” Again, these goals were carried
forward, thanks to the press laws enacted after 1944. But they are at risk today.
The Resistance called for “the practical opportunity for every French child to
have access to the most advanced education,” without discrimination—but the
reforms proposed in 2008 run counter to this plan. Young teachers have refused
to implement these reforms up to now, and I support their actions. They have seen
their salaries reduced in retaliation. They got angry, they “disobeyed,” they decided
that these reforms diverged too far from the ideal of education in a democratic
republic, were too deeply beholden to a society of money and failed to develop the
creative and critical spirit sufficiently.
All of these social rights at the core of the program of the Resistance are today
under attack.

OUTRAGE INSPIRES RESISTANCE
They have the nerve to tell us that the state can no longer cover the costs of
these social programs. Yet how can the money needed to continue and extend
these achievements be lacking today, when the creation of wealth has grown so
enormously since the Liberation, a time when Europe lay in ruins? It can only be
because the power of money, which the Resistance fought against so hard, has
never been as great and selfish and shameless as it is now, with its servants in the
very highest circles of government. The banks, now privatized, seem to care primarily about their dividends, and about the enormous salaries of their executives, not
about the general good. The gap between richest and poorest has never been so
large, competition and the circulation of capital never so encouraged.
The motivation that underlay the Resistance was outrage. We, the veterans of
the Resistance movements and fighting forces of Free France, call on the younger
generations to revive and carry forward the tradition of the Resistance and its
ideas. We say to you: take over, keep going, get angry! Those in positions of politi-
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cal responsibility, economic power and intellectual authority, in fact our whole
society, must not give up or let ourselves be overwhelmed by the current international dictatorship of the financial markets, which is such a threat to peace and
democracy.
I want you, each and every one of you, to have a reason to be outraged. This
is precious. When something outrages you, as Nazism did me, that is when you
become a militant, strong and engaged. You join the movement of history, and the
great current of history continues to flow only thanks to each and every one of us.
History’s direction is toward more justice and more freedom—though not the unbridled freedom of the fox in a henhouse. The rights set forth in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 are indeed universal. When you encounter someone
who lacks those rights, have sympathy and help him or her to achieve them.

TWO VIEWS OF HISTORY
When I try to understand what caused fascism, the reasons we were overtaken by
it and by Vichy, it seems to me that the rich, in their selfishness, feared a Bolshevik
revolution. They let that fear control them. Yet all we need, now as then, is an active
minority to stand up: that will be enough. We will be the yeast that makes the bread
rise. Clearly, the experience of a very old man like me, born in 1917, differs from
that of the young people of today. I often ask teachers to let me speak to their
students. I say to the students: you don’t have the same obvious reasons to get
involved as we did. For us, resistance meant not accepting the German occupation,
not accepting defeat. It was relatively simple. So was what came next: decolonization and the Algerian War. Algeria had to gain its independence. That was obvious.
As for Stalin, we all cheered the Red Army’s victory over the Nazis in 1943. Yet,
when we learned about the Stalinist mass trials of 1936–38, it became necessary
and obvious to oppose this unbearable totalitarianism as well. It was necessary, even
if communism was a counterbalance to American capitalism. My long life has given
me a steady succession of reasons for outrage.
These reasons came less from emotion than from a will to be engaged and get
involved. As a young student at the École Normale Supérieure, I was influenced
by Jean-Paul Sartre, an older schoolmate of mine. Nausea and The Wall, rather
than Being and Nothingness, were important in the formation of my thought. Sartre
taught us to tell ourselves, “You as an individual are responsible.” It was a kind of
anarchist message. Mankind’s responsibility cannot be left to some outside power
or to a god. On the contrary, people must commit themselves in terms of their
personal, individual human responsibility. When I started at the École Normale

Supérieure on rue d’Ulm in Paris, in 1939, it was as a devoted follower of the
philosopher Hegel. I attended the seminars of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. His class
investigated concrete experience and the body’s relationships with sense, with
sense as meaning rather than as the five senses. However, my natural optimism,
which wanted everything desirable to be possible, led me back to Hegel. Hegelianism interprets the long history of humanity as having meaning: that of mankind’s
liberty advancing step by step. History is made by successive shocks, of confronting
and overcoming successive challenges. Societies progress, and in the end, having
attained complete liberty, may achieve a democratic state in some ideal form.
There is, of course, a conception of history that sees the progress of liberty,
competition and the race for “more and more” as a destructive whirlwind. That is
how a friend of my father described history. This was the man who shared with my
father the task of translating Marcel Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu into
German. I am speaking of the German philosopher Walter Benjamin. He drew a
pessimistic message from a painting by a Swiss painter, Paul Klee, called Angelus
Novus, which shows an angel opening its arms as if to push back or ward off a
storm that Benjamin equates with progress. For Benjamin, who committed suicide
in September 1940 to escape the Nazis, history is an unstoppable progression from
one catastrophe to the next.

INDIFFERENCE: THE WORST ATTITUDE
It is true that the reasons for outrage today may seem less clear or the world more
complicated. Who runs things? Who decides? It is not always easy to distinguish
the answers from among all the forces that rule us. It is no longer a question of a
small elite whose schemes we can clearly comprehend. This is a vast world, and we
see its interdependence. We are interconnected in ways we never were before, but
some things in this world are unacceptable. To see this, you have only to open your
eyes. I tell the young: just look, and you’ll find something. The worst possible outlook is indifference that says, “I can’t do anything about it; I’ll just get by.” Behaving like that deprives you of one of the essentials of being human: the capacity
and the freedom to feel outraged. That freedom is indispensable, as is the political
involvement that goes with it.
We can identify two great new challenges:
1. The immense gap between the very poor and the very rich, which never ceases
to expand. This is an innovation of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The
very poor in the world today earn barely $2 a day. We cannot let this gap grow even
wider. This alone should arouse our commitment.
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2. Human rights and the state of the planet. After Liberation, I had the opportunity to be involved with drafting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which
was adopted by the United Nations on December 10, 1948, at the Chaillot Palace in
Paris. It was in my capacity as the chief of staff for Henri Laugier, assistant secretary general of the UN and secretary of the Commission on Human Rights, that I,
with many others, was chosen to participate in drawing up this declaration. I will
never forget the role played by Eleanor Roosevelt and by René Cassin, commissioner for justice and education in the Free French government in exile in London
and recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1968, in formulating the declaration.
Nor can I forget Pierre Mendès France, a member of the UN Economic and Social
Council, to whom we submitted our text before it went to the Social, Humanitarian
and Cultural Affairs Committee of the General Assembly. This committee included
the fifty-four member states of the UN at that time, and I was its secretary. It is
to René Cassin that we owe the term “universal” rights, and not “international,”
as proposed by our Anglo-American friends. For the real issue at the end of the
Second World War was to free ourselves from the threats that totalitarianism held
over mankind’s head, and to do so, the member states of the UN had to commit to
respecting universal rights. That is how to forestall the argument for full sovereignty that a state likes to make when it is carrying out crimes against humanity
on its soil. That was the case with Hitler, who as master in his own house believed
he was allowed to commit genocide. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights
owes a lot to the universal revulsion against Nazism, Fascism, totalitarianism—
but also, thanks to our presence, to the spirit of the Resistance. I felt that we had
to move fast so as not to succumb to the hypocrisy of victors promoting allegiance
to values that no one intended to enforce faithfully.

I cannot resist the impulse here to quote Article 15 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights: “Everyone has the right to a nationality”; and Article 22: “Everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security and is entitled to realization, through national effort and international cooperation and in accordance
with the organization and resources of each State, of the economic, social and
cultural rights indispensable for his dignity and the free development of his personality.” Even if this declaration has only advisory, rather than legal, force, it has
nonetheless played a powerful role since 1948. We have seen colonized peoples
refer to it in their struggles for independence. It fortified their spirits in the fight
for liberty.
I am happy to see that NGOs and social movements such as the Association for

the Taxation of Financial Transactions and Aid to Citizens, the International Federation for Human Rights and Amnesty International have multiplied and become
increasingly active in recent decades. It is clear that in order to be effective today,
one has to act in a network and be connected in other ways, taking advantage of
modern means of communication.
To the young, I say: look around you, you will find things that make you justifiably angry—the treatment of immigrants, illegal aliens and Roma. You will see concrete situations that provoke you to act as a real citizen. Seek and you shall find!

OU TRAGE OVER PALESTINE
Today, my strongest feeling of indignation is over Palestine, both the Gaza Strip
and the West Bank. The starting point of my outrage was the appeal launched by
courageous Israelis to the Diaspora: you, our older siblings, come and see where
our leaders are taking this country and how they are forgetting the fundamental
human values of Judaism. I went to Gaza and the West Bank in 2002, then five
more times until 2009. It is absolutely imperative to read Richard Goldstone’s
report of September 2009 on Gaza, in which this South African judge, himself Jewish, in fact a self-proclaimed Zionist, accuses the Israeli army of having committed
“actions amounting to war crimes, possibly crimes against humanity” during its
three-week “Operation Cast Lead.” I went to Gaza in 2009 in order to see with my
own eyes what the report described. My wife and I were allowed to enter, thanks to
our diplomatic passports, but the people accompanying us were not authorized to
cross from Israel into the Gaza Strip or the West Bank. We also visited the Palestinian refugee camps established after 1948 by the UN Relief and Works Agency,
where more than 3 million Palestinians—the descendants over the past forty years
of the 750,000 driven from their homes by Israel, first in 1948–49, then in 1967—
await a return that is no longer possible.
As for Gaza, it is an open-air prison for a million and a half Palestinians. In this
prison they must organize to survive. Even more than the physical destruction
from Operation Cast Lead, such as the destroyed Red Cross hospital, it is the
behavior of the Gazans—their patriotism, their love of the ocean and the beach,
their constant preoccupation with the well-being of their countless laughing children—that haunts our memories. We were struck by their ingenious way of facing
all the shortages imposed on them. We saw them make bricks, since they lacked
cement to rebuild the thousands of houses destroyed by the tanks. It was confirmed to us that there were 1,400 people killed on the Palestinian side—including
women, children and the elderly—in the course of Operation Cast Lead, compared
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with only fifty Israeli wounded. I share the South African judge’s conclusions. For
Jews themselves to perpetrate war crimes is intolerable. Unfortunately, history gives
few examples of people who learn the lessons of their own history.
I am well aware that Hamas, which won the last legislative elections, was unable
to avoid the launching of rockets into Israeli villages in response to the situation of
isolation and blockade in which the Gazans find themselves. Of course I think that
terrorism is unacceptable, but we must recognize that when a country is occupied by
infinitely superior military means, the popular reaction cannot be only nonviolent.
Did it serve Hamas’s interests to launch rockets into the town of Sderot? No.
It did not serve their cause, but the gesture can be understood as coming from the
exasperation of the Gazans. In this notion of “exasperation,” we have to understand
violence as a regrettable consequence of an unacceptable situation. Terrorism, we
might say, is a form of exasperation. And exasperation here is a negative term. What
is needed is not exasperation but hope. Exasperation is the denial of hope. It is
understandable; I would almost say it is natural. Nonetheless, it is not acceptable,
because it does not allow people to achieve the results that hope can achieve.

NON VIOLENCE: THE PATH W E MUST LEARN TO FOLLOW
I am convinced that the future belongs to nonviolence, to the reconciliation of different cultures. It is along this path that humanity will clear its next hurdle. And
here, too, I agree with Sartre: we cannot excuse the terrorists who throw the bombs,
but we can understand them. In “The Situation of the Writer in 1947,” Sartre wrote,
“I recognize that violence, manifested in any form, is a failure. But it is an inevitable
failure because we live in a world of violence; even though it is true that recourse
to violence to fight violence risks perpetuating it, it is also true that this is the only
way to make violence stop.” To which I would add that nonviolence is a surer way to
make it stop. One must not support terrorists, as Sartre did in the name of this principle during the Algerian War, or at the time of the attack on the Israeli athletes
committed at the Munich Olympic Games in 1972. It doesn’t work, and Sartre himself, at the end of his life, ended by questioning the meaning of terrorism and doubting its justification. To say that “violence doesn’t work” is much more important
than to know whether or not to condemn those who have recourse to it. In this
notion of “working,” of effectiveness, lies a nonviolent hope. If such a thing as violent hope exists, it is in the poetry of Guillaume Apollinaire (“How slow life is / And
how violent hope is”), not in the political realm. In March 1980, three weeks before
his death, Sartre admitted, “We must try to explain why the world of today, which is
horrible, is only one moment in a long historical development, that hope has always

been one of the dominant forces of revolutions and insurrections, and how I still
feel that hope is my conception of the future.”
We must realize that violence turns its back on hope. We have to choose hope
over violence—choose the hope of nonviolence. That is the path we must learn to
follow. The oppressors no less than the oppressed have to negotiate to remove the
oppression: that is what will eliminate terrorist violence. That is why we cannot let
too much hate accumulate.
The message of a Nelson Mandela, a Martin Luther King, Jr. , is just as relevant
in a world that has moved beyond victorious totalitarianism and the cold war confrontation of ideologies. Their message is one of hope and faith in modern societies’ ability to move beyond conflict with mutual understanding and a vigilant
patience. To reach that point, societies must be based on rights whose violation
prompts outrage—no matter who has violated them. There can be no compromising on these rights.

TOWARD A PEACEFUL INSUR RECTION
I have noticed—and I am not the only one—the Israeli government’s reaction to
the citizens of Bil’in, who protest the wall each Friday by simply marching to it,
without throwing rocks or using force. The Israeli authorities have described these
marches as “nonviolent terrorism.” Not bad . . . One would have to be Israeli to
describe nonviolence as terrorism, and above all one would have to be embarrassed
by how effective it is in gaining the support and understanding of every enemy of
oppression in the world.
The Western obsession with productivity has brought the world to a crisis that
we can escape only with a radical break from the headlong rush for “more, always
more” in the financial realm as well as in science and technology. It is high time
that concerns for ethics, justice and sustainability prevail. For we are threatened by
the most serious dangers, which have the power to bring the human experiment to
an end by making the planet uninhabitable.
Still, it remains the case that there has been important progress since 1948:
decolonization, the end of apartheid, the destruction of the Soviet empire, the fall
of the Berlin Wall. The first ten years of the twenty-first century, in contrast, were
a period of retreat, explicable in part by the American presidency of George W.
Bush, September 11 and the disastrous conclusions that the United States drew
from it, such as the invasion of Iraq. We have had an economic crisis, but we have
not initiated a new politics for economic development. Similarly, the Copenhagen
Climate Conference of December 2009 did not result in genuine political action to
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save the planet. We are at a threshold between the horrors of the first decade of
the century and the possibilities of the decades to follow. Yet we must keep up
hope—we must always hope. The previous decade, the 1990s, brought great
progress: UN conferences like the one in Rio on the environment in 1992 and in
Beijing on women in 1995. In September 2000, the 191 UN member states adopted
the declaration on the eight Millennium Development Goals, initiated by Secretary
General Kofi Annan, in which they agreed to cut worldwide extreme poverty in half
by 2015. My deep regret is that neither President Obama nor the European Union
has come forward with what should have been their contribution to a constructive
phase based on fundamental values.
How should I conclude? By recalling again that on the sixtieth anniversary
of the Program of the National Council of the Resistance, we veterans of the
Resistance movements and the fighting forces of Free France from 1940 to 1945
(Lucie Aubrac, Raymond Aubrac, Henri Bartoli, Daniel Cordier, Philippe Dechartre,
Georges Guingouin, Maurice Kriegel-Valrimont, Lise London, Georges Séguy,
Germaine Tillion, Jean-Pierre Vernant, Maurice Voutey and myself) addressed an
Appeal to the young generation on March 8, 2004, in which we said, “Nazism was
defeated, thanks to the sacrifices of our brothers and sisters of the Resistance
and of the United Nations against fascist barbarity. But this menace has not completely disappeared, and our outrage at injustice remains intact to this day.”
No, this menace has not completely disappeared. In addition, we continue to
call for “a true peaceful uprising against the means of mass communication that
offers nothing but mass consumption as a prospect for our youth, contempt for the
least powerful in society and for culture, general amnesia and the outrageous competition of all against all.”
To you who will create the twenty-first century, we say, from the bottom of
our hearts,
TO CREATE I S TO RESIST.
TO RESI ST IS TO C REATE .

TRANSLATE D B Y
DAMI ON SE A R LS

THE ZAPATISTA WO MEN ’S R E VO LUTI ONA RY LAW

Taking into account the situation of the woman worker in Mexico, the Zapatista
revolution incorporates their demands of equality and justice in the following
Women’s Revolutionary Law:

1. Women, regardless of their race, creed, color, or political affiliation, have
a right to participate in the revolutionary struggle in any way that their desire
and capacity determine.
2. Women have the right to work and receive a just salary.
3. Women have the right to decide the number of children they have and
care for.
4. Women have the right to participate in the matters of the community
and to take charge if they are freely and democratically elected.
5. Women and their children have the right to primary attention in their
health and nutrition.
6. Women have the right to education.
7. Women have the right to choose their partner and are not obliged to
enter into marriage.
8. Women have the right to be free of violence from both relatives and
strangers. Rape and attempted rape will be severely punished.
9. Women will be able to occupy positions of leadership in the organization
and hold military ranks in the revolutionary armed forces.
10. Women will have all the rights and obligations which the revolutionary
laws and regulations give.

TRANSLATE D B Y
MATT M I SC R E A N T

JO UR NE Y FO R JU STI CE

MASS SCHOOL CLOSINGS

AND THE DEATH OF COMMUNITIES

TOLU
OLORU NDA

The last of our four turnaround models is simply to close underperforming schools and
re-enroll the students in better schools. This may seem like surrender, but in some cases
it’s the only responsible thing to do. It instantly improves the learning conditions for
those kids and brings a failing school to a swift and thorough conclusion.
—Arne Duncan, “Turning Around the Bottom Five Percent,” June 22, 2009
We’re here because someone has to have the clarity and the conviction to confront institutional racism head-on. . . . To deny us the right to improve our schools as community
institutions is a violation of our human rights. To destabilize schools in our community is
a violation of our human rights. To have communities with no neighborhood schools is a
violation of our human rights. . . . We are America’s mirror. Do you have the courage to
accept what you see?
—Jitu Brown, US Department of Education hearing, January 29, 2013

From 2003–2012, in New York City, 117 schools were closed. Twenty-five more
closings are scheduled for 2013. Sixty-three percent of the students affected are
black.
Since 2001, in Chicago, 72 schools have been closed or phased out. Ninety percent of the students affected are black.
In 2008, 23 schools were closed in Washington, DC. Ninety-nine percent of the
students affected were black or brown.
Since 2005, in Detroit, 130 schools have been closed. Ninety-three percent of
the students affected are black.
“We’re fighting for ourselves and our civil rights,” longtime Detroit advocate
Helen Moore announced to a group on the bus upon reaching the nation’s capital
Tuesday morning, January 29. Turning to the students, she continued, “You will be
down in history just like Martin Luther King. And I want you to be able to say that
I did what I was supposed to do.”
On Sunday night, January 27, about 50 Detroit and Highland Park residents,
including students, parents, teachers, activists and DPS board members, traveled

by bus to Washington, DC, as part of a larger gathering featuring 22 black school
districts nationwide convening on Capitol Hill to protest mass school closings, loss
of local governance and relentless reform measures which, they argued, ring a
return to the days of Jim Crow, with blatantly separate and unequal schools. They
are part of a national Journey for Justice movement.
(Several of the districts had already filed Title VI complaints with the Office
of Civil Rights to place a moratorium on school closures and to implement—
instead of the current top-down reform schemes—a sustainable success model that
involves communities throughout the process and values the dignity of all students
affected.)
The nationwide coalition of grassroots organizations included Keep the Vote/No
Takeover (Detroit), Kenwood Oakland Community Organization (Chicago), Youth
United for Change (Philadelphia), Project South (Atlanta), Parent Power (Hartford), Friends and Family of Louisiana’s Incarcerated Children (New Orleans), and
the Baltimore Algebra Project.
When schools are closed, they said unanimously, neighborhoods fall apart—
gangs flourish; students drop out; homes rapidly devalue; and the quality of life
worsens. They also railed against the various reform schemes sweeping through the
nation, particularly in urban districts, where cyber schools, charter schools and
state-created “failing schools” have cropped up within the last decade—against,
in most cases, the protests and projected outrage of the affected communities.

CON TRASTING TENETS
In his June 2009 address at the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools Conference, US Secretary of Education Arne Duncan listed four qualifying tenets schools
must meet under the turnaround model, pioneered in Chicago through the Renaissance 2010 initiative, which closed and restaffed over 100 schools in the city:
They must establish a rigorous performance evaluation system along with more
support, training and mentoring.
They must change and strengthen the curriculum and instructional program.
They must increase learning time for kids during afternoons, weekends and in
the summer, and provide more time for teachers to collaborate, plan and
strategize.
And principals and leadership teams must be given more flexibility around
budgeting, staffing and calendar.

212

Contrasted against this narrative are the four pillars of the Sustainable Success
Model, which the Journey activists urged the Department of Education to adopt:
Undertake a comprehensive needs assessment—done in partnership with parents, educators, students and community members—so that local solutions
are tailored to local problems.
Implement research-based instructional and educational reforms.
Address essential social, emotional and physical needs of students.
Recognize parent, student and community leadership as key to sustainable student success.

JOU RNEY FOR JUSTICE RALLIES
The first Journey for Justice rally had been held September 20, 2011, and the same
issues were at stake. This year’s, “Journey for Justice 2: Our Children are Not Collateral Damage,” featured a hearing at the Department of Education, with several
members of the cities represented.
Secretary of Education Arne Duncan opened the hearing saying, “We may not
agree on everything, but I think everyone comes here with the same heart. And our
goal is to help children in disadvantaged communities get a world-class education.
That’s what so many of us have devoted our lives trying to do.”
And yet the testimonies all recapitulated common themes—of neighborhood
public schools shut down arbitrarily and unjustifiably, “turned around,” “phased
out” and “sabotaged.” Students from several cities spoke of attending classes with
no teachers, technology or textbooks—of schools with crumbling or dilapidated
infrastructure.
Terrell Major, a graduating senior from Walter L. Cohen High School, argued the
closing down of public schools in New Orleans post-Katrina, blamed on low performance, was simply part of a larger strategy to “get rid of our culture in our city,
get rid of our heritage and strip us of our morality.” When his school was taken
over by New Orleans College Prep, only 11th and 12th graders were allowed to
remain, creating a two-tier structure where the “original” students were segregated in the cafeteria and denied some of the resources incoming charter-enrolled
students received.
Major was followed by Karran Harper-Royal, a New Orleans parent and
cofounder of the national group Parents Across America, who spoke at length of
the Recovery School District (RSD), imposed by the state to effectively replace the

New Orleans Public School system after the storm, which displaced significant portions of the city’s low-income population.
The turnaround rationale of Secretary Duncan might have been uncovered
when, speaking to ABC News five years later, he announced: “The best thing that
happened to the education system in New Orleans was Hurricane Katrina. That
education system was a disaster. And it took Hurricane Katrina to wake up the
community to say that we have to do better.”
In 2005, Harper-Royal said, a change in law to redefine “failing schools” was
used to take over 107 of the city’s then-128 public schools, which were removed
from the oversight of the duly-elected school board and placed into the Recovery
School District, an imposed order controlled by the Louisiana Department of Education. The majority of schools were chartered, closed or simply never reopened,
affecting 90 percent of black students and only 1 percent of white students in the
city. She argued parents don’t have “choice” when, of the 42,000 students in New
Orleans today, 80 percent attend charter schools—some of which run a lottery
enrollment process. Parents, as a result, are forced to apply to multiple charter
schools to secure seats for their children in the classroom.
The promised fruits, however, have failed to appear: 100 percent of the 15
direct-run RSD schools are currently rated “D” or “F,” as are 79 percent of the RSD
charter schools.
“African-American students are more likely than their white counterparts to
experience schools that are at risk of being closed down, phased-out, turned
around or co-located,” Harper-Royal said. “To guarantee me a seat in a failing
school system is not ‘choice.’ It’s racist is what it is.”
Helen Moore, during her testimony, stood on similar ground. “Racism is well and
alive in this country,” she said, tracing the struggles back to the earlier days of the
civil rights movement. “We are the descendants of slaves. We are now reversing
back to slavery. All the things that are happening to us are by design, by design,
by design. They don’t want our children to have an education, but we do, and we’ll
fight to the death to get our education.”
Detroit, especially, has been hit hard, with more than 100 schools closed in the
last decade. Forty-one percent of students currently attend charter schools, 10–12
percent attend state-run schools and the rest traditional public schools.
Moore touched on the fracturing of Detroit public schools (DPS), marshaled
through the Education Achievement Authority (EAA), a state-created failing school
district in Detroit formed from the lowest 5 percent of “underperforming” schools.
Michigan governor Rick Snyder placed 15 schools into the district in June 2011
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and appointed a former General Motors sales executive, Roy Roberts, as head; its
chancellor is John Covington, former superintendent of Kansas City Public
Schools, currently an unaccredited district.
Daesha Ashmore, a sophomore at Detroit’s Mumford High School, part of the
EAA, spoke against the longer calendar of the district, which equals “less time to
do community work and find summer jobs.” She also spoke about the punitive culture in some of the schools: abusive security guards and a tardy policy that treats
students “badly by locking us outside the school because we were late for our firstperiod class.”
Ashmore was followed by Cheyenne Walker, a senior at CODY High School
(DPS), who, while attending an EAA school (Central High) last fall, was penalized
for organizing students to demand a quality education. She spoke of starting
school in September with only 3 teachers for her 7 classes, some of which held 67–
73 students. For four hours, students took attendance, roamed the hallways, listened to music, played cards. “I feel like those four hours we could have been reading, writing, doing math, learning computers,” she said. “I hear people say all the
time that this generation is lost, that this generation is failing. But this generation
is not lost. This generation has been neglected. And if we’re failing, it’s because
you guys have failed us.”
The testimonies lasted a couple of hours and, after a few brief words from
Department of Education officials (who promised to keep investigating complaints
and reaching out to local communities), was closed with words by Chicago-based
Jitu Brown, education organizer with Kenwood Oakland Community Organization
in Chicago. Brown, looking into the future, urged all the gathered communities to
keep fighting and growing. “Our children deserve to stand on our shoulders, not to
be buried in policy that considers them less because of the color of their skin,” he
said. “This is just the beginning, 22 cities and counting. Next time we come back,
we gon’ have three-fourths of the United States with us.”
After the hearing, most shuffled outside for a march to the Martin Luther King,
Jr. memorial, where a short vigil was held.
Several hundred marched for more than an hour, carrying flags, signs and banners and chanting through the windy evening, flanked by DC police:
“The Students united will never be defeated!”
“We’re fired up—won’t take it no more!”
“Whose Schools? Our Schools!”
“The Youth united will never be defeated!”
“Whose kids? Our kids!”

They carried signs that read:
CLOSIN G SCH OOLS IS JUST STUPID
CHARTER SCH OOL SYSTEM IN NEW ORLEANS IS NOT A MODEL
FOR EDU CATIONAL REFORM
OUR CHILDREN VS. RSD = PRISON/DISASTER
NEW ORLEANS STU DENTS STILL IN TRAILERS 7 YEARS AFTER
KATRINA
FUND OUR SCH OOLS
Most who marched—students, parents, activists, elders and teachers had on red
T-shirts, the backs of which read:
NO SCH OOLS + NO JOBS = D EATH
This seemed the unifying theme of the journey.
2013
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R IOT G RR R L M A NIFE STO

BECAUSE us girls crave records and books and fanzines that speak to US that WE
feel included in and can understand in our own ways.
BECAUSE we wanna make it easier for girls to see/hear each other’s work so that
we can share strategies and criticize-applaud each other.
BECAUSE we must take over the means of production in order to create our own
moanings.
BECAUSE viewing our work as being connected to our girlfriends-politics-real
lives is essential if we are gonna figure out how we are doing impacts, reflects,
perpetuates, or DISRUPTS the status quo.
BECAUSE we recognize fantasies of Instant Macho Gun Revolution as impractical
lies meant to keep us simply dreaming instead of becoming our dreams AND
THUS seek to create revolution in our own lives every single day by envisioning
and creating alternatives to the bullshit christian capitalist way of doing things.
BECAUSE we want and need to encourage and be encouraged in the face of all
our own insecurities, in the face of beergutboyrock that tells us we can’t play
our instruments, in the face of “authorities” who say our bands/zines/etc. are
the worst in the US and
BECAUSE we don’t wanna assimilate to someone else’s (boy) standards of what is
or isn’t.
BECAUSE we are unwilling to falter under claims that we are reactionary “reverse
sexists” AND NOT THE TRUEPUNKROCKSOULCRUSADERS THAT WE
KNOW we really are.
BECAUSE we know that life is much more than physical survival and are patently
aware that the punk rock “you can do anything” idea is crucial to the coming
angry grrrl rock revolution which seeks to save the psychic and cultural lives of
girls and women everywhere, according to their own terms, not ours.

BECAUSE we are interested in creating non-hierarchical ways of being AND
making music, friends, and scenes based on communication + understanding,
instead of competition + good/bad categorizations.
BECAUSE doing/reading/seeing/hearing cool things that validate and challenge us
can help us gain the strength and sense of community that we need in order to
figure out how bullshit like racism, able-bodieism, ageism, speciesism, classism,
thinism, sexism, anti-semitism and heterosexism figures in our own lives.
BECAUSE we see fostering and supporting girl scenes and girl artists of all kinds
as integral to this process.
BECAUSE we hate capitalism in all its forms and see our main goal as sharing
information and staying alive, instead of making profits of being cool according
to traditional standards.
BECAUSE we are angry at a society that tells us Girl = Dumb, Girl = Bad,
Girl = Weak.
BECAUSE we are unwilling to let our real and valid anger be diffused and/or
turned against us via the internalization of sexism as witnessed in girl/girl jealousism and self defeating girltype behaviors.
BECAUSE I believe with my wholeheartmindbody that girls constitute a revolutionary soul force that can, and will change the world for real.

1991
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THE OTHE R O C CUP Y M OV E M E NT

DAN
N EMSER

Long before the Occupy movement, there was the movimiento okupa. In Spain,
the word okupa (from the verb ocupar) refers both to an occupied space—building
or land—and to a person who occupies.1 Above all, what’s known as an okupa con
k suggests an explicit political project. These days, the typical okupa takes the
form of a self-organizing social center, a Centro Social Okupado Autogestionado
(CSOA). So when squatters occupy abandoned buildings or apartments and use
them as housing, such a space is generally considered not an okupa con k but an
ocupa con c. Some occupiers aren’t completely comfortable with this distinction,
but it is suggestive about the two faces of occupation in the age of austerity—
constituting a political force and providing for people’s basic needs.
The okupa as political project emerged in Spain after the death of Franco in
1975 and exploded in the punk scene and the countercultural movida of the 1980s.
While the gravitational center of the okupa movement in Spain has long been
the north—especially Barcelona and Euskadi (the Basque Country), followed by
Madrid—recently the southernmost region of Andalusia has entered the spotlight.
Last month, hundreds of members of a fieldworkers’ union called the Sindicato
Andaluz de Trabajadores (SAT) organized a march through the Andalusian countryside. At one stop, they took over the uncultivated, vacant estate of the Duke of
Segorbe, some 60 miles east of Sevilla. It was a symbolic occupation, and after a
dip in the pool out behind the palace the workers continued their march the next
day, but other land occupations in the region have in fact been transformed into
working farms, providing jobs and food for an increasingly precarious population.2
In a similar vein, the previous week a couple hundred SAT marchers entered two
supermarkets, filled up their shopping carts with basic food supplies like milk,
beans, and pasta, and walked out without paying. The expropriated goods were
then delivered to food banks, soup kitchens—and an occupied apartment building
in Sevilla called the Corrala de Vecinas “La Utopía.”
*

Four months ago, a group of community members and activists associated with
the 15-M or indignados movement took over an abandoned apartment building in
the working class neighborhood called La Macarena. Today, more than 100 people
are living in its 36 apartments. Elena Contreras, a member of the Corrala Utopía’s
media team, explained the building’s shady history. The piece of land on which
it was built was originally public, but the city government sold it to a developer,
Maexpa, which proceeded to sell it twice more to Maexpa-owned front companies
in order to pump up the property value. (Now in bankruptcy and facing multiple
corruption charges, Maexpa is no longer active in Spain but continues to operate
in countries like Morocco and Angola.) Meant to be upscale, the building turned
out a structural disaster. The windows don’t close, the plaster is crumbling, and
the shoddy plumbing caused leaks inside the walls. Many had to be torn out and
replaced by the occupiers. “There’s a pool on the roof,” Elena said. “But we can’t
fill it up because the building isn’t strong enough to bear the weight of the water.”
About two weeks into the occupation, the city cut off the electricity and water.
At least it helped with the leaks, offered Elena.
The Corrala Utopía is not exactly a squat. Its residents don’t call it an okupa or
even an “ocupa con c.” Instead they’ve taken to calling it a realojo, a “re-housing,”
as opposed to a desalojo, a “de-housing” or eviction, like when the police come to
kick you out of your foreclosed house. I suspect this is mostly a rhetorical strategy, designed to emphasize the fact that the people involved aren’t punks or anarchists or stereotypical okupas but just “regular people” who’ve been hit hard by
the crisis.3 “Most of the people living here now aren’t people who have participated
or been active in political struggles before,” Elena said. “But given the [economic]
situation they’ve had to get involved and do something.” At the same time, it’s
undeniable that a number of people working with the Corrala come straight from
the okupa scene. Elena told me that other okupas in the city, such as the recently
evicted CSOA La Huelga, have worked with and supported the Corrala in various
ways, providing legal and logistical support and even donating chairs so they could
host a series of movie nights. Backed by experienced occupiers and emerging out
of the neighborhood assemblies of the 15-M movement, the realojo is also framed
as a political project.
“Obviously it has to do in part with basic needs,” said Elena. “There are residents who’ve been living on the streets and have come here because they had no
other way to get a roof over their heads. But at the same time we wanted people
to see that this problem exists so it can be fixed. And anyway,” she continued, “it’s
outrageous that there are so many empty apartments when there’s so many people
on the streets.”
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*
A few weeks ago, I got a text message from Elena about another housing action
that afternoon.
For someone who has experienced the police response to building occupations
in the United States, the ease with which buildings are taken here is almost laughable. After most of the Occupy movement’s encampments were forcibly evicted
from public parks and plazas last fall and temperatures started to drop, empty
buildings seemed to offer a logical and necessary next target. And buildings were
in fact occupied, from California to the Midwest and the East Coast. But in every
case, it took at most a day or two for police to evict the occupiers.
In Oakland, for example, after a month of careful planning and outreach, on
January 28 “Move-In Day,” about 2,000 people came together for the explicitly illegal purpose of occupying an empty building and transforming it into Occupy Oakland’s new base of operations. Security culture required that the specific building
be kept as secret as possible in order to stay ahead of the cops, so a tactical team
was put in charge of scouting and selecting a building. Under a massive banner
reading “If it’s vacant / TAKE IT,” people marched from Oscar Grant Plaza carrying cleaning supplies, rugs, chairs, plants, and lots of food with which to set up the
new space. But the city had deployed the riot cops in full force, and, with tear gas,
flash-bang grenades, and rubber bullets, prevented the march from even reaching
the targeted building, the vast and empty Kaiser Convention Center. Later that
night, the cops would kettle and illegally arrest over 400 people.
At the occupation of the Corrala de Vecinas “La Alegría,” the police response
was almost exactly the opposite. It took the cops a full hour to even appear on the
scene, despite the fact that the police station is only a few blocks away. When they
finally did arrive, there were only three of them, and they pulled up on little scooters. Later, a handful of riot cops did show up in a van, but they never came close to
putting on their helmets or drawing their batons. There was a single, brief moment
of tension—a second police van suddenly appeared and we quickly moved across
the street to stand in front of the building and block the doorway. I kept expecting
the people around me to start linking arms. But the officer in charge assured the
negotiation team, “We didn’t come here to kick anybody out.” An agreement was
quickly reached—we would move back to the opposite side of the street, leaving
the sidewalk open, and in exchange the police would leave except for four officers
who would withdraw to the corner of the block to observe. After the majority of
the cops took off, community members started showing up with supplies, which
the occupiers hoisted up to the second floor window on a rope with a metal clamp

attached to the bottom. Cold bottled water, sandwiches, a tank of propane gas, a
little later a mattress and a large wooden chair. The four cops stood on the opposite corner, smoking and watching.
*
Listening to the communiqué being read by an occupier over a bullhorn from the
third-floor balcony of the Corrala Alegría, I noticed an interesting tension between
the “reformist” rhetoric and the direct action practice of these okupas. The communiqué appealed to Article 47 of the Spanish Constitution which affirms that
housing is a “fundamental right,” and called on the authorities “to find a solution
to the housing problem.” It also declared the occupiers’ willingness to pay rent
“according to our level of income” and requested public mediation between the
various parties involved to help generate a more official arrangement. The shift
from okupa to realojo seems to carry with it a willingness to negotiate with the
authorities, to legalize or formalize the occupation.
Despite the relatively permissive response of the authorities to building occupations, okupas are not entirely secure. In addition to practical matters such as the
utilities being cut off as with the Corrala Utopía, sooner or later they will face the
very real prospect of eviction. As the Oficina de Okupación de Madrid notes in its
useful okupa manual, it can take months or even years to go through the long,
bureaucratic process of getting a judge to rule on the matter and finally issue an
eviction order. But it will most likely happen at some point. Even in Spain, the history of the okupa movement is in part a history of evictions.
In 2010, at the height of the financial crisis and foreclosure epidemic in Spain,
the government made a number of changes to the criminal code. One was of particular concern for the okupas. Article 245, which deals with the crime of usurpación
(something like criminal trespass), was modified to increase the penalty from a
stiff fine to a jail sentence of one to two years. As the new criminal code went into
effect, the government also modified the law of civil procedure to accelerate the
process of obtaining an eviction order. In many ways, these changes constitute a
greater threat to okupas than the harsher criminal sentences, as property owners
increasingly turn to civil courts for a quick decision.
Recently, some participants in the okupa movement have developed what is
an admittedly controversial periodization, distinguishing between “first” and “second generation” okupas. According to this formulation, the earliest okupas were
groundbreaking interventions in and against the hostile space of the early neoliberal city. But there was a “dark side” to these spaces: their strong collective prac-
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tices eventually rendered an insular milieu based on rigid political, identity, or aesthetic affiliations (punk, anarchist, nihilist, etc.) that closed them off from the surrounding communities and the social bases of struggle. At the same time, the constant risk of eviction generated a constant, draining tension that circumscribed the
kinds of actions they were willing and able to take. “Second generation” okupas,
then, see themselves as engaging in a new kind of process, opening up the okupa
form to diverse social actors and using dialogue with local authorities to stabilize
the occupied space. As a result, the okupa is excised from the social center—the
CSOA has become the CSA, and occupation is no longer seen as essential to the
political project.4
This is, for obvious reasons, a contentions distinction. Many criticize the “second generation” for selling out, for becoming yet another non-threatening provider
of social services that, in exchange for their own legitimation, reciprocally legitimize the state and facilitate its austerity regime.
What’s interesting about this periodization is that, although these “second generation” theorists, heavily influenced by the thought of autonomist Marxists like
Antonio Negri, are attentive to the increasingly precarious conditions of labor and
life in late capitalism, they at times seem to bypass the ways that the okupa could
be, and in fact is being, used to satisfy the acute needs of the increasingly precarious population—the unemployed, the underemployed, the foreclosed on. In these
writings, the social center appears first and foremost as a site of political organizing and autonomous cultural/knowledge production. This is important work, but it
doesn’t quite capture the shift that is taking place in the okupa movement in the
recently occupied Corralas in Sevilla or, for that matter, the SAT’s occupied farms
and supermarket expropriations.
Before 15-M, there was a chant that was commonly used when okupas were
threatened with eviction: ¡Un desalojo, otra okupación! If you evict us, we’ll just
occupy another building. At the rally outside the newly occupied Corrala Alegría,
there was a new chant: ¡Un desahucio, una okupación! For every foreclosure that
you enforce against us, we will fill an empty building with people. The change is
small but significant. While both slogans take as their point of departure the
ruined landscape of the city in crisis, in the first case what is at stake is the reproduction of the okupa itself. In the second, however, the shift in emphasis from eviction of an okupa to foreclosure of a resident speaks to the reproduction of precarious communities, to a new strategy of people simply and straightforwardly seizing
what they need to survive while simultaneously attacking the system that ensures
their precarity. In this way, the Corralas are linked to the SAT’s supermarket

actions by more than the fact that they received some of the expropriated food—
they designate, if not another “generation,” then certainly a reinvigorated okupa
formation, primed for austerity capitalism.
*
Not much usually happens in Sevilla in August, when the temperature consistently
rises above 100 degrees and many residents head for the coast to escape the heat.
But austerity doesn’t wait around. On September 1, the most recent austerity
measure imposed by the Spanish government, a 3 percent hike in the sales tax,
went into effect. If recent actions in Sevilla are any sign, this could mark the
beginning of a new wave of okupas, the front line in the struggle against austerity.
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1. The earnest lexicographers of the Real Academia Española helpfully note that the
letter k “reflects a willful transgression of orthographic norms.”
2. Some relevant statistics: Spain has the highest rate of unemployment in Europe, and
Andalusia for its part has the highest rate of unemployment in Spain, at about 10 percent
above the national average of 25 percent. Using census data, the Spanish daily El País
reported earlier this year that about 6 million housing units, representing about 20 percent
of all residential housing in the country, are currently empty, nearly double the figure from a
decade ago. According to Juan Manuel Sánchez Gordillo, the leader of the SAT, Andalucia has
650,000 empty housing units and 350,000 families without a home. In the last year, there
were 60,000 foreclosures in Spain, 3,000 of them in Sevilla alone.
3. The media strategy obviously hasn’t convinced everybody. The grumpy old man-like persona who writes the ANTI-OKUPAS blog continues to churn out 40–50 rambling posts a year.
4. The displacement of occupation is evident in the subtitle of an interesting book
recently published by a group of “second generation” occupiers and theorists in Málaga:
Autonomía y metrópolis: Del movimiento okupa a los centros sociales de segunda generación
(Málaga: Cedma, 2008). The introduction and conclusion (also available in an English translation here) have been particularly helpful for understanding the history of the okupa movement in Spain and Europe more generally.
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C OMM UN IQU É FROM A N A B SEN T FUTURE

RESEARCH
AND
DESTROY

I
Like the society to which it has played the faithful servant, the university is bankrupt. This bankruptcy is not only financial. It is the index of a more fundamental
insolvency, one both political and economic, which has been a long time in the
making. No one knows what the university is for anymore. We feel this intuitively.
Gone is the old project of creating a cultured and educated citizenry; gone, too, the
special advantage the degree-holder once held on the job market. These are now
fantasies, spectral residues that cling to the poorly maintained halls.
Incongruous architecture, the ghosts of vanished ideals, the vista of a dead
future: these are the remains of the university. Among these remains, most of us
are little more than a collection of querulous habits and duties. We go through the
motions of our tests and assignments with a kind of thoughtless and immutable
obedience propped up by subvocalized resentments. Nothing is interesting, nothing can make itself felt. The world-historical with its pageant of catastrophe is no
more real than the windows in which it appears.
For those whose adolescence was poisoned by the nationalist hysteria following
September 11th, public speech is nothing but a series of lies and public space a
place where things might explode (though they never do). Afflicted by the vague
desire for something to happen—without ever imagining we could make it happen
ourselves—we were rescued by the bland homogeneity of the internet, finding
refuge among friends we never see, whose entire existence is a series of exclamations and silly pictures, whose only discourse is the gossip of commodities. Safety,
then, and comfort have been our watchwords. We slide through the flesh world
without being touched or moved. We shepherd our emptiness from place to place.
But we can be grateful for our destitution: demystification is now a condition,
not a project. University life finally appears as just what it has always been: a
machine for producing compliant producers and consumers. Even leisure is a form
of job training. The idiot crew of the frat houses drink themselves into a stupor
with all the dedication of lawyers working late at the office. Kids who smoked

weed and cut class in high-school now pop Adderall and get to work. We power the
diploma factory on the treadmills in the gym. We run tirelessly in elliptical circles.
It makes little sense, then, to think of the university as an ivory tower in Arcadia, as either idyllic or idle. “Work hard, play hard” has been the over-eager motto
of a generation in training for . . . what?—drawing hearts in cappuccino foam or
plugging names and numbers into databases. The gleaming techno-future of American capitalism was long ago packed up and sold to China for a few more years of
borrowed junk. A university diploma is now worth no more than a share in General
Motors.
We work and we borrow in order to work and to borrow. And the jobs we work
toward are the jobs we already have. Close to three quarters of students work
while in school, many full-time; for most, the level of employment we obtain while
students is the same that awaits after graduation. Meanwhile, what we acquire
isn’t education; it’s debt. We work to make money we have already spent, and our
future labor has already been sold on the worst market around. Average student
loan debt rose 20 percent in the first five years of the twenty-first century—
80–100 percent for students of color. Student loan volume—a figure inversely proportional to state funding for education—rose by nearly 800 percent from 1977 to
2003. What our borrowed tuition buys is the privilege of making monthly payments
for the rest of our lives. What we learn is the choreography of credit: you can’t
walk to class without being offered another piece of plastic charging 20 percent
interest. Yesterday’s finance majors buy their summer homes with the bleak
futures of today’s humanities majors.
This is the prospect for which we have been preparing since grade-school. Those
of us who came here to have our privilege notarized surrendered our youth to a
barrage of tutors, a battery of psychological tests, obligatory public service ops—
the cynical compilation of half-truths toward a well-rounded application profile. No
wonder we set about destroying ourselves the second we escape the cattle prod of
parental admonition. On the other hand, those of us who came here to transcend
the economic and social disadvantages of our families know that for every one of
us who “makes it,” ten more take our place—that the logic here is zero-sum. And
anyway, socioeconomic status remains the best predictor of student achievement.
Those of us the demographics call “immigrants,” “minorities,” and “people of
color” have been told to believe in the aristocracy of merit. But we know we are
hated not despite our achievements, but precisely because of them. And we know
that the circuits through which we might free ourselves from the violence of our
origins only reproduce the misery of the past in the present for others, elsewhere.
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If the university teaches us primarily how to be in debt, how to waste our labor
power, how to fall prey to petty anxieties, it thereby teaches us how to be consumers. Education is a commodity like everything else that we want without caring
for. It is a thing, and it makes its purchasers into things. One’s future position in
the system, one’s relation to others, is purchased first with money and then with
the demonstration of obedience. First we pay, then we “work hard.” And there is
the split: one is both the commander and the commanded, consumer and consumed. It is the system itself which one obeys, the cold buildings that enforce subservience. Those who teach are treated with all the respect of an automated messaging system. Only the logic of customer satisfaction obtains here: was the course
easy? Was the teacher hot? Could any stupid asshole get an A? What’s the point of
acquiring knowledge when it can be called up with a few keystrokes? Who needs
memory when we have the internet? A training in thought? You can’t be serious.
A moral preparation? There are anti-depressants for that.
Meanwhile the graduate students, supposedly the most politically enlightened
among us, are also the most obedient. The “vocation” for which they labor is nothing other than a fantasy of falling off the grid, or out of the labor market. Every
grad student is a would be Robinson Crusoe, dreaming of an island economy subtracted from the exigencies of the market. But this fantasy is itself sustained
through an unremitting submission to the market. There is no longer the least felt
contradiction in teaching a totalizing critique of capitalism by day and polishing
one’s job talk by night. That our pleasure is our labor only makes our symptoms
more manageable. Aesthetics and politics collapse courtesy of the substitution
of ideology for history: booze and beaux arts and another seminar on the question
of being, the steady blur of typeface, each pixel paid for by somebody somewhere,
some not-me, not-here, where all that appears is good and all goods appear attainable by credit.
Graduate school is simply the faded remnant of a feudal system adapted to the
logic of capitalism—from the commanding heights of the star professors to the
serried ranks of teaching assistants and adjuncts paid mostly in bad faith. A kind
of monasticism predominates here, with all the Gothic rituals of a Benedictine
abbey, and all the strange theological claims for the nobility of this work, its essential altruism. The underlings are only too happy to play apprentice to the masters,
unable to do the math indicating that nine-tenths of us will teach 4 courses every
semester to pad the paychecks of the one-tenth who sustain the fiction that we
can all be the one. Of course I will be the star, I will get the tenure-track job in a
large city and move into a newly gentrified neighborhood.

We end up interpreting Marx’s 11th thesis on Feuerbach: “The philosophers
have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it.” At best,
we learn the phoenix-like skill of coming to the very limits of critique and perishing there, only to begin again at the seemingly ineradicable root. We admire the
first part of this performance: it lights our way. But we want the tools to break
through that point of suicidal thought, its hinge in practice.
The same people who practice “critique” are also the most susceptible to cynicism. But if cynicism is simply the inverted form of enthusiasm, then beneath every
frustrated leftist academic is a latent radical. The shoulder shrug, the dulled face,
the squirm of embarrassment when discussing the fact that the US murdered a
million Iraqis between 2003 and 2006, that every last dime squeezed from America’s poorest citizens is fed to the banking industry, that the seas will rise, billions
will die and there’s nothing we can do about it—this discomfited posture comes
from feeling oneself pulled between the is and the ought of current left thought.
One feels that there is no alternative, and yet, on the other hand, that another
world is possible.
We will not be so petulant. The synthesis of these positions is right in front
of us: another world is not possible; it is necessary. The ought and the is are one.
The collapse of the global economy is here and now.

II
The university has no history of its own; its history is the history of capital. Its
essential function is the reproduction of the relationship between capital and
labor. Though not a proper corporation that can be bought and sold, that pays revenue to its investors, the public university nonetheless carries out this function as
efficiently as possible by approximating ever more closely the corporate form of its
bedfellows. What we are witnessing now is the endgame of this process, whereby
the façade of the educational institution gives way altogether to corporate streamlining.
Even in the golden age of capitalism that followed after World War II and lasted
until the late 1960s, the liberal university was already subordinated to capital. At
the apex of public funding for higher education, in the 1950s, the university was
already being redesigned to produce technocrats with the skill-sets necessary to
defeat “communism” and sustain US hegemony. Its role during the Cold War was
to legitimate liberal democracy and to reproduce an imaginary society of free and
equal citizens—precisely because no one was free and no one was equal.
But if this ideological function of the public university was at least well-funded
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after the Second World War, that situation changed irreversibly in the 1960s, and
no amount of social-democratic heel-clicking will bring back the dead world of the
post-war boom. Between 1965 and 1980 profit rates began to fall, first in the US,
then in the rest of the industrializing world. Capitalism, it turned out, could not
sustain the good life it made possible. For capital, abundance appears as overproduction, freedom from work as unemployment. Beginning in the 1970s, capitalism
entered into a terminal downturn in which permanent work was casualized and
working-class wages stagnated, while those at the top were temporarily rewarded
for their obscure financial necromancy, which has itself proved unsustainable.
For public education, the long downturn meant the decline of tax revenues due
to both declining rates of economic growth and the prioritization of tax-breaks
for beleaguered corporations. The raiding of the public purse struck California
and the rest of the nation in the 1970s. It has continued to strike with each downward declension of the business cycle. Though it is not directly beholden to the
market, the university and its corollaries are subject to the same cost-cutting logic
as other industries: declining tax revenues have made inevitable the casualization
of work. Retiring professors make way not for tenure-track jobs but for precariously employed teaching assistants, adjuncts, and lecturers who do the same work
for much less pay. Tuition increases compensate for cuts while the jobs students
pay to be trained for evaporate.
In the midst of the current crisis, which will be long and protracted, many on
the left want to return to the golden age of public education. They naïvely imagine
that the crisis of the present is an opportunity to demand the return of the past.
But social programs that depended upon high profit rates and vigorous economic
growth are gone. We cannot be tempted to make futile grabs at the irretrievable
while ignoring the obvious fact that there can be no autonomous “public university” in a capitalist society. The university is subject to the real crisis of capitalism,
and capital does not require liberal education programs. The function of the university has always been to reproduce the working class by training future workers
according to the changing needs of capital. 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. We cannot free the university from the exigencies of the market by calling for the return of the public education system. We live
out the terminus of the very market logic upon which that system was founded.
The only autonomy we can hope to attain exists beyond capitalism.
What this means for our struggle is that we can’t go backward. The old student
struggles are the relics of a vanished world. In the 1960s, as the post-war boom

was just beginning to unravel, radicals within the confines of the university understood that another world was possible. Fed up with technocratic management,
wanting to break the chains of a conformist society, and rejecting alienated work
as unnecessary in an age of abundance, students tried to align themselves with
radical sections of the working class. But their mode of radicalization, too tenuously connected to the economic logic of capitalism, prevented that alignment
from taking hold. Because their resistance to the Vietnam war focalized critique
upon capitalism as a colonial war-machine, but insufficiently upon its exploitation
of domestic labor, students were easily split off from a working class facing different problems. In the twilight era of the post-war boom, the university was not subsumed by capital to the degree that it is now, and students were not as intensively
proletarianized by debt and a devastated labor market.
That is why our struggle is fundamentally different. The poverty of student life
has become terminal: there is no promised exit. If the economic crisis of the 1970s
emerged to break the back of the political crisis of the 1960s, the fact that today
the economic crisis precedes the coming political uprising means we may finally
supersede the cooptation and neutralization of those past struggles. There will be
no return to normal.

III
We seek to push the university struggle to its limits.
Though we denounce the privatization of the university and its authoritarian
system of governance, we do not seek structural reforms. We demand not a free
university but a free society. A free university in the midst of a capitalist society is
like a reading room in a prison; it serves only as a distraction from the misery of
daily life. Instead we seek to channel the anger of the dispossessed students and
workers into a declaration of war.
We must begin by preventing the university from functioning. We must interrupt the normal flow of bodies and things and bring work and class to a halt. We
will blockade, occupy, and take what’s ours. Rather than viewing such disruptions
as obstacles to dialogue and mutual understanding, we see them as what we have
to say, as how we are to be understood. This is the only meaningful position to take
when crises lay bare the opposing interests at the foundation of society. Calls for
unity are fundamentally empty. There is no common ground between those who
uphold the status quo and those who seek to destroy it.
The university struggle is one among many, one sector where a new cycle of
refusal and insurrection has begun—in workplaces, neighborhoods, and slums.
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All of our futures are linked, and so our movement will have to join with these others, breeching the walls of the university compounds and spilling into the streets.
In recent weeks Bay Area public school teachers, BART employees, and unemployed have threatened demonstrations and strikes. Each of these movements
responds to a different facet of capitalism’s reinvigorated attack on the working
class in a moment of crisis. Viewed separately, each appears small, near-sighted,
without hope of success. Taken together, however, they suggest the possibility of
widespread refusal and resistance. Our task is to make plain the common conditions that, like a hidden water table, feed each struggle.
We have seen this kind of upsurge in the recent past, a rebellion that starts in
the classrooms and radiates outward to encompass the whole of society. Just two
years ago the anti-CPE movement in France, combating a new law that enabled
employers to fire young workers without cause, brought huge numbers into the
streets. High school and university students, teachers, parents, rank and file union
members, and unemployed youth from the banlieues found themselves together
on the same side of the barricades. (This solidarity was often fragile, however. The
riots of immigrant youth in the suburbs and university students in the city centers
never merged, and at times tensions flared between the two groups.) French students saw through the illusion of the university as a place of refuge and enlightenment and acknowledged that they were merely being trained to work. They took
to the streets as workers, protesting their precarious futures. Their position tore
down the partitions between the schools and the workplaces and immediately
elicited the support of many wage workers and unemployed people in a mass gesture of proletarian refusal.
As the movement developed it manifested a growing tension between revolution
and reform. Its form was more radical than its content. While the rhetoric of the
student leaders focused merely on a return to the status quo, the actions of the
youth—the riots, the cars overturned and set on fire, the blockades of roads and
railways, and the waves of occupations that shut down high schools and universities—announced the extent of the new generation’s disillusionment and rage.
Despite all of this, however, the movement quickly disintegrated when the CPE law
was eventually dropped. While the most radical segment of the movement sought
to expand the rebellion into a general revolt against capitalism, they could not
secure significant support and the demonstrations, occupations, and blockades
dwindled and soon died. Ultimately the movement was unable to transcend the limitations of reformism.
The Greek uprising of December 2008 broke through many of these limitations

and marked the beginning of a new cycle of class struggle. Initiated by students
in response to the murder of an Athens youth by police, the uprising consisted of
weeks of rioting, looting, and occupations of universities, union offices, and television stations. Entire financial and shopping districts burned, and what the movement lacked in numbers it made up in its geographical breadth, spreading from city
to city to encompass the whole of Greece. As in France it was an uprising of youth,
for whom the economic crisis represented a total negation of the future. Students,
precarious workers, and immigrants were the protagonists, and they were able to
achieve a level of unity that far surpassed the fragile solidarities of the anti-CPE
movement.
Just as significantly, they made almost no demands. While of course some
demonstrators sought to reform the police system or to critique specific government policies, in general they asked for nothing at all from the government,
the university, the workplaces, or the police. Not because they considered this a
better strategy, but because they wanted nothing that any of these institutions
could offer. Here content aligned with form; whereas the optimistic slogans that
appeared everywhere in French demonstrations jarred with the images of burning
cars and broken glass, in Greece the rioting was the obvious means to begin to
enact the destruction of an entire political and economic system.
Ultimately the dynamics that created the uprising also established its limit.
It was made possible by the existence of a sizeable radical infrastructure in urban
areas, in particular the Exarchia neighborhood in Athens. The squats, bars, cafes,
and social centers, frequented by students and immigrant youth, created the milieu
out of which the uprising emerged. However, this milieu was alien to most middleaged wage workers, who did not see the struggle as their own. Though many
expressed solidarity with the rioting youth, they perceived it as a movement of
entrants—that is, of that portion of the proletariat that sought entrance to the
labor market but was not formally employed in full-time jobs. The uprising, strong
in the schools and the immigrant suburbs, did not spread to the workplaces.
Our task in the current struggle will be to make clear the contradiction between
form and content and to create the conditions for the transcendence of reformist
demands and the implementation of a truly communist content. As the unions and
student and faculty groups push their various “issues,” we must increase the tension until it is clear that we want something else entirely. We must constantly
expose the incoherence of demands for democratization and transparency. What
good is it to have the right to see how intolerable things are, or to elect those who
will screw us over? We must leave behind the culture of student activism, with its
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moralistic mantras of non-violence and its fixation on single-issue causes. The only
success with which we can be content is the abolition of the capitalist mode of
production and the certain immiseration and death which it promises for the 21st
century. All of our actions must push us towards communization; that is, the reorganization of society according to a logic of free giving and receiving, and the
immediate abolition of the wage, the value-form, compulsory labor, and exchange.
Occupation will be a critical tactic in our struggle, but we must resist the tendency
to use it in a reformist way. The different strategic uses of occupation became
clear this past January when students occupied a building at the New School in
New York. A group of friends, mostly graduate students, decided to take over the
Student Center and claim it as a liberated space for students and the public. Soon
others joined in, but many of them preferred to use the action as leverage to win
reforms, in particular to oust the school’s president. These differences came to a
head as the occupation unfolded. While the student reformers were focused on
leaving the building with a tangible concession from the administration, others
shunned demands entirely. They saw the point of occupation as the creation of a
momentary opening in capitalist time and space, a rearrangement that sketched
the contours of a new society. We side with this anti-reformist position. While
we know these free zones will be partial and transitory, the tensions they expose
between the real and the possible can push the struggle in a more radical direction.
We intend to employ this tactic until it becomes generalized. In 2001 the first
Argentine piqueteros suggested the form the people’s struggle there should take:
road blockades which brought to a halt the circulation of goods from place to
place. Within months this tactic spread across the country without any formal
coordination between groups. In the same way repetition can establish occupation
as an instinctive and immediate method of revolt taken up both inside and outside
the university. We have seen a new wave of takeovers in the U.S. over the last year,
both at universities and workplaces: New School and NYU, as well as the workers
at Republic Windows Factory in Chicago, who fought the closure of their factory
by taking it over. Now it is our turn.
To accomplish our goals we cannot rely on those groups which position themselves as our representatives. We are willing to work with unions and student associations when we find it useful, but we do not recognize their authority. We must
act on our own behalf directly, without mediation. We must break with any groups
that seek to limit the struggle by telling us to go back to work or class, to negotiate, to reconcile. This was also the case in France. The original calls for protest
were made by the national high school and university student associations and by

some of the trade unions. Eventually, as the representative groups urged calm,
others forged ahead. And in Greece the unions revealed their counter-revolutionary
character by cancelling strikes and calling for restraint.
As an alternative to being herded by representatives, we call on students
and workers to organize themselves across trade lines. We urge undergraduates,
teaching assistants, lecturers, faculty, service workers, and staff to begin meeting
together to discuss their situation. The more we begin talking to one another and
finding our common interests, the more difficult it becomes for the administration
to pit us against each other in a hopeless competition for dwindling resources. The
recent struggles at NYU and the New School suffered from the absence of these
deep bonds, and if there is a lesson to be learned from them it is that we must
build dense networks of solidarity based upon the recognition of a shared enemy.
These networks not only make us resistant to recuperation and neutralization, but
also allow us to establish new kinds of collective bonds. These bonds are the real
basis of our struggle.
We’ll see you at the barricades.
2009
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O UR B OD I E S, O UR CO M MU N A L SELV E S

JANFERIE

This is a project of memory. Perhaps all generations have felt that the intense

STONE

experiences of youth have been drained of importance, that the recital of “the
times when” is only the mumbling of veterans. I suspect that for those who once
staked a claim in the counterculture, this self-doubt marks the workings of ideology in society at large, subsuming waves of accomplishment, as if they left no tide
lines on the beach of history. While self-doubt grows, the world has spiraled back
into an eerie and painful déjà vu. Our country is still at war. And if the ’60s were
the years of the silent spring, now we are in the drought summer, where the toxic
chemicals and resource guzzlers of progress manifest in widening oscillations of
storm, spill, and fire. At every border, people clad in their “isms” of difference are
on the move because there is no choice.
How does understanding the movements of forty years ago affect how we view
the world today? Does describing “what was” illuminate other paths in the shadows
that darken this century? Narrating the past against social movements whose outlines can now be discerned opens up the space of now to possibility, and to a sense
of the self as an actor in changing what shall be. But perhaps we have had this
sense before. Then we were young; now surely we are seasoned.
How to convey the momentum, perhaps some of the reasons, for the back-tothe-land movement? Forty years ago, in a utopian pulse that was embodied rather
than thought through, some of a generation spun out from urban desk jobs, university cooperatives, and communal houses to the ridgelines and watersheds of a
beckoning land. This was land we wished to know more intimately, certainly more
slowly, than that seen through the windows of a car on a superhighway that has
grown ever wider, engulfing more and more lanes of being.
This movement did not go entirely unchronicled at the time, or since. There
were the reporters, the sociologists, the assorted academicians, the historians. Several documenters of the communal movement suggest that the reason many communards gave for having joined a commune, urban or rural, was the idea of a consensual community, a community of and by choice. Having polled my friends, I
would suggest additional phases of communal formation that recurred as individu-

als found common ground with others. The first phase was the impulse to physicality. As one friend put it, “I’m not sure that there was reason or rationale . . . I was
so much into my body and discovering what I could do, how I could manifest in real
ways in the physical world, that I was on the move until I found a group of people,
until I found a place where I could start to build a house, where I could acquire the
skills to take care of myself.” Taking care of oneself, the body and the soul, with the
mind perhaps reaching for control, but as often as not letting go, to see what would
emerge. We moved from one communal situation to the next until the fit between
individual and group became proximate and conscious. We learned what was possible through a practice that shifted and flowed, a flight from and a flight toward.
The communal movement must be posed against our sense of the world as a
dangerous place. Our dreams were reft by images of nuclear holocaust; some were
young enough to be of the generation asked to hide under desks during the Cuban
Missile Crisis. We had bomb shelter visions of a world that, if poisoned, might begin
anew. Humanity, cleansed by “limited nuclear engagement,” tutored by destruction,
might make better choices in such a future. With the bodies of young men on line
for the morass of the Vietnam War, with American cities setting fire breaks against
racial conflagration, we were bodies, almost without volition, moving away from the
flames of intensifying societal alienation. Our eyes opened through the mind-bends
of drugs (from marijuana to LSD), we saw the world as disintegrating. We thought
that in a community of scale, we could pick up the pieces, we could create if not a
new society then an On the Beach fulfillment of each day that we had yet to live.
We could take care of ourselves. We could read how to do it. The books on our
shelves as college students including utopian visions, Thoreau, and the wash of
eastern spiritualism from Krishnamurti to D.T. Suzuki, inspired the movement to
practice, inspired a rejection of man over nature and the embrace of the human
within the natural world. Writers such as N. Scott Momaday took up the cause of
the buried heart of Native American cultures, the land itself. The way to knowing
seemed to be rooted in the spaces we crossed into, as we left the asphalt jungles,
sliding along the happenstance road of the thumb, catching glimpses of places we
might “be in” from the rear seats of VW buses.
My memories of urban communes are fragmented and sketchy at best. Once I
had left the tree-lined suburbs where I was raised and turned from the communal
kitchens of urban student housing as being too tame, I pursued roads where the
line runs out, the dotted line of the highway stuttering down to the ruts of old logging roads and the barely compressed trails left by deer in forests that leaned and
talked.

236

It is not that I did not pass through cities on my journeys, but that when I did, I
scraped by uneasy patches of peoples’ parks, the hardscrabble areas around downtown bus zones. I encountered young black entrepreneurs of sex and revolution,
heard them shouting after me, “You . . . You’re all the same . . .” as I exited halls of
blighted concrete. Always I was moving out, one of the gantlet of sign holders
along Berkeley’s University Avenue, or Van Ness in San Francisco, as we thumbed
rides across the bridges, through the tunnels into the flood widened valleys and upthrusts of Northern California.
The majority of those who moved to rural communes came from middle-class
backgrounds, the mom-dad-and-siblings nuclear family. While one might posit that
communards came from loving family environments that gave them the ability to
trust and develop in novel solutions, a “not quite!” would be in order here. While
some came from working-class, socially conscious families, others came from the
unit where Dad sold his soul each day in the graysuit world, where Mom coffeeclatched the hours away and perhaps they met for the cocktail hour; we certainly
dreamt of any other way of doing intimacy. Perhaps we had read Margaret Mead,
perhaps we heard that other societies had different approaches to sexuality, to
love, and we could too, these were our bodies. If we did not hear it, then we felt
it as we moved in a heady mix of drugs and rock ’n’ roll. Woodstock, New York
artists’ lofts, desert dwellings in Santa Fe, Summer of Love, San Francisco. Drugs
initiated a discontinuity from the strictures of straight American culture. We
curved. A period of experimentations was on and one did not go it alone. As for
young women? We had the Pill; we had time. While some women would take the
freedom of being able to plan for reproduction to begin the ascent of corporate,
professional, and academic ladders, others took the opportunity to grasp simpler
tools and know their bodies in different ways. Life had to go back, it had to unwind
the double helix of industrialization and capitalism; it had to be simple and on the
land. We were North Americans out to retrace our history, ironically replicating all
the impulses and misperceptions of European ancestors when they came to this
land. Like them, we thought that the lands we came to homestead were “empty.”
Finding that place was the next phase of communal formation.
Back-to-the-landers moved into spaces vacated by family-farms made obsolete
by industrial agriculture, to properties with one canted house, the whistling barns
that had housed one horse, some cows, the lean-tos for meat cattle, the folds for
sheep and the rickety sheds of chicken enterprises. Acres planted to Christmas
trees, choked on lost harvest opportunities. This was land farmed while men
earned as they could: logging, fishing, or at the mill. Old-timers were ready to let

the acres slip, tired of living upon land underfinanced both in money and in nutrients after the ravages of industrial logging. For a few years, back-to-the-landers
would be able to make a living by cleaning up logged-over land, or running a fishing
boat along the rivers to the open seas. But soon, salmon bearing rivers silted up as
the land washed to the sea with the second, third, fourth cuts of forested slopes.
We could not entirely submerge ourselves in the practices of the earth. There
were the tenuous ties. We thought of the cities as the counterpoint to our daily
reality. Many of us had been in the Bay Area as students. Some had confronted riot
police in Oakland, or the turtled-Roman squads on Sproul Plaza, or had skirted
clouds of tear gas at San Francisco State. Some were refugees from the law after
such actions, in hiding from draft boards, or even AWOL from deployment in ’Nam.
Some carried the broken bodies of return from that war, the lesions on soul and
body. Everything neared the edge. Free speech, free love, spiritual streams from
afar, drugs that broke the conditioning of the labor-all-the-day world, and then
because we could, because we had not known want, we followed into a dream of
country where our bodies worked.
As I moved from commune to commune on the coast, those who surrounded me
mirrored back pale skin, darkening in sun and dirt. We were sliding into voluntary
poverty, paring down need until it could be filled by direct application of our hands.
We spoke in the words of a finished or abandoned university rhetoric, expressing
desires to do, to build, to experience in the sinews of arms and the cracks of skins,
enter the elements, water and fire, feel wood and dirt. Our hands thickened as we
laid down pens and took up hammers and hoes. Yet this impulse to work the body
did not answer the question, “Why a (hippy) commune?” asked by many of our parents (the hippy adjective gulped upon or omitted). The impulse to physical experience was the first phase; working out the project and where, was the second stage,
although often simultaneous, perhaps preceded by the phase “with whom”?
Perhaps like-minded individuals formed a commune for an expressed purpose,
whether spiritual or ideological or economic. Some communes formed around a
charismatic individual. The Farm in Tennessee met these standards of a conscious
decision, arrived at through Stephen Gaskin’s Monday Night Class at San Francisco
State. We who were less organized in thought and deed read their narratives with a
little envy and yes, a little suspicion too of the rhetoric and the “guru.” Reasons to
join a commune could be framed as ideological reactions against mainstream corporate America, or within relational spheres, seeking answers to social challenges,
or for personal reasons such as love of a partner or family, or sometimes simply for
convenience. A place to rest one’s head on rainy nights could be economically deci-
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sive. At first, happenstance figured large in the restless movements that eddied
and coalesced at any moment in any place, the crashpad culture. The more serious
attempts at radical reformation of ownership and social roles arose in response to
such drop-in situations and subsequent attempts to organize joint labor on a piece
of land.
The discontinuity experience of drugs opened a way into communities in Northern California where the “high” experience was shared among the grouped individuals. Jentri Anders, writing of the Mateel region, calls this a feedback loop in which
“the changes in worldview deepened and broadened and were reinforced by the
experience of living in [isolated communities] and interacting principally with others undergoing similar changes.” Anders locates a crucial element of the shift in
worldview within the relationship of self to nonself, the placement of human within
nature rather than in domination of it. The steep forested lands of Northern California taught the body simply by scale that human tool making was not always
enough to control fire and flood. Another aspect of the self and nonself entailed
relations with other creatures: the cow swinging her head through the corn patch,
deer in the peas, the bear in the compost pile, the mountain lion on the riding trail,
the raven gurgling derision from the high tree. But relations with other humans
were what took the time. Communes formed as works in progress, applying tension
to the strands of personal autonomy and social order, designs of the family and
re/production.
The notion of “family” had to expand in range, beyond the knotted units
from whence we came, to include arrangements such as singlehood, coupled
(legally sanctioned or not), gay or bisexual, single parenting, parenting by couples
(straight or gay), serial monogamy, and multi-adult households. In processes of
self-discovery, no individual position was fixed. In a culture that encouraged the
movement toward desire, working through the emotion and pain inherent in shifting relationships came to be seen as positive for growth. “Family” was to be consciously chosen as a qualitative relationship rather than mere biology or replication
of dysfunctional kin networks. This family was a sense of the word to be sought
for. Examining family was part of the third phase of communal involvement.
The impulse for many groups that either bought or moved onto a piece of land
was to set up childrearing situations where children had access to more than the
two adult roles (as in a nuclear family template). Many of the communal cohort
sought to untangle their emotional formations around alienation experienced in
their childhood; this impulse toward personal growth expanded into a consideration of family structures and the work ethos, taking on the age old issues of repro-

duction and production. The fourth phase of communal life. An old fashioned sense
of economics. Householding, within the circle.
Many communes recognized that enterprises requiring hours spent working off
the land base were counterproductive to cohesion within the community. This was
especially true in rural areas where most jobs were traditionally filled by males:
bucking hay for the old-timer neighbors, logging, undertaking large scale building
projects. Such working “out” replicated gender roles absorbed in nuclear-family
childhoods about the female domestic vs. the male public labor division. Women
who chose not to postpone childbearing (after all it was the ultimate in-body experience) found themselves caught between progress on equality in labor roles and
the seductions of childbearing.
Not least of the labors we undertook as women was that of conscious pregnancy,
childbirth, and mothering, assisted by partners who wished more connections with
their children than they had known with their fathers. Home-birthing was not incidental to the richness of community formation. Presence in the first moments of
a child’s life could act as a bonding mechanism. How many times did a woman say
that “anyone” could be at the birth, until the day when hormonal and emotional
tides dictated otherwise? One’s fellow communards were only theoretically equal
for a mother in the reality of such deeply felt birth energy. And childbearing itself,
the dedication to home-birth, to unmedicated experience, was a practice played out
against a technological model of birth in which the mother was alienated from her
own body and her child. Several women, labeled “unwed mothers,” had experienced
the humiliation of going into labor in the common wards of large city hospitals.
After hours stretching into nights and days of pain-filled endurance, doctors administered drugs to numb and alienate mothers psychically from their bodies in the
final hours of bearing their child. Our response was that birth should never be that
way again. Women and their partners widened their reading to La Maze, Frederic
Le Boyer, and the how-to manuals of Ella Mae Gaskin. They prepared for, wrote, and
photographed the raw birth experience. They worked the supposed pain, past fear,
to sublime experience. Moving to the country did not solve the problems of getting
help with childbirth, but it did pose the problem at a smaller scale, more amenable
to individual and group campaigns for change. This was one way the communal circle moved experiential learning out into the wider local community, the fifth phase
of the communal enterprise. Such movement hoped to fulfill the needs of the inner
communal group but also to change the local mindset.
Women had to mobilize as consumers within a “birth” market to create birth
centers within hospitals or to recruit trained midwives to the area, lest they take on
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the risks of homebirth and the possible injury or death of a child. One of the first
exploratory birth centers was at the Mendocino Coast Hospital. Until such support
systems were in place, a few communal groups experienced first hand the pain of
child-loss at birth or soon after. Advice from elders was a rarity, for neighboring
women had experienced pregnancy as pathology, an experience they had endured
and forgotten as soon as possible. Attuned to our bodies, from a generation with little experience with death, we had few emotional defenses. Healing from child-loss
was slow, a process grounded in physical labor and group support. And if we supported each other as best we could in loss, it was more joyful to cohere around
ideas of nurture and life.
We had to contend with the labor dichotomies that arose in childrearing. Experiencing the body meant a dedication to nursing the baby and, moreover, continuing
to nurse children for (years) longer than met approval in society at large. Women
could and did care for and nurse other women’s children. But it was impossible for
males to attend to infants for long until mothers were freed from direct nursing by
the widespread importation (from Europe) of simple suction breast pumps. But this
was not until the late ’70s. These pumps met the demand of women who desired
both more autonomy and the best nurture (that is, breast milk) for their child. Until
that time, breastfeeding often meant that mothers were more routinely tied to the
domestic spheres, for we soon discovered that the childcare of young infants or
adventurous toddlers did not always mesh safely with building or mechanical projects. Women could and did try to learn these traditionally male domains, but the
demands of childcare curtailed the length of their work shifts.
Disciplining children was always a make or break issue in the lived reality of the
Big House or Land. In my experience, while discipline was often a subject at the
weekly meetings, it remained one of the thorniest issues, provoking high emotions
and firing deeply implanted circuits from past family lives. Children had a spectacular ability to project the unresolved issues (emotional and social) of their parents.
Moreover, within their own cohorts, they participated in games of hierarchy and
dominance that always challenged the apparently orderly surface of adult interactions. A searing kind of jealousy and resentment could rear its head. Such issues
required research in child rearing literature and consultation within and outside
the community. But raising children was ultimately about raising oneself. The best
model that many of us could tap was an imagined one—we were attempting to
reestablish the extended family kin networks of an agrarian past. Where the industrial revolution posed the nuclear family as the mobile labor unit, we looked for our
children to become cousin-brothers and sisters, and we worked to bind those rela-

tionships with land and place. As the children grew, such issues of group formation
and discipline evolved into discussions of education and toward the formation of
schools, either within the land base (as with the Whale School at Table Mountain)
or in nearby communities. Parental groups recruited Montessori or Waldorf teachers to the area in an active engagement of modes of teaching and evolving curricula to integrate all the senses in the education of children.
Many secular communes were set up on quasi-economic bases to devote individual selves to communal living for its own sake as a way of institutionalizing within
and around a chosen domestic place. Secular communes, with a cohesive, narrated
group identity, emerged and existed for certain amounts of time. They expected to
work as house-holding, landholding families, and that these holdings could function as the world in which the majority of their social interactions took place. How
long such a group could last hinged on land base, scale, and location. The reality of
the external economy meant that ultimately small communities could not function
autonomously. The degree of autonomy they could maintain was directly related to
the distance from urban centers, their isolation from neighbors, and the viability of
the agricultural or economic enterprise. In Northern California, these same factors,
in conjunction with personal predilection, influenced the choice to grow cannabis, which theoretically would allow the communal situation to be released from
daily economic interaction with mainstream society. Ironically, illegal cultivation
entailed inherent drives to secrecy and individual endeavor, even paranoia, which
divided rather than promoted the coherence of the communal enterprise. At least
three communes on the Mendocino coast ruled against any large-scale cultivation
for these reasons.
I elide many issues that were crucial in the evolution or devolution of other
communes. Economic issues, “who puts what and how much into the pot?” created
resentment in the long term. While I have cited anger on the interface of childadult relations, I have not discussed the more volatile emotions of jealousy and
anger in adult relations. Jealousy could spread within a community, linked to the
pasts of individuals and their unmet emotional needs, on soap-operatic scales that
consumed them and splintered groups. The most common reasons for individuals
to leave communes were sexual involvements and relationship fallouts that could
not be resolved. While we might try for a greater openness and honesty in relationship, there were many times when it seemed we could do no more than replicate
what we most abhorred in the previous generation. Our own mode of partner swapping could drain the sex and family of loving intention. Falling in love could be
addictive. Moreover, women within the open sex equation found their bodies carry-
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ing the load of STDs, with long-term consequences for health and fertility. There
was no such thing as free love; women paid for it. Our bodies were the petri dishes
that fed a new medical understanding of the number and reach of sexual disease
cultures. Women became herbalists and healers of necessity and in rueful acknowledgment of the warnings of their foremothers. The deepest scars came as the first
wave of AIDS in the ’80s carried off children, first an androgynous teenager, then a
daughter, and then women with grown children and grandchildren, who (unknowing) had chosen bisexual lovers.
This overview has touched on issues of communal formation, the lived bodies
moving beyond the discontinuity break of consciousness initiated by drugs, the
desire for artisanal competence, family formation on chosen land, the role of birth
and breastfeeding in gender roles and work, and the difficult/joyful process of raising children in a group; it has barely touched on the mechanisms of conflict resolution, group work parties, and interaction with the neighbors. I have suggested a
series of phases: first, the individual impulse to physical experience; second, the
formation of the land project; third, with whom and in what family formation;
fourth, economics and labor (developing competence in both physical and social
interactions); fifth, expansion to the outer community to provide for group needs
and effect change in a wider arena. The next (but one on-going from the first)
phase might be labeled therapy: how to resolve ongoing tensions, amassed over
years, between individual and group desires or investments. Group meetings
addressed these, yet concessions and buried resentments piled up incrementally,
until the impulse to do something, rather than talk it out one more time, moved
individuals to say to themselves “Leave Now.” In leaving, the next phase of communal interaction comes into being: assessment. What did, does, it all mean?
How is the success of a commune to be measured . . . by its longevity or by the
quality of interactions described by participants? While some communes formed
with a specific purpose, a particular utopian narrative, the back-to-the-land movement might be better characterized as one of “developmental communalism.” At
the second and third phases, did the community have goals that were set out in
some kind of charter, verbal or written? What were the original and long-range
goals? Did the community fulfill its goals or does success sometimes lie in unintended qualities arising from the relationships, especially among the children? How
have people inside and outside the community benefited? Tracing the long-term
societal results of even short time commitments to communal living is to feel one’s
way along a web of interconnections. While rural communes did sometimes structure themselves for accepting new members from the networks of travelers, they

were not always concerned with boundary maintenance (other than keeping good
fences and the animals in) for they found themselves relying on the knowledge of
older neighbors who had been working the land over a lifetime or even generations.
Moreover, with backgrounds in social activism and a growing commitment to
resource conservation (forests and ocean harvest) and concern with providing a
range of options for natural food, health care, and schools, communal offshoots
often formed the core of organizing groups in the wider communities. They wrote
and published small newsletters and magazines to communicate with like-minded
groups, to influence the wider world. They came to initiate networks for organic
food cultivation and distribution within health food collectives. They participated in
action circles for causes as diverse as local elections, community health and dental
clinics, alternative healing and massage centers, elder care, and community-based
schools from the preschool to high school levels, in models ultimately taken up by
the charter school movement. The work on schools was instrumental in expanding
the fictive kin networks and social cohesion for the children. The connection with
the land base meant that the work moved into forestry activism and land acquisition campaigns for watersheds. Over life courses, the original drop-out impulse,
tutored by the land and communal interactions, expanded into networks between
small-scale communities and dynamic ventures in a society construed as open to
change.
People moved onto land forming groups, and off the land as individuals or in
nuclear families. Commune experiences gave them a hard won knowledge of the
embodied enculturation that they had brought to the spaces and a respect for
processes of negotiation that had allowed them to change within them. As they
navigated educational and professional paths, these modes of relating influenced
the structural organization of a growing technology revolution and of contrary politics in arenas as local as county government and as international as support networks for beleaguered peoples in Central and South America. If we had to some
extent dropped out, our government had never ceased being at war. From Guatemala to Rwanda, conflicts and fallouts of military/industrial strategies grew to
genocidal proportions, By the ’90s, the U.S. government moved toward the free
trade agreements that advanced corporate expansion, masked covert wars with
an apparent peace, and belied continued environmental degradation in every part
of a globalizing economy.
On the North Coast, land once managed by the Pomo speakers, then communities of Italian, Portuguese and Finnish immigrants, and then the ’60s counterculture generation, now experienced waves of migration from Mexico and Central
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America. Given historical interactions, how could one untangle the twined strands
of politics and economics in the creation of refugees and their legal or illegal status? Any sensations of having once created a counter to the dominant culture,
islands within the global stream, were counterevidenced by changing faces on the
streets and in our own schools, churches, and businesses.
The challenges of the widening circles of interaction may nevertheless be
addressed by the very processes learned within such active communal experiments,
now examined against the background of decades of war and peace. Communities
of scale, neighborhoods, aware of their land and resources, may be able to address
step-by-step seemingly endless waves of crisis. The impulse to action is now seasoned. On what issues? For which place? With whom? Now there are more generations to engage, but the words and dialogue must be linked to daily practices of
conscious change.
2013
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Despite a long history of exalted appeals to man’s inherent right to resistance,
there has seldom been agreement on how to relate in practice to unjust immoral
laws and the oppressive social order from which they emanate. The conservative,
who does not dispute the validity of revolutions deeply buried in history, invokes
visions of impending anarchy in order to legitimize his demand for absolute obedience. Law and order, with the major emphasis on order, is his watchword. The liberal articulates his sensitivity to certain of society’s intolerable details, but will
almost never prescribe methods of resistance that exceed the limits of legality—
redress through electoral channels is the liberal’s panacea.
In the heat of our pursuit of fundamental human rights, black people have been
continually cautioned to be patient. We are advised that as long as we remain faithful to the existing democratic order, the glorious moment will eventually arrive
when we will come into our own as full-fledged human beings.
But having been taught by bitter experience, we know that there is a glaring
incongruity between democracy and the capitalist economy which is the source of
our ills. Regardless of all rhetoric to the contrary, the people are not the ultimate
matrix of the laws and the system which govern them—certainly not black people
and other nationally oppressed people, but not even the mass of whites. The people
do not exercise decisive control over the determining factors of their lives.
Official assertions that meaningful dissent is always welcome, provided it falls
within the boundaries of legality, are frequently a smokescreen obscuring the invitation to acquiesce in oppression. Slavery may have been unrighteous, the constitutional precision for the enslavement of blacks may have been unjust, but conditions were not to be considered so bearable (especially since they were profitable
to a small circle) as to justify escape and other acts proscribed by law. This was
the import of the fugitive slave laws.
Needless to say, the history of the Unites States has been marred from its
inception by an enormous quantity of unjust laws, far too many expressly bolstering the oppression of black people. Particularized reflections of existing social
inequities, these law have repeatedly born witness to the exploitative and racist

core of the society itself. For blacks, Chicanos, for all nationally oppressed people,
the problem of opposing unjust laws and the social conditions which nourish their
growth, has always had immediate practical implications. Our very survival has frequently been a direct function of our skill in forging effective channels of resistance. In resisting we have societies been compelled to openly violate those laws
which directly or indirectly buttress our oppression. But even containing our resistance within the orbit of legality, we have been labels criminals and have been
methodically persecuted by a racist legal apparatus.
Under the ruthless conditions of slavery, the underground railroad provided the
framework for extra-legal anti-slavery activity pursued by vast numbers of people,
both black and white. Its functioning was in flagrant violations of the fugitive slave
law; those who were apprehended were subjected to sever penalties. Of the innumerable recorded attempts to rescue fugitive slaves from the clutches of slave
catchers, one of the most striking in the case of Anthony Burns, a slave from Virginia, captured in Boston in 1853. A team of his supporters, in attempting to rescue
him by force during the course of his trial, engaged the police in a fierce courtroom
battle. During the gun fight, a prominent Abolitionist, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, was wounded. Although the rescuers were unsuccessful in their efforts, the
impact of this incident “. . . did more to crystallize Northern sentiment against slavery than any other except the exploit of John Brown, ‘and this was the last time a
fugitive slave was taken from Boston. It took 22 companies of state militia, four
platoons of marines, a battalion of United States artillerymen, and the city’s police
force . . . to ensure the performance of this shameful act, the cost of which, the Federal government alone, came to forty thousand dollars.’ ”
Throughout the era of slavery, blacks, as well as progressive whites, repeatedly
discovered that their commitment to the anti-slavery cause frequently entailed the
overt violation of the laws of the land. Even as slavery faded away into a more subtle yet equally pernicious apparatus to dominate black people, “illegal” resistance
was still on the agenda. After the Civil War, Black Codes, successors to the old
Slave Codes, legalized convict labor, prohibited social intercourse between blacks
and whites, gave white employers an excessive degree of control over the private
lives of black workers, and generally codified racism and terror. Naturally, numerous
individual as well as collective acts of resistance prevailed. On many occasions,
blacks formed armed teams to protect themselves form while terrorists who were,
in turn, protected by law enforcement agencies, if not actually identified with them.
By the second decade of the twentieth century, the mass movement, headed by
Marcus Garvey, proclaimed in its Declaration of Rights that black people should not

hesitate to disobey all discriminatory laws. Moreover, the Declaration announced,
they should utilize all means available to them, legal or illegal, to defend themselves
from legalized terror as well as Ku Klux Klan violence. During the era of intense
activity around civil rights issues, systematic disobedience of oppressive laws was
a primary tactic. The sit-ins were organized transgressions of racist legislation.
All these historical instances involving the overt violation of the laws of the land
converge around an unmistakable common denominator. At stake has been the collective welfare and survival of a people. There is a distinct and qualitative difference
between one breaking a law for one’s own individual self-interest and violating it in
the interests of a class of people whose oppression is expressed either directly or
indirectly through that particular law. The former might be called criminal (though
in many instances he is a victim), but the latter, as a reformist or revolutionary, is
interested in universal social change. Captured, he or she is a political prisoner.
The political prisoner’s words or deed have in one from or another embodied
political protests against the established order and have consequently brought him
into acute conflict with the state. In light of the political content of his act, the
“crime” (which may or may not have been committed) assumes a minor importance.
In this country, however, where the special category of political prisoners is not officially acknowledged, the political prisoner inevitably stands trial for a specific criminal offense, not for a political act. Often the so-called crime does not even have a
nominal existence. As in the 1914 murder frame-up of the IWW organizer, Joe Hill,
it is a blatant fabrication, a mere excuse for silencing a militant crusader against
oppression. In all instances, however, the political prisoner has violated the unwritten law which prohibits disturbances and upheavals in the status quo of exploitation
and racism. . This unwritten law has been contested by actually and explicitly breaking a law or by utilizing constitutionally protected channels to educate, agitate, and
organize masses to resist.
A deep-seated ambivalence has always characterized the official response to the
political prisoner. Charged and tried for the criminal act, his guilt is always political
in nature. This ambivalence is perhaps best captured by Judge Webster Thayer’s
comment upon sentencing Bartolomero Vanzetti to fifteen years for an attempted
payroll robbery: “This man, although he may not have actually committed the crime
attributed to him, is nevertheless morally culpable, because he is an enemy of our
existing institutions.” (The very same judge incidentally, sentences Sacco and
Vanzetti to death for a robbery and murder of which they were manifestly innocent). It is not surprising that Nazi Germany’s foremost constitutional lawyers, Carl
Schmitt, advanced the theory which generalized thus a priori culpability. A thief, for
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example, was not necessarily one who had committed an overt act of theft, but
rather one whose character renders him a thief (wer nach seinem wesen win Dieb
ist). Nixon’s and J. Edgar Hoover’s pronouncements lead on to believe that they
would readily accept Schmitt’s fascist legal theory. Anyone who seeks to overthrow
oppressive institutions, whether or not he has engaged in an overt act, is a priori a
criminal who must be buried away in one of America’s dungeons.
Even in all of Martin Luther King’s numerous arrests, he was not so much
charged with the nominal crimes of trespassing, and disturbance of the peace, as
with being enemy of he southern society, an inveterate foe of racism. When Robert
Williams was accused of kidnapping, this charge never managed to conceal his real
offense—the advocacy of black people’s incontestable right to bear arms in their
own defense.
The offense of the political prisoner is political boldness, the persistent challenging—legally or extra-legally—of fundamental social wrongs fostered and reinforced
by the state. The political prisoner has opposed unjust laws and exploitative, racist
social conditions in general, with the ultimate aim of transforming these laws and
this society into an order harmonious with the material and spiritual needs and
interests of the vast majority of its members.
Nat Turner and John Brown were political prisoners in their time. The acts for
which they were charged and subsequently hanged, were the practical extensions
of their profound commitment to the abolition of slavery. They fearlessly bore the
responsibility for their actions. The significance of their executions and the accompanying widespread repression did not lie so much in the fact that they were being
punished for specific crimes, nor even in the effort to use their punishment as an
implicit threat to deter others from similar armed acts of resistance. These executions, and the surrounding repression of slaves, were intended to terrorize the antislavery movement in general; to discourage and diminish both legal and illegal forms
of abolitionist activity. As usual, the effect of repression was miscalculated and in
both instances, anti-slavery activity was accelerated and intensified as a result.
Nat Turner and John Brown can be viewed as examples of the political prisoner
who has actually committed an act which is defined by the state as “criminal.” They
killed and were consequently tried for murder. But did they commit murder? This
raises the question of whether American revolutionaries had murdered the British
in their struggle for liberation. Nat Turner and his followers killed some sixty-five
white people, yet shortly before the revolt had begun, Nat is reputed to have said to
the other rebelling slaves: “Remember that ours is not war for robbery nor to satisfy
our passions, it is a struggle for freedom. Ours must be deeds and not words.”

The very institutions which condemned Nat Turner and reduced his struggle for
freedom to a simpler criminal case of murder, owed their existence to the decision,
made a half-century earlier, to take up arms against the British oppressor.
The battle for the liquidation of slavery had no legitimate existence in the eyes
of the government and therefore the special quality of deeds carried out in the
interests of freedom was deliberately ignored. There were no political prisoners,
there were only criminals; just as the movement out of which these deeds flowed
was largely considered criminal.
Likewise, the significance of activities which are pursued in the interests of liberation today is minimized not so much because officials are unable to see the collective surge against oppression, but because they have consciously set out to subvert such movements. In the Spring of 1970, Los Angeles Panthers took up arms to
defend themselves from an assault initiated by the local police force on their office
and on their persons. They were charged with criminal assault. If one believed the
official propaganda, they were bandits and rogues who pathologically found pleasure in attacking policemen. It was not mentioned that their community activities
—educational work, services such as free breakfast and free medical programs—
which had legitimized them in the black community, were the immediate reason for
which the wrath of the police had fallen upon them. In defending themselves from
the attack waged by some 600 policemen (there were only eleven Panthers in the
office) they were defending not only their lives, but even more important their
accomplishments in the black community surrounding them, and in the boarded
thrust for black liberation. Whenever blacks in struggle have recourse to selfdefense, particular armed self-defense, it is twisted and distorted on official levels
and ultimately rendered synonymous with criminal aggression. On the other hand,
when policemen are clearly indulging in acts of criminal aggression, officially they
are defending themselves through “justifiable assault” or “justifiable homicide.”
The ideological acrobatics characteristic of official attempts to explain away
the existence of the political prisoner do not end with the equation of the individual political act with the individual criminal act. The political act is defined as
criminal in order to discredit radical and revolutionary movements. A political
event is reduced to a criminal event in order to affirm the absolute invulnerability
of the existing order. In a revealing contradiction, the court resisted the description of the New York Panther 21 trial as “political,” yet the prosecutor entered as
evidence of criminal intent, literature which represented, so he purported, the
political ideology of the Black Panther Party.
The legal apparatus designates the black liberation fighter a criminal, prompt-
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ing Nixon, (Vice President Spiro) Agnew, (California Governor Ronald) Reagan et
al. to process to mystify with their demagogy millions of Americans whose senses
have been dulled and whose critical powers have been eroded by the continual
onslaught of racist ideology.
As the black liberation movement and other progressive struggles increase in
magnitude and intensity, the judicial system and its extension, the penal system,
consequently become key weapons in the state’s fight to preserve the existing conditions of class domination, therefore racism, poverty and war.
In 1951, W. E. B. Du Bois, as Chairman of the Peace Information Center, was
indicted by the federal government for “failure to register as an agent of a foreign
principal.” In assessing this ordeal, which occurred in the ninth decade of his life,
he turned his attention to the inhabitants of the nation’s jails and prisons:
What turns me cold in all this experience is the certainty that thousands of innocent
victims are in jail today because they had neither money nor friends to help them.
The eyes of the world were on our trial despite the desperate efforts of press and
radio to suppress the facts and cloud the real issues; the courage and money of
friends and of strangers who dared stand for a principle freed me; but God only
knows how many who were as innocent as I and my colleagues are today in hell. They
daily stagger out of prison doors embittered, vengeful, hopeless, ruined. And of this
army of the wronged, the proportion of Negroes is frightful. We protect and defend
sensational cases where Negroes are involved. But the great mass of arrested or
accused black folk have no defense. There is desperate need of nationwide organizations to oppose this national racket of railroading to jails and chain gangs the poor,
friendless and black.

Almost two decades passed before the realization attained by Du Bois on the occasion of his own encounter with the judicial system achieved extensive acceptance.
A number of factors have combined to transform the penal system into a prominent terrain of struggle, both for the captives inside and the masses outside. The
impact of large numbers of political prisoners both on prison populations and on
the mass movement has been decisive. The vast majority of political prisoners have
not allowed the fact of imprisonment to curtail their educational, agitational, and
organizing activities, which they continue behind prison walls. And in the course of
developing mass movements around political prisoners, a great deal of attention
has inevitably been focused on the institutions in which they are imprisoned. Furthermore the political receptivity of prisoners—especially black and brown captives—has been increased and sharpened by the surge of aggressive political activ-

ity rising out of black, Chicano, and other oppressed communities. Finally, a major
catalyst for intensified political action in and around prisons has emerged out of
the transformation of convicts, originally found guilty of criminal offenses, into
exemplary political militants. Their patient educational efforts in the realm of
exposing the specific oppressive structures of the penal system in their relation to
the larger oppression of the social system have had a profound effect on their fellow captives.
The prison is a key component of state’s coercive apparatus, the overriding
function of which is to ensure social control. They etymology of the term “penitentiary” furnishes a clue to the controlling idea behind the “prison system” at its
inception. The penitentiary was projected as the locale for doing penitence for an
offense against society, the physical and spiritual purging of proclivities to challenge rules and regulations which command total obedience. While cloaking itself
with the bourgeois aura of universality—imprisonment was supposed to cut across
all class lines, as crimes were to be defined by the act, not the perpetrator—the
prison has actually operated as an instrument of class domination, a means of prohibiting the have-nots from encroaching upon the haves.
The occurrence of crime is inevitable in a society in which wealth is unequally
distributed, as one of the constant reminders that society’s productive forces are
being channeled in the wrong direction. The majority of criminal offenses bear a
direct relationship to property. Contained in the very concept of property, crimes
are profound but suppressed social needs which express themselves in anti-social
modes of action. Spontaneously produced by a capitalist organization of society,
this type of crime is at once a protest against society and a desire to partake of its
exploitative content. It challenges the symptoms of capitalism, but not its essence.
Some Marxists in recent years have tended to banish “criminals” and the lumpenproletariat as a whole from the arena of revolutionary struggle. Apart from the
absence of any link binding the criminal to the means of production, underlying
this exclusion has been the assumption that individuals who have recourse to antisocial acts are incapable of developing the discipline and collective orientation
required by revolutionary struggle.
With the declassed character of lumpenproletarians in mind, Marx had stated
that they are as capable of “the most heroic deeds and the most exalted sacrifices,
as of the basest banditry and the dirties corruption.” He emphasized the fact that
the provisional government’s mobile guards under the Paris Commune—some
24,000 troops—were largely formed out of young lumpenproletarians from fifteen
to twenty years of age. Too many Marxists have been inclined to overvalue the sec-
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ond part of Marx’s observation—that the lumpenproletariat is capable of the basest banditry and the dirtiest corruption—while minimizing or indeed totally disregarding his first remark, applauding the lumpen for their heroic deeds and exalted
sacrifices.
Especially today when so many black, Chicano, and Puerto Rican men and
women are jobless as a consequence of the internal dynamic of the capitalist system, the role of the unemployed, which includes the lumpenproletariat in revolutionary struggle, must be given serious thought. Increased unemployment, particularly for the nationally oppressed, will continue to be an inevitable by-product of
technological development. At least 30 percent of black youth are presently without
jobs. (In 1997, over 30 percent of black men were in prison, on probation or on
parole.) In the context of class exploitation and national oppression it should be
clear that numerous individuals are compelled to resort to criminal acts, not as a
result of conscious choice—implying other alternatives—but because society has
objectively reduced their possibilities of subsistence and survival to this level. This
recognition should signal the urgent need to organize the unemployed and lumpenproletariat, as indeed the Black Panther Party as well as activists in prison have
already begun to do.
In evaluating the susceptibility of the black and brown unemployed to organizing
efforts, the peculiar historical features of the US, specifically racism and national
oppression, must be taken into account. There already exists in the black and brown
communities, the lumpenproletariat included, a long tradition of collective resistance to national oppression.
Moreover, in assessing the revolutionary potential of prisoners in America as a
group, it should be borne in mind that not all prisoners have actually committed
crimes. The built-in racism of the judicial system expresses itself, as Du Bois has
suggested, in the railroading of countless innocent blacks and other national
minorities into the country’s coercive institutions.
One must also appreciate the effects of disproportionately long prison terms on
black and brown inmates. The typical criminal mentality sees imprisonment as a calculated risk for a particular criminal act. One’s prison term is more or less rationally
predictable. The function of racism in the judicial-penal complex is to shatter that
predictability. The black burglar, anticipating a two-to four-year term, may end up
doing ten to fifteen years, while the white burglar leaves after two years.
Within the contained, coercive universe of the prison, the captive is confronted
with the realities of racism, not simply as individual acts dictated by attitudinal
bias; rather he is compelled to come to grips with racism as an institutional phe-

nomenon collectively experienced by the victims. The disproportionate representation of the black and brown communities, the manifest racism of parole boards,
the intense brutality inherent in the relationship between prison guards and black
and brown inmates—all this and more causes the prisoner to be confronted daily,
hourly, with the concentrated systematic existence of racism.
For the innocent prisoner, the process of radicalization should come easy;
for the “guilty” victim, the insight into the nature of racism as it manifests itself
in the judicial-penal complex can lead to a questioning of his own past criminal
activity and a re-evaluation of the methods he has used to survive in a racist and
exploitative society. Needless to say, this process is not automatic, it does not
occur spontaneously. The persistent educational work carried out by the prison’s
political activists plays a key role in developing the political potential of captive
men and women.
Prisoners—especially blacks, Chicanos and Puerto Ricans—are increasingly
advancing the proposition that they are political prisoners. They contend that they
are political prisoners in the sense that they are largely the victims of an oppressive politico-economic order, swiftly becoming conscious of the causes underlying their victimization. The Folsom Prisoners’ Manifesto of Demands and AntiOppression Platform attests to a lucid understanding of the structures of oppression within the prison—structures which contradict even the avowed function of
the penal institution: “The program we are submitted to, under the ridiculous title
of rehabilitation, is relative to the ancient stupidity of pouring water on the drowning man, in as much as we are treated for our hostilities by our program administrators with their hostility for medication.” The Manifesto also reflects an awareness that the severe social crisis taking place in this country, predicated in part on
the ever-increasing mass consciousness of deepening social contradictions, is forcing the political function of the prisons to surface in all its brutality. Their contention that prisons are being transformed into the “fascist concentration camps
of modern America,” should not be taken lightly, although it would be erroneous
as well as defeatist in a practical sense, to maintain that fascism has irremediably
established itself.
The point is this, and this is the truth which is apparent in the Manifesto: the
ruling circles of America are expanding and intensifying repressive measures
designed to nip revolutionary movements in the bud as well as to curtail radicaldemocratic tendencies, such as the movement to end the war in Indochina. The
government is not hesitating to utilize an entire network of fascist tactics, including the monitoring of congressman’s telephone calls, a system of “preventive fas-
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cism,” as Marcuse has termed it, in which the role of the judicial-penal systems
looms large. The sharp edge of political repression, cutting through the heightened
militancy of the masses, and bringing growing numbers of activists behind prison
walls, must necessarily pour over into the contained world of the prison where it
understandably acquires far more ruthless forms.
It is a relatively easy matter to persecute the captive whose life is already dominated by a network of authoritarian mechanisms. This is especially facilitated by
the indeterminate sentence policies of many states, for politically conscious prisoners will incur inordinately long sentences on the original conviction. According
to Louis S. Nelson, warden of the San Quentin Prison, “if the prisons of California
become known as schools for violent revolution, the Adult Authority would be
remiss in their duty not to keep the inmates longer” (San Francisco Chronicle, May
2, 1971). Where this is deemed inadequate, authorities have recourse to the whole
spectrum of brutal corporal punishment, including out and out murder. At San
Quentin, Fred Billingslea was teargassed to death in February 1970. W. L. Nolen,
Alvin Miller, and Cleveland Edwards were assassinated by a prison guard in January
1970, at Soledad Prison. Unusual and inexplicable “suicides” have occurred with
incredible regularity in jails and prisons throughout the country.
It should be self-evident that the frame-up becomes a powerful weapon within
the spectrum of prison repression, particularly because of the availability of
informers, the broken prisoners who will do anything for a price. The Soledad
Brothers and the Soledad Three are leading examples of frame-up victims. Both
cases involve militant activists who have been charged with killing Soledad prison
guards. In both cases, widespread support has been kindled within the California
prison system. They have served as occasions to link the immediate needs of the
black community with a forceful fight to break the fascist stronghold in the prisons and therefore to abolish the prison system in its present form.
Racist oppression invades the lives of black people on an infinite variety of levels. Blacks are imprisoned in a world where our labor and toil hardly allow us to
eke out a decent existence, if we are able to find jobs at all. When the economy
begins to falter, we are forever the first victims, always the most deeply wounded.
When the economy is on its feet, we continue to live in a depressed state. Unemployment is generally twice as high in the ghettos as it is in the country as a whole
and even higher among black women and youth. The unemployment rate among
black youth has presently skyrocketed to 30 percent. If one-third of America’s
white youths were without a means of livelihood, we would either be in the thick
of revolution or else under the iron rule of fascism. Substandard schools, medical

care hardly fit for animals, over-priced, dilapidated housing, a welfare system
based on a policy of skimpy concessions, designed to degrade and divide (and even
this may soon be canceled)—this is only the beginning of the list of props in the
overall scenery of oppression which, for the mass of blacks, is the universe.
In black communities, wherever they are located, there exists an ever-present
reminder that our universe must remain stable in its drabness, its poverty, its brutality. From Birmingham to Harlem to Watts, black ghettos are occupied, patrolled
and often attacked by massive deployments of police. The police, domestic caretakers of violence, are the oppressor’s emissaries, charged with the task of containing us within the boundaries of our oppression.
The announced function of the police, “to protect and serve the people,”
becomes the grotesque caricature of protecting and preserving the interests of
our oppressors and serving us nothing but injustice. They are there to intimidate
blacks, to persuade us with their violence that we are powerless to alter the conditions of our lives. Arrests are frequently based on whims. Bullets from their guns
murder human beings with little or no pretext, aside from the universal intimidation they are charged with carrying out. Protection for drug-pushers, and Mafiastyle exploiters, support for the most reactionary ideological elements of the black
community (especially those who cry out for more police), are among the many
functions of forces of law and order. They encircle the community with a shield of
violence, too often forcing the natural aggression of the black community inwards.
Fanon’s analysis of the role of colonial police is an appropriate description of the
function of the police in America’s ghettos.
It goes without saying that the police would be unable to set into motion their
racist machinery were they not sanctioned and supported by the judicial system.
The courts not only consistently abstain from prosecuting criminal behavior on the
part of the police, but they convict, on the basis of biased police testimony, countless black men and women. Court-appointed attorneys, acting in the twisted interests of overcrowded courts, convince 85 percent of the defendants to plead guilty.
Even the manifestly innocent are advised to cop a plea so that the lengthy and
expensive process of jury trials is avoided. This is the structure of the apparatus
which summarily railroads black people into jails and prisons. (During my imprisonment in the New York Women’s House of Detention, I encountered numerous cases
involving innocent black women who had been advised to plead guilty. One sister
had entered her white landlord’s apartment for the purpose of paying rent. He
attempted to rape her and in the course of the ensuing struggle, a lit candle toppled over, burning a tablecloth. The landlord ordered her arrested for arson. Follow-
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ing the advice of her court-appointed attorney, she entered a guilty plea, having
been deceived by the attorney’s insistence that the court would be more lenient.
The sister was sentenced to three years.)
The vicious circle linking poverty, police courts, and prison is an integral element of ghetto existence. Unlike the mass of whites, the path which leads to jails
and prisons is deeply rooted in the imposed patterns of black existence. For this
very reason, an almost instinctive affinity binds the mass of black people to the
political prisoners. The vast majority of blacks harbor a deep hatred of the police
and are not deluded by official proclamations of justice through the courts.
For the black individual, contact with the law-enforcement-judicial-penal network, directly or through relatives and friends, is inevitable because he or she is
black. For the activist become political prisoner, the contact has occurred because
he has lodged a protest, in one form or another, against the conditions which nail
blacks to this orbit of oppression.
Historically, black people as a group have exhibited a greater potential for
resistance than any other part of the population. The iron-clad rule over our communities, the institutional practice of genocide, the ideology of racism have performed a strictly political as well as an economic function. The capitalists have not
only extracted super profits from the underpaid labor of over 15 percent of the
American population with the aid of a superstructure of terror. This terror and
more subtle forms of racism have further served to thwart the flowering of a
resistance—even a revolution that would spread to the working class as a whole.
In the interests of the capitalist class, the consent to racism and terror has been
demagogically elicited from the white population, workers included, in order to
more efficiently stave off resistance. Today, Nixon, Mitchell and J. Edgar Hoover
are desperately attempting to persuade the population that dissidents, particularly
blacks, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, must be punished fro being members of revolutionary organizations; for advocating the overthrow of the government; for agitating and educating in the streets and behind prison walls. The political function of
racist domination is surfacing with accelerated intensity. Whites who have professed their solidarity with the black liberation movement and have moved in a distinctly revolutionary direction find themselves targets of the same repression.
Even the anti-war movement, rapidly exhibiting an anti-imperialist consciousness,
is falling victim to government repression.
Black people are rushing full speed ahead towards an understanding of the circumstances that give rise to exaggerated forms of political repression and thus an
overabundance of political prisoners. This understanding is being forged out of the

raw material of their own immediate experiences with racism. Hence, the black
masses are growing conscious of their responsibility to defend those who are being
persecuted for attempting to bring about the alleviation of the most injurious
immediate problems facing black communities and ultimately to bring about total
liberation through armed revolution, if it must come to this.
The black liberation movement is presently at a critical juncture. Fascist methods of repression threaten to physically decapitate and obliterate the movement.
More subtle, yet no less dangerous ideological tendencies from within threaten to
isolate the black movement and diminish its revolutionary impact. Both menaces
must be counteracted in order to ensure our survival. Revolutionary blacks must
spearhead and provide leadership for a broad anti-fascist movement.
Fascism is a process, its growth and development are cancerous in nature.
While today, the threat of fascism may be primarily restricted to the use of the
law-enforcement-judicial-penal apparatus to arrest the overt and latent revolutionary trends among nationally oppressed people, tomorrow it may attack the working
class en masse and eventually even moderate democrats. Even in this period, however, the cancer has already commenced to spread. In addition to the prison army
of thousands and thousands of nameless Third World victims of political revenge,
there are increasing numbers of white political prisoners—draft resisters, anti-war
activists such as the Harrisburg Eight, men and women who have involved themselves on all levels of revolutionary activity.
Among the further symptoms of the fascist threat are official efforts to curtail
the power of organized labor, such as the attack on the manifestly conservative
construction workers and the trends towards reduced welfare aid. Moreover, court
decisions and repressive legislation augmenting police powers—such as the Washington no-knock law, permitting police to enter private dwellings without warning,
and Nixon’s “Crime Bill” in general—can eventually be used against any citizen.
Indeed congressmen are already protesting the use of police-state wire-tapping to
survey their activities. The fascist content of the ruthless aggression in Indo-China
should be self-evident.
One of the fundamental historical lessons to be learned from past failures to
prevent the rise of fascism is the decisive and indispensable character of the fight
against fascism in its incipient phases. Once allowed to conquer ground, its growth
is facilitated in geometric proportion. Although the most unbridled expressions
of the fascist menace are still tied to the racist domination of blacks, Chicanos,
Puerto Ricans, Indians, it lurks under the surface wherever there is potential
resistance to the power of monopoly capital, the parasitic interests which control
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this society. Potentially it can profoundly worsen the conditions of existence for
the average American citizen. Consequently, the masses of people in this country
have a real, direct, and material stake in the struggle to free political prisoners,
the struggle to abolish the prison system in its present form, the struggle against
all dimensions of racism.
No one should fail to take heed of Georgi Dimitrov’s warning: “Whoever does
not fight the growth of fascism at these preparatory stages is not in a position
to prevent the victory of fascism, but, on the contrary, facilitates that victory”
(Report to the VIIth Congress of the Communist International, 1935). The only
effective guarantee against the victory of fascism is an indivisible mass movement which refuses to conduct business as usual as long as repression rages on.
It is only natural that blacks and other Third World peoples must lead this movement, for we are the first and most deeply injured victims of fascism. But it must
embrace all potential victims and most important, all working-class people, for
the key to the triumph of fascism is its ideological victory over the entire working
class. Given the eruption of a severe economic crisis, the door to such an ideological victory can be opened by the active approval or passive toleration of racism.
It is essential that white workers become conscious that historically through their
acquiescence in the capitalist-inspired oppression of blacks they have only rendered themselves more vulnerable to attack.
The pivotal struggle which must be waged in the ranks of the working class is
consequently the open, unreserved battle against entrenched racism. The white
worker must become conscious of the threads which bind him to a James Johnson,
a black auto worker, member of the UAW, and a political prisoner presently facing
charges for the killings of two foremen and a job setter. The merciless proliferation
of the power of monopoly capital may ultimately push him inexorably down the
very same path of desperation. No potential victim should be without the knowledge that the greatest menace to racism and fascism is unity!
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Interviewers: How are you spending your time?
Coupat: Very well, thank you. Chin-ups, jogging and reading.
Interviewers: Can you recall the circumstances of your arrest for us?
Coupat: A gang of youths, hooded and armed to the teeth, broke into our house.
They threatened us, handcuffed us, and took us away, after having broken everything to pieces. They first took us into very fast cars capable of moving at more
than 170 kilometers an hour on the highways. In their conversations, the name
of a certain Mr. Marion (former leader of the anti-terrorist police) came up
often. His virile exploits amused them very much, such as the time he slapped
one of his colleagues in the face, in good spirits and at a going-away party.
They sequestered us for four days in one of their “people’s prisons,” where
they stunned us with questions in which absurdity competed with obscenity.
The one who seemed to be the brains of the operation vaguely excused himself from this circus by explaining that it was the fault of the “services,” the
higher-ups, all kinds of people who want [to talk to] us very much. Today, my
kidnappers are still free. Certain recent and diverse facts attest to the fact that
they continue to rage with total impunity.
Interviewers: The sabotage of the SNCF cables in France was claimed by someone
in Germany. What do you say about that?
Coupat: At the moment of our arrest, the French police were already in possession
of the communique that claimed, in addition to the acts of sabotage that they
want to attribute to us, other simultaneous attacks in Germany. This communique is inconvenient to the police for a number of reasons: it was mailed from
Hanover, drafted in German and sent to newspapers in the Outer Rhine area
exclusively; but it is especially inconvenient because it does not fit the framework of the mediatic1 fable about us: a small nucleus of fanatics bringing the
battle to the heart of the State by hanging three iron bars on the cables. From
then on, they took care to not mention this communique too much, either in
court or in the public lie.
It is true that the sabotage of the train lines lost much of its mysterious aura

as a result: now it would be a matter of simple protest against the transportation
of ultra-radioactive nuclear wastes to Germany over railroads and denunciations
(made in passing) of the great rip-off known as “the crisis.” The communique
concludes with a very SNCF-like “We thank the travelers on the trains concerned
for their understanding.” What tact there is among these “terrorists”!
Interviewers: Do you recognize yourself in the phrases “anarcho-autonomous circle
of influence” and “ultra-left”?
Coupat: Let me resume what I was saying. In France, we are currently living
through the end of a period of historical freezing, the founding act of which was
the accord reached in 1945 by the Gaullists and the Stalinists to disarm the people under the pretext of “avoiding a civil war.” The terms of this pact can be formulated thus: while the Right will renounce its overtly fascist accents, the Left
will abandon all serious revolutionary perspectives. For four years, the advantage
of Sarkozy’s clique has been the fact that it unilaterally took the initiative by
breaking this pact and renewing “without apologies” the classics of pure reaction concerning the insane, religion, the West, Africa, work, the history of France
and national identity.
Faced with a power at war that dares to think strategically and divide the
world into “friends,” “enemies” and “negligible quantities,” the Left remains
frozen, as if sick with tetanus. It is too cowardly, too compromised and, more
than anything else, too discredited to offer the least resistance to a power that it
doesn’t dare treat as an enemy and that, one by one, snatches away the sly devils
among its ranks. As for the extreme Left (Besancenot, for example): whatever
its electoral results, and even if it has emerged from the groupuscular state in
which it long vegetated, it hasn’t a more desirable perspective to offer than
Soviet gray that has been slightly retouched in Photoshop. Its destiny is to
deceive and disappoint.
Thus, in the sphere of political representation, the established power has
nothing to fear from anyone. And certainly not the union bureaucracies, which
are more corrupt than ever and now importune power [for help]. They do this,
they who have danced an obscene ballet with the government for the last two
years! In such conditions, they only force that can put a check on the Sarkozy
gang, its only real enemy in this country, is the street, the street and its old revolutionary penchants. During the riots that followed the second part of the ritualized plebiscite of May 2007, only the street knew how to rise to the occasion. In
the Antilles, during the recent occupations of companies and factories, it alone
knew how to make another voice heard.

This summary analysis of the theater of operations was soon to be confirmed
in June 2007, when the intelligence agencies published—under the bylines of
journalists working under orders (notably for Le Monde)—the first articles
bringing to light the terrible peril that is placed upon all social life by the “anarcho-autonomes.” To start, one attributed to them the organization
of spontaneous riots, which, in so many towns, saluted the “electoral triumph”
of the new president.
With this fable of “anarcho-autonomes,” one has sketched out the profile of
the menace to which the Minister of the Interior is docilely committed to give
a little flesh and a few faces by organizing targeted arrests in mediatic police
raids. When one can no longer contain what overflows, one can still assign it
a case number and incarcerate it. Thus, the case of the “rioter,” in which the
workers of Clairoix, urban youths, student blockaders and anti-summit demonstrators are dumped pell-mell—this is certainly an effective move in the current
management of social pacification—permits the State to criminalize actions,
not existences.2 And it is indeed the intention of the new power to attack the
enemy, as such, without waiting for him to declare himself. Such is the vocation
of the new categories of repression.
Finally, it hardly matters than no one in France recognizes him or herself as
“anarcho-autonomous” or that the ultra-left is a political current that had its
moment of glory in the 1920s and that, subsequently, never produced anything
other than inoffensive volumes of Marxology. Moreover, the recent fortunes of
the term “ultra-left,” which have permitted some journalists to catalogue the
Greek rioters of last December without striking a blow, speak to the fact that
no one knows what the ultra-left was nor even that it ever existed.
At this point—and in the anticipation of outbursts that can only be systematized in the face of the provocations of a hard-pressed global and French oligarchy—the utility of these categories to the police must no longer be debated.
Nevertheless, one cannot predict whether “anarcho-autonomous” or “ultra-left”
will finally carry off the favors of the Spectacle and relegate a totally justified
revolt to the inexplicable.
Interviewers: The police consider you the leader of a group on the point of tipping
over into terrorism. What do you think about that?
Coupat: Such a pathetic allegation can only be the work of a regime that is on the
point of tipping over into nothingness.
Interviewers: What does the word terrorism mean to you?
Coupat: Nothing allows one to explain why the Algerian Department of Intelligence
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and Security, suspected of having orchestrated—with the knowledge of the
DST 3—the wave of attacks in 1995, is not classed among the international terrorist organizations. Nothing allows one to explain the sudden transformation
of “terrorists” into heroes in the manner of the Liberation, into partners suitable for the Evian Accords, into Iraqi police officers and “moderate members
of the Taliban,” according to the most recent sudden reversal of the American
strategic doctrine.
[It means] nothing, if not sovereignty. It is the sovereign in this world who
designates the terrorist. He who refuses to take part in this sovereignty will
take care not to respond to your question. He who covets a few crumbs will
comply [with the question] promptly. He who doesn’t suffocate from bad faith
will find instructive the case of the two ex-“terrorists” who became the Prime
Minister of Israel and the President of the Palestinian Authority, respectively,
and who—to top it all off—were both given Noble Peace Prizes.
The fuzziness that surrounds the designation “terrorist,” the manifest impossibility of defining “terrorism,” does not affect several provisional lacunae in
French law: terrorists are at the source of this thing that one can define very
easily: anti-terrorism, for which “terrorism” forms the pre-condition. Anti-terrorism is a technique of government that thrusts its roots down into the old art
of counter-insurrection, so-called “psychological warfare,” to be polite.
Anti-terrorism, contrary to what the term itself insinuates, is not a means of
fighting against terrorism, but is the method by which one positively produces
the political enemy as terrorist. By means of a wealth of provocations, infiltrations, surveillance, intimidation and propaganda; by means of the science of
mediatic manipulation, “psychological action,” the fabrication of both evidence
and crimes; by means of the fusion of the police and the judicial; and by means
of the annihilation of the “subversive menace” by associating the internal
enemy, the political enemy—which is at the heart of the population—with the
affect of terror.
In modern warfare, the essential aspect is the “battle for hearts and minds”
in which blows are permitted. The elementary procedure here is invariable: individualize the enemy so as to cut him off from the people and from communal
reason; display him in the costume of a monster; defame him, publicly humiliate
him, incite the vilest people to heap their spit upon him; encourage hatred of
him. “The law must be utilized simply as another weapon in the arsenal of the
government and, in this case, represents nothing other than a propaganda cover
to get rid of undesirable members of the public. For maximum efficiency, it

would be suitable that the activities of the judicial services are tied to the war
effort in the most discrete fashion possible,” advised Brigadier Frank Kitson (former general in the British Army, theoretician of counter-insurrectionary war),
who knew something of the subject.
Once is not a pattern: in our case, anti-terrorism has been a flop. In France,
one isn’t ready to let oneself be terrorized by us. The prolongation of my detention for a “reasonable” period of time is petty revenge, quite comprehensible due
to the means mobilized and the depth of the failure; as comprehensible as the
petty fury of the [intelligence] “services,” which since 11 November [2008] have
through the press attributed to us the most fantastic misdeeds and stalked our
comrades. How this logic of reprisals has seized control of the minds of the
police and the small hearts of the judges, this is what the cadenced arrests of
those “close to Julien Coupat” will have had the merit of revealing.
It is necessary to say that certain people are using this affair to extend their
lamentable careers, like Alain Bauer (a criminologist), for example; others are
using it to launch their latest ventures, like poor M. Squarcini (the Central Director of Domestic Intelligence); while still others are trying to rehabilitate the
credibility that they’ve never had and never will have, like Michele Alliot-Marie.4
Interviewers: You come from a very well-to-do background, which oriented you in
another direction . . .
Coupat: “There are plebes in all classes.” (Hegel).
Interviewers: Why Tarnac?
Coupat: Go there, you will understand. If you don’t, no one could explain it to you,
I fear.
Interviewers: Do you define yourself as an intellectual? A philosopher?
Coupat: Philosophy was born like chatty grief from original wisdom. Plato already
heard the words of Heraclitus as if they had escaped from a bygone world. In the
era of diffused intellectuality, one can’t see what “the intellectual” might make
specific, unless it is the expanse of the gap that separates the faculty of thinking
from the aptitude for living. Intellectual and philosopher are, in truth, sad titles.
But for whom exactly is it necessary to define oneself?
Interviewers: Are you the author of The Coming Insurrection?
Coupat: This is the most formidable aspect of these proceedings: a book integrally
versed in the case histories of instructional manuals, in the interrogations in
which one tries to make you say that you live just as described in The Coming
Insurrection; that you protest5 as The Coming Insurrection advocates; and that
you sabotaged train lines to commemorate the Bolshevik coup d’Etat of October
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1917. Because this idea is mentioned in The Coming Insurrection, its publisher
was questioned by the anti-terrorist services.
In French memory, one hasn’t seen power become fearful of a book for a very
long time. Instead, one had the custom of believing that as long a leftists were preoccupied with writing, at least they weren’t making revolution.
Assuredly, times change. Serious history returns.
What founds the accusation of terrorism where we are concerned are suspicions about the coincidence of thought and life; what founds the accusation
concerning the association of evil-doers is the suspicion that this coincidence
couldn’t have been the result of individual heroism, but communal attention.
Negatively, this means that one does not suspect any of those who sign their
names to so many fierce critiques of the system of putting the least of their
firm resolutions into practice; the insult is strong enough. Unfortunately, I am
not the author of The Coming Insurrection, and this whole affair will end up
convincing us of the essentially repressive character of the author’s function.
On the other hand, I am a reader. Re-reading it, just last week, I better
understood the hysterical bad temper that, from high up, motivates the State to
hound its presumed authors. The scandal of the book is that all that figures in it
is rigorously, catastrophically true and it does not cease to prove itself true, little by little, each day. Because what proves itself, under the outward appearance
of this “economic crisis,” this “collapse of confidence,” and this “massive rejection of the ruling classes,” is indeed the end of a civilization, the implosion of a
paradigm, namely, that of the government, which rules everything in the West—
the relations of beings to themselves no less than to the political order, religion
or the organization of business. At all levels of the present, there is a gigantic
loss of mastery that no word-games by the police will be able to remedy.
It is not by skewering us with prison terms, microscopic surveillance, judicial supervision and prohibitions upon communication because we might be the
authors of these lucid findings that one will make what has been found disappear. The characteristic of truth is that it escapes, barely enunciated, from
those who formulate it. Governments: it doesn’t accomplish anything if you
send us to jail; quite the contrary.
Interviewers: You’ve read Discipline and Punish by Michel Foucault. Does its analysis still seem pertinent to you?
Coupat: The prison is indeed the dirty little secret of French society, the key to and
not the margins of the most respectable social relations. What is concentrated
in the prison is not a pile of wild barbarians, as it pleases some people to think,

but in fact the ensemble of the disciplines that weave together so-called “normal” existence outside. Supervisors, the canteen, soccer games in the courtyard,
one’s use of time, divisions, camaraderie, fights and ugly architecture: one has
to have been in prison to take the full measure of the carceral in the school, the
“innocent” schools of the Republic.
Envisioned from this impregnable angle, prison isn’t a pit for society’s failures; instead, current society is a failed prison. The same organization of separations, the same administration of misery through shit, TV, sports and porno
reigns everywhere else, but much less methodically than in prison. To conclude:
these high walls only hide from view this truth of explosive banality: there are
lives and souls, entirely equal, who drag themselves along on both sides of the
barbed wire, and because of it.
If one avidly tracks down the testimonies “from the inside” that finally expose
the secrets that the prison conceals, it is done to better to hide the secret that
the prison is: the secret of your servitude, you who are reputedly free, while its
menace weighs invisibly on each of your gestures.
All of the virtuous indignation that surrounds the black hole of French prisons
and their suicide rates; all the crude counter-propaganda of the penal administrators who bring on camera the disciplinarians devoted to the well-being of the
detainees and the metal-plated directors who are concerned with the “meaning
of the penalty”; in sum, all of the debate on the horror of incarceration and the
necessity of humanizing detention is as old as the prison system itself. It is part
of its efficacy, which permits the State to combine the terror that the prison
must inspire with the hypocritical legal status of “civilized” punishment. The little system of prison-based spying, humiliation and violence that the French State
uses more fanatically than any other State in Europe isn’t even scandalous. The
State pays for it a hundred times over in the banlieus, and this, from all the evidence, is only a beginning: vengeance is the hygiene of the plebes.
But the most remarkable imposture of the judicial-penal system certainly consists in pretending that it exists to punish criminals when, in fact, it only manages illegality. Any boss—not just the boss of Everything—any president of a
general council—not just the President of Hauts-de-Sein—any cop knows that
illegality is necessary for the correct performance of his or her trade. In our time,
the chaos of the laws is such that one would do well to not seek to make the laws
respected too much and the drug enforcements agents should stick to regulating
trafficking and not repressing it, which would be social and political suicide.
The discussion is not—as the judicial fiction would have it—between the legal
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and the illegal, between the innocents and the criminals, but between the criminal whom one judges suitable for prosecution and the criminal whom one leaves
in peace, as the general powers of society require. The race of the innocents
was wiped out long ago, and the penalty is not what condemns you to justice:
the penalty is justice itself; thus, it isn’t a matter of my comrades and I “claiming our innocence,” despite what is ritualistically repeated in the press, but trying to derail the hazardous political offensive that these vile proceedings constitute. These were some of the conclusions to which the mind is brought by
re-reading Discipline and Punish in prison. Of course, one isn’t suggesting, given
what the Foucaultians have done with the works of Foucault for the last twenty
years, that they should spend some time in jail.
Interviewers: How do you analyze what has happened to you?
Coupat: Enlighten yourself: what has happened to us, to my comrades and I, will
also happen to you. This is the first mystification by power: nine people are
prosecuted in the framework of a judicial proceeding against an “association of
evil-doers in connection with a terrorist enterprise,” and they must be particularly concerned by these grave accusations. But there is no “Tarnac Affair,” no
“Coupat Affair,” no “Hazan Affair” (Hazan published The Coming Insurrection).
What there is, is an oligarchy that is very wobbly and becomes ferocious like
any power when it feels itself to be really threatened. When his views no longer
elicit anything among the people other than hatred and scorn, the prince has no
other support than the fear that he inspires.
What there is before us is a bifurcation that is both historical and metaphysical: either we pass from a paradigm of government to a paradigm of living, at
the price of a cruel but deeply moving revolt, or we allow the instauration at the
planetary level of an air-conditioned disaster in which—under the yoke of a
“simplified” management—an imperial elite of citizens and marginalized plebeian classes coexist. Thus there surely is a war, a war between the beneficiaries
of the catastrophe and those who are accustomed to a less skeletal idea of life.
One has never seen a dominant class commit suicide willingly.
The revolt has conditions, but not causes. How many Ministries of National
Identity, lay-offs, raids of those without proper papers or those who are political opponents, young people beaten up by the police in the banlieus, and ministers threatening to deprive diplomas from those who dare to occupy their
schools are necessary before one decides that such a regime—even if installed
in power by an apparently democratic plebiscite—has no reason to exist and
only merits being brought down? It is a matter of sensitivity.

Servitude is the intolerable thing that can be tolerated indefinitely. Because
this is a matter of sensitivity and this sensitivity is immediately political—not
that it wonders “Who should I vote for?” but “Is this incompatible with my existence?”—it is, for power, a question of anesthetizing the response [to the second question] through the administration of ever more massively distracting
doses of fear and stupidity. And there where the anesthesia no longer works,
this order, which has united against it all the reasons for revolt, tries to dissuade
us by stuffing us into a small, tight-fitting terror.
My comrades and I are only a variable in this adjustment. One suspects us
like so many others, so many “youths,” so many “gangs,” of having no solidarity
with a world that is collapsing. On this one point, one doesn’t lie. Fortunately,
this heap of swindlers, impostors, industrialists, financiers and prostitutes; this
entire Mazarin’s court full of neuroleptics, Disney versions of Louis Napoleon,
and Sunday shows that grip the country for an hour lack an elementary sense of
dialectics. Each step that they take towards total control brings them closer to
their fear. Each new “victory” with which they flatter themselves spreads a little
further the desire to see them defeated in their turn. Each maneuver that they
figure comforts their power ends up rendering it detestable. In other words: the
situation is excellent. This isn’t the moment to lose courage.

MAY 2009

1. There is no adequate English equivalent for mediatique, which not only refers to the
media, but to the spectacular, as well.
2. There could be typos in or words left out of the original French. The context suggests
that the case of the “casseur ” allows the State to criminalize existences and actions.
3. The French FBI.
4. Minister of the Interior.
5. vous manifeste can also mean “demonstrate” and “reveal yourself.”
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THE USE S OF A N GER

AUDRE

Racism. The belief in the inherent superiority of one race over all others and

LORDE

thereby the right to dominance, manifest and implied.
Women respond to racism. My response to racism is anger. I have lived with that
anger, on that anger, beneath that anger, on top of that anger, ignoring that anger,
feeding upon that anger, learning to use that anger before it laid my visions to
waste, for most of my life. Once I did it in silence, afraid of the weight of that
anger. My fear of that anger taught me nothing. Your fear of that anger will teach
you nothing, also.
Women responding to racism means women responding to anger, the anger of
exclusion, of unquestioned privilege, of racial distortions, of silence, ill-use, stereotyping, defensiveness, misnaming, betrayal, and coopting.
My anger is a response to racist attitudes, to the actions and presumptions
that arise out of those attitudes. If in your dealings with other women your actions
have reflected those attitudes, then my anger and your attendant fears, perhaps,
are spotlights that can be used for your growth in the same way I have had to use
learning to express anger for my growth. But for corrective surgery, not guilt. Guilt
and defensiveness are bricks in a wall against which we will all perish, for they
serve none of our futures.
Because I do not want this to become a theoretical discussion, I am going to
give a few examples of interchanges between women that I hope will illustrate the
points I am trying to make. In the interest of time, I am going to cut them short.
I want you to know that there were many more.
For example:
I speak out of a direct and particular anger at a particular academic conference,
and a white woman comes up and says, “Tell me how you feel but don’t say it
too harshly or I cannot hear you.” But is it my manner that keeps her from
hearing, or the message that her life may change?
The Women’s Studies Program of a southern university invites a Black woman
to read following a week-long forum on Black and white women. “What has

this week given to you?” I ask. The most vocal white woman says, “I think
I’ve gotten a lot. I feel Black women really understand me a lot better now;
they have a better idea of where I’m coming from.” As if understanding her
lay at the core of the racist problem. These are the bricks that go into the
walls against which we will bash our consciousness, unless we recognize that
they can be taken apart.
After fifteen years of a women’s movement which professes to address the life
concerns and possible futures of all women, I still hear, on campus after
campus. “How can we address the issues of racism? No women of Color
attended.” Or, the other side of that statement, “We have no one in our
department equipped to teach their work.” In other words, racism is a Black
women’s problem, a problem of women of Color, and only we can discuss it.
After I have read from my work entitled “Poems for Women in Rage” a white
woman asks me, “Are you going to do anything with how we can deal directly
with our anger? I feel it’s so important.” I ask, “How do you use your rage?”
And then I have to turn away from the blank look in her eyes, before she can
invite me to participate in her own annihilation. Because I do not exist to
feel her anger for her.
White women are beginning to examine their relationships to Black women, yet
often I hear you wanting only to deal with the little colored children across
the roads of childhood, the beloved nursemaid, the occasional second-grade
classmate; those tender memories of what was once mysterious and intriguing or neutral. You avoid the childhood assumptions formed by the raucous
laughter at Rastus and Oatmeal, the acute message of your mommy’s handkerchief spread upon the park bench because I had just been sitting there,
the indelible and dehumanizing portraits of Amos and Andy and your Daddy’s
humorous bedtime stories.
I wheel my two-year-old daughter in a shopping cart through a supermarket in Eastchester in 1967 and a little white girl riding past in her mother’s
cart calls out excitedly, “Oh look, Mommy, a baby maid!” And your mother
shushes you, but she does not correct you. And so, fifteen years later, at a
conference on racism, you can still find that story humorous. But I hear your
laughter is full of terror and dis-ease.
At an international cultural gathering of women, a well-known white American
woman poet interrupts the reading of the work of women of Color to read
her own poem, and then dashes off to an “important panel.”
Do women in the academy truly want a dialogue about racism? It will require
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recognizing the needs and the living contexts of other women. When an
academic woman says, for instance, “I can’t afford it,” she may mean she is
making a choice about how to spend her available money. But when a woman
on welfare says, “I can’t afford it,” she means she is surviving on an amount
of money that was barely subsistence in 1972, and she often does not have
enough to eat. Yet the National Women’s Studies Association here in 1981
holds a Convention in which it commits itself to responding to racism, yet
refuses to waive the registration fee for poor women and women of Color
who wished to present and conduct workshops. This has made it impossible
for many women of Color—for instance, Wilmette Brown, of Black Women
for Wages for Housework—to participate in this Convention. And so I ask
again: Is this to be merely another situation of the academy discussing life
within the closed circuits of the academy?

To all the white women here who recognize these attitudes as familiar, but most of
all, to all my sisters of Color who live and survive thousands of such encounters—
to my sisters of Color who like me still tremble their rage under harness, or who
sometimes question the expression of our rage as useless and disruptive (the two
most popular accusations) , I want to speak about anger, my anger, and what I have
learned from my travels through its dominions.
Everything can be used, except what is wasteful. You will need to remember this,
when you are accused of destruction.
Every woman has a well-stocked arsenal of anger potentially useful against
those oppressions, personal and institutional, which brought that anger into being.
Focused with precision it can become a powerful source of energy serving progress
and change. And when I speak of change, I do not mean a simple switch of positions or a temporary lessening of tensions, nor the ability to smile or feel good.
I am speaking of a basic and radical alteration in all those assumptions underlining
our lives.
I have seen situations where white women hear a racist remark, resent what
has been said, become filled with fury, and remain silent, because they are afraid.
That unexpressed anger lies within them like an undetonated device, usually to be
hurled at the first woman of Color who talks about racism.
But anger expressed and translated into action in the service of our vision and
our future is a liberating and strengthening act of clarification, for it is in the
painful process of this translation that we identify who are our allies with whom
we have grave differences, and who are our genuine enemies.

Anger is loaded with information and energy. When I speak of women of Color,
I do not only mean Black women. We are also Asian American, Caribbean, Chicana,
Latina, Hispanic, Native American, and we have a right to each of our names. The
woman of Color who charges me with rendering her invisible by assuming that her
struggles with racism are identical with my own has something to tell me that I had
better learn from, lest we both waste ourselves fighting the truths between us. If I
participate, knowingly or otherwise, in my sister’s oppression and she calls me on
it, to answer her anger with my own only blankets the substance of our exchange
with reaction. It wastes energy I need to join with her. And yes, it is very difficult to
stand still and to listen to another woman’s voice delineate an agony I do not share,
or even one in which I myself may have participated.
We speak in this place removed from the more blatant reminders of our embattlement as women. This need not blind us to the size and complexities of the forces
mounting against us and all that is most human within our environment. We are not
here as women examining racism in a political and social vacuum. We operate in the
teeth of a system for whom racism and sexism are primary, established, and necessary props of profit. Women responding to racism is a topic so dangerous that when
the local media attempt to discredit this Convention they choose to focus upon the
provision of Lesbian housing as a diversionary device—as if the Hartford Courant
dare not mention the topic chosen for discussion here, racism, lest it become apparent that women are in fact attempting to examine and to alter all the repressive
conditions of our lives.
Mainstream communication does not want women, particularly white women,
responding to racism. It wants racism to be accepted as an immutable given in the
fabric of existence, like evening time or the common cold.
So we are working in a context of opposition and threat, the cause of which is
certainly not the angers which lie between us, but rather that virulent hatred leveled
against all women, people of Color, Lesbians and gay men, poor people—against all
of us who are seeking to examine the particulars of our lives as we resist our
oppressions, moving toward coalition and effective action.
Any discussion among women about racism must include the recognition and the
use of anger. It must be direct and creative, because it is crucial. We cannot allow
our fear of anger to deflect us nor to seduce us into settling for anything less than
the hard work of excavating honesty; we must be quite serious about the choice of
this topic and the angers entwined within it, because, rest assured, our opponents
are quite serious about their hatred of us and of what we are trying to do here.
And while we scrutinize the often painful face of each other’s anger, please
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remember that it is not our anger which makes me caution you to lock your doors
at night, and not to wander the streets of Hartford alone. It is the hatred which
lurks in those streets, that urge to destroy us all if we truly work for change rather
than merely indulge in our academic rhetoric.
This hatred and our anger are very different. Hatred is the fury of those who do
not share our goals, and its object is death and destruction. Anger is the grief of
distortions between peers, and its object is change. But our time is getting shorter.
We have been raised to view any difference other than sex as a reason for destruction, and for Black women and white women to face each other’s angers without
denial or immobilization or silence or guilt is in itself a heretical and generative idea.
It implies peers meeting upon a common basis to examine difference, and to alter
those distortions which history has created around difference. For it is those distortions which separate us. And we must ask ourselves: Who profits from all this?
Women of Color in America have grown up within a symphony of anguish at being silenced, at being unchosen, at knowing that when we survive, it is in spite of a
whole world out there that takes for granted our lack of humanness, that hates our
very existence, outside of its service. And I say “symphony” rather than “cacophony”
because we have had to learn to orchestrate those furies so that they do not tear us
apart. We have had to learn to move through them and use them for strength and
force and insight within our daily lives. Those of us who did not learn this difficult
lesson did not survive. And part of my anger is always libation for my fallen sisters.
Anger is an appropriate reaction to racist attitudes, as is fury when the actions
arising from those attitudes do not change. To those women here who fear the
anger of women of Color more than their own unscrutinized racist attitudes, I ask:
Is our anger more threatening than the woman-hatred that tinges all the aspects
of our lives?
It is not the anger of other women that will destroy us, but our refusals to
stand still, to listen to its rhythms, to learn within it, to move beyond the manner
of presentation to the substance, to tap that anger as an important source of
empowerment.
I cannot hide my anger to spare you guilt, nor hurt feelings, nor answering anger;
for to do so insults and trivializes all our efforts. Guilt is not a response to anger; it
is a response to one’s own actions or lack of action. If it leads to change then it can
be useful, since it becomes no longer guilt but the beginning of knowledge. Yet all
too often, guilt is just another name for impotence, for defensiveness destructive of
communication; it becomes a device to protect ignorance and the continuation of
things the way they are, the ultimate protection for changelessness.

Most women have not developed tools for facing anger constructively. CR [consciousness-raising] groups in the past, largely white, dealt with how to express
anger, usually at the world of men. And these groups were made up of white
women who shared the terms of their oppressions. There was usually little attempt
to articulate the genuine differences between women, such as those of race, color,
class, and sexual identity. There was no apparent need at that time to examine the
contradictions of self, woman, as oppressor. There was work on expressing anger,
but very little on anger directed against each other. No tools were developed to
deal with other women’s anger except to avoid it, deflect it, or flee from it under
a blanket of guilt.
I have no creative use for guilt, yours or my own. Guilt is only another way of
avoiding informed action, of buying time out of the pressing need to make clear
choices, out of the approaching storm that can feed the earth as well as bend the
trees. If I speak to you in anger, at least I have spoken to you; I have not put a gun
to your head and shot you down in the street; I have not looked at your bleeding
sister’s body and asked. “What did she do to deserve it?” This was the reaction of
two white women to Mary Church Terrell’s telling of the lynching of a pregnant
Black woman whose baby was then torn from her body. That was in 1921, and
Alice Paul had just refused to publicly endorse the enforcement of the Nineteenth
Amendment for all women—excluding the women of Color who had worked to help
bring about that amendment.
The angers between women will not kill us if we can articulate them with precision, if we listen to the content of what is said with at least as much intensity as
we defend ourselves from the manner of saying. Anger is a source of empowerment
we must not fear to tap for energy rather than guilt. When we turn from anger we
turn from insight, saying we will accept only the designs already known, those
deadly and safely familiar. I have tried to learn my anger’s usefulness to me, as well
as its limitations.
For women raised to fear, too often anger threatens annihilation. In the male
construct of brute force, we were taught that our lives depended upon the good
will of patriarchal power. The anger of others was to be avoided at all costs,
because there was nothing to be learned from it but pain, a judgment that we
had been bad girls, come up lacking, not done what we were supposed to do.
And if we accept our powerlessness, then of course any anger can destroy us.
But the strength of women lies in recognizing differences between us as creative, and in standing to those distortions which we inherited without blame but
which are now ours to alter. The angers of women can transform differences
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through insight into power. For anger between peers births change, not destruction, and the discomfort and sense of loss it often causes is not fatal, but a sign
of growth.
My response to racism is anger. That anger has eaten clefts into my living only
when it remained unspoken, useless to anyone. It has also served me in classrooms
without light or learning, where the work and history of Black women was less
than a vapor. It has served me as fire in the ice zone of uncomprehending eyes of
white women who see in my experience and the experience of my people only new
reasons for fear or guilt. And my anger is no excuse for not dealing with your blindness, no reason to withdraw from the results of your own actions.
When women of Color speak out of the anger that laces so many of our contacts with white women, we are often told that we are “creating a mood of hopelessness,” “preventing white women from getting past guilt,” or “standing in the
way of trusting communication and action.” All these quotes come directly from
letters to me from members of this organization within the last two years. One
woman wrote, “Because you are Black and Lesbian, you seem to speak with the
moral authority of suffering.” Yes, I am Black and Lesbian, and what you hear in
my voice is fury, not suffering. Anger, not moral authority. There is a difference.
To turn aside from the anger of Black women with excuses or the pretexts of
intimidation, is to award no one power—it is merely another way of preserving
racial blindness, the power of unaddressed privilege, unbreached, intact. For guilt
is only yet another form of objectification. Oppressed peoples are always being
asked to stretch a little more, to bridge the gap between blindness and humanity.
Black women are expected to use our anger only in the service of other people’s
salvation, other people’s learning. But that time is over. My anger has meant pain
to me but it has also meant survival, and before I give it up I’m going to be sure
that there is something at least as powerful to replace it on the road to clarity.
What woman here is so enamored of her own oppression, her own oppressed
status, that she cannot see her heelprint upon another woman’s face? What
woman’s terms of oppression have become precious and necessary as a ticket
into the fold of the righteous, away from the cold winds of self-scrutiny?
I am a Lesbian woman of Color whose children eat regularly because I work in
a university. If their full bellies make me fail to recognize my commonality with a
woman of Color whose children do not eat because she cannot find work, or who
has no children because her insides are rotted from home abortions and sterilization; if I fail to recognize the Lesbian who chooses not to have children, the woman
who remains closeted because her homophobic community is her only life support,

the woman who chooses silence instead of another death, the woman who is terrified lest my anger trigger the explosion of hers; if I fail to recognize them as other
faces of myself, then I am contributing not only to each of their oppressions but
also to my own, and the anger which stands between us then must be used for clarity and mutual empowerment, not for evasion by guilt or for further separation. I
am not free while any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are very different
from my own. And I am not free as long as one person of Color remains chained.
Nor is any one of you.
I speak here as a woman of Color who is not bent upon destruction, but upon
survival. No woman is responsible for altering the psyche of her oppressor, even
when that psyche is embodied in another woman. I have suckled the wolfs lip of
anger and I have used it for illumination, laughter, protection, fire in places where
there was no light, no food, no sisters, no quarter. We are not goddesses or matriarchs or edifices of divine forgiveness; we are not fiery fingers of judgment or
instruments of flagellation; we are women always forced back upon our woman’s
power. We have learned to use anger as we have learned to use the dead flesh of
animals; and bruised, battered, and changing, we have survived and grown and,
in Angela Wilson’s words, we are moving on. With or without uncolored women.
We use whatever strengths we have fought for, including anger, to help define and
fashion a world where all our sisters can grow, where our children can love, and
where the power of touching and meeting another woman’s difference and wonder
will eventually transcend the need for destruction.
For it is not the anger of Black women which is dripping down over this globe
like a diseased liquid. It is not my anger that launches rockets, spends over sixty
thousand dollars a second on missiles and other agents of war and death, pushes
opera singers off rooftops, slaughters children in cities, stockpiles nerve gas and
chemical bombs, sodomizes our daughters and our earth. It is not the anger of
Black women which corrodes into blind, dehumanizing power, bent upon the annihilation of us all unless we meet it with what we have, our power to examine and
to redefine the terms upon which we will live and work; our power to envision and
to reconstruct, anger by painful anger, stone upon heavy stone, a future of pollinating difference and the earth to support our choices. We welcome all women who
can meet us, face to face, beyond objectification and beyond guilt.
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SE X, R A CE A N D C LASS

SELMA

There has been enough confusion generated when sex, race, and class have con-

JAMES

fronted each other as separate and even conflicting entities. That they are separate
entities is self-evident. That they have proven themselves to be not separate, inseparable, is harder to discern. Yet if sex and race are pulled away from class, virtually
all that remains is the truncated, provincial, sectarian politics of the white male metropolitan Left. I hope to show in barest outline, first, that the working class movement is something other than that Left have ever envisioned it to be. Second, locked
within the contradiction between the discrete entity of sex or race and the totality
of class is the greatest deterrent to working class power and at the same time the
creative energy to achieve that power.
In our pamphlet which Avis Brown so generously referred to,1 we tackled “. . . the
relation of women to capital and [the] kind of struggle we [can] effectively wage to
destroy it” (p. 5), and draw throughout on the experience of the struggle against
capital by Black people. Beginning with the female (caste) experience, we redefined
class to include women. That redefinition was based on the unwaged labor of the
housewife. We put it this way:
Since Marx, it has been clear that capital rules and develops through the wage, that is,
that the foundation of capitalist society was the wage labourer and his or her direct
exploitation. What has been neither clear nor assumed by the organizations of the
working class movement is that precisely through the wage has the exploitation of
the non-wage labourer been organized. This exploitation has been even more effective
because the lack of a wage hid it . . . Where women are concerned their labour appears
to be a personal service outside of capital. (p. 28)

But if the relation of caste to class where women are concerned presents itself in a
hidden, mystified form, this mystification is not unique to women. Before we confront race, let us take an apparent diversion.
The least powerful in the society are our children, also unwaged in a wage labor
society. They were once (and in tribal society for example still are) accepted as an
integral part of the productive activity of the community. The work they did was

part of the total social labor and was acknowledged as such. Where capital is
extending or has extended its rule, children are taken away from others in the community and forced to go to schools, against which the number of rebels is growing
daily. Is their powerlessness a class question? Is their struggle against school the
class struggle? We believe it is. Schools are institutions organized by capital to
achieve its purpose through and against the child.
Capital . . . sent them to school not only because they are in the way of others’ more
“productive” labour or only to indoctrinate them. The rule of capital through the
wage compels every ablebodied person to function, under the law of division of
labour, and to function in ways that are if not immediately, then ultimately profitable
to the expansion and extension of the rule of capital. That, fundamentally, is the
meaning of school. Where children are concerned, their labour appears to be learning
for their own benefit. (p. 28)

So here are two sections of the working class whose activities, one in the home,
the other in the school, appear to be outside of the capitalist wage labor relation
because the workers themselves are wageless. In reality, their activities are facets
of capitalist production and its division of labor.
One, housewives, are involved in the production and (what is the same thing)
reproduction of workers, what Marx calls labor power. They service those who are
daily destroyed by working for wages and who need to be daily renewed; and they
care for and discipline those who are being prepared to work when they grow up.
The other, children, are those who from birth are the objects of this care and
discipline, who are trained in homes, in schools and in front of the telly to be
future workers. But this has two aspects.
In the first place, for labor power to be reproduced in the form of children,
these children must be coerced into accepting discipline and especially the discipline of working, of being exploited in order to be able to eat. In addition, however, they must be disciplined and trained to perform a certain kind of work. The
labor that capital wants done is divided and each category parceled out internationally as the life work, the destiny, the identity of specific sets of workers. The
phrase often used to describe this is the international division of labor. We will say
more of this later, but for now let the West Indian mother of a seven-year-old sum
up her son’s education with precision: “They’re choosing the street sweepers now.”
Those of us in the feminist movement who have torn the final veil away from
this international capitalist division of labor to expose women’s and children’s class
position, which was hidden by the particularity of their caste position, learnt a
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good deal of this from the Black movement. It is not that it is written down anywhere (though we discovered later it was, in what would seem to some a strange
place). A mass movement teaches less by words than by the power it exercises
which, clearing away the debris of appearances, tells it like it is.
Just as the women’s movement being “for” women and the rebellion of children
being “for” children, appears at first not to be about class,
The Black movement in the U.S. (and elsewhere) also began by adopting what
appeared to be only a caste position in opposition to the racism of white maledominated groups. Intellectuals in Harlem and Malcolm X, that great revolutionary,
were both nationalists, both appeared to place colour above class when the white
Left were still chanting variations of “Black and white unite and fight,” or “Negroes
and Labour must join together.” The Black working class were able through this
nationalism to redefine class: overwhelmingly Black and Labour were synonymous
(with no other group was Labour as synonymous-except perhaps with women), the
demands of Blacks and the forms of struggle created by Blacks were the most comprehensive working class struggle . . . (p. 8)

It is not then that the Black movement “wandered off into the class struggle,”
as Avis says. It was the class struggle and this took a while to sink into our consciousness. Why?
One reason is because some of us wore the blinkers of the white male Left,
whether we knew it or not. According to them, if the struggle’s not in the factory,
it’s not the class struggle. The real bind was that this Left assured us they spoke in
the name of Marxism. They threatened that if we broke from them, organizationally or politically, we were breaking with Marx and scientific socialism. What gave
us the boldness to break, fearless of the consequences, was the power of the Black
movement. We found that redefining class went hand-in-hand with rediscovering a
Marx the Left would never understand.
There were deeper reasons too why caste and class seemed contradictory.
It appears often that the interests of Blacks are contradicted by the interests
of whites, and it is similar with men and women. To grasp the class interest when
there seems not one but two, three, four, each contradicting the other, is one of
the most difficult revolutionary tasks, in theory and practice, that confront us.
Another source of confusion is that not all women, children or Black men are
working class. This is only to say that within the movements which these form are
layers whose struggle tends to be aimed at moving up in the capitalist hierarchy
rather than at destroying it. And so within each movement there is a struggle about

which class interest the movement will serve. But this is the history also of white
male workers’ movements. There is no class “purity,” not even in shop floor organizations. The struggle by workers against organizations they formed there and in
the society generally—trade unions, Labour parties, etc.—is the class struggle.2
Let’s put the relation of caste to class another way. The word “culture” is often
used to show that class concepts are narrow, philistine, inhuman. Exactly the opposite is the case. A national culture which has evolved over decades or centuries may
appear to deny that society’s relation to international capitalism. It is a subject
too wide to go into deeply here but one basic point can be quickly clarified.
The life-style unique to themselves which a people develop once they are
enmeshed by capitalism, in response to and in rebellion against it, cannot be
understood at all except as the totality of their capitalist lives. To delimit culture
is to reduce it to a decoration of daily life.3 Culture is plays and poetry about the
exploited; ceasing to wear mini-skirts and taking to trousers instead; the clash
between the soul of Black Baptism and the guilt and sin of white Protestantism.
Culture is also the shrill of the alarm clock that rings at 6 a.m. when a Black
woman in London wakes her children to get them ready for the baby minder.
Culture is how cold she feels at the bus stop and then how hot in the crowded bus.
Culture is how you feel on Monday morning at eight when you clock in, wishing it
was Friday, wishing your life away. Culture is the speed of the line or the weight
and smell of dirty hospital sheets, and you meanwhile thinking what to make for
tea that night. Culture is making the tea while your man watches the news on
the telly.
And culture is an “irrational woman” walking out of the kitchen into the sitting
room and without a word turning off the telly “for no reason at all.”
From where does this culture spring which is so different from a man’s if you
are a woman and different too from a white woman’s if you are a Black woman? Is
it auxiliary to the class struggle (as the white Left has it) or is it more fundamental
to the class struggle (as Black nationalists and radical feminists have it) because it
is special to your sex, your race, your age, your nationality and the moment in time
when you are these things?
Our identity, our social roles, the way we are seen, appears to be disconnected
from our capitalist functions. To be liberated from them (or through them) appears
to be independent from our liberation from capitalist wage slavery. In my view,
identity-caste-is the very substance of class.
Here is the “strange place” where we found the key to the relation of class to
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caste written down most succinctly. Here is where the international division of
labor is posed as power relationships within the working class. It is Volume I
of Marx’s Capital.
Manufacture . . . develops a hierarchy of labour powers, to which there corresponds
a scale of wages. If, on the one hand, the individual labourers are appropriated and
annexed for life by a limited function; on the other hand, the various operations of
the hierarchy are parceled out among the labourers according to both their natural
and their acquired capabilities. (Moscow 1958, p. 349)

In two sentences is laid out the deep material connection between racism, sexism, national chauvinism and the chauvinism of the generations who are working
for wages against children and old age pensioners who are wageless, who are
dependents.
A hierarchy of labor powers and scale of wages to correspond. Racism and sexism training us to develop and acquire certain capabilities at the expense of all others. Then these acquired capabilities are taken to be our nature and fix our functions for life, and fix also the quality of our mutual relations. So planting cane or
tea is not a job for white people and changing nappies is not a job for men and beating children is not violence. Race, sex, age, nation, each an indispensable element of
the international division of labor. Our feminism bases itself on a hitherto invisible
stratum of the hierarchy of labor powers—the housewife—to which there corresponds no wage at all.
To proceed on the basis of a hierarchical structure among waged and unwaged
slavery is not, as Avis accuses the working class of doing, “concentrating . . . exclusively on the economic determinants of the class struggle.” The work you do and the
wages you receive are not merely “economic” but social determinants, determinants
of social power. It is not the working class but organizations which claim to be of
and for that class which reduce the continual struggle for social power by that class
into “economic determinants”—greater capitalist control for a pittance more a
week. Wage rises that unions negotiate often turn out to be standstills or even cuts,
either through inflation or through more intense exploitation (often in the form of
productivity deals) which more than pay the capitalist back for the rise. And so people assume that this was the intention of workers in demanding, for example, more
wages, more money, more “universal social power,” in the words of Marx.
The social power relations of the sexes, races, nations and generations are precisely, then, particularized forms of class relations. These power relations within the

working class weaken us in the power struggle between the classes. They are the
particularized forms of indirect rule, one section of the class colonizing another
and through this capital imposing its own will on us all. One of the reasons why
these so-called working class organizations have been able so to mediate the struggle is that we have, internationally, allowed them to isolate “the working class,”
which they identify as white, male and over 21, from the rest of us. The unskilled
white male worker, an exploited human being who is increasingly disconnected
from capital’s perspective for him to work, to vote, to participate in its society,
he also, racist and sexist though he is, recognizes himself as the victim of these
organizations. But housewives, Blacks, young people, workers from the Third
World, excluded from the definition of class, have been told that their confrontation with the white male power structure in the metropolis is an “exotic historical
accident.” Divided by the capitalist organization of society into factory, office,
school, plantation, home and street, we are divided too by the very institutions
which claim to represent our struggle collectively as a class.
In the metropolis, the Black movement was the first section of the class massively to take its autonomy from these organizations, and to break away from the
containment of the struggle only in the factory. When Black workers burn the center of a city, however, white Left eyes, especially if they are trade union eyes, see
race, not class.
The women’s movement was the next major movement of the class in the
metropolis to find for itself a power base outside the factory as well as in it. Like
the Black movement before it, to be organizationally autonomous of capital and
its institutions, women and their movement had also to be autonomous of that part
of the “hierarchy of labor powers” which capital used specifically against them.
For Blacks it was whites. For women it was men. For Black women it is both.
Strange to think that even today, when confronted with the autonomy of the
Black movement or the autonomy of the women’s movement, there are those who
talk about this “dividing the working class.” Strange indeed when our experience
has told us that in order for the working class to unite in spite of the divisions
which are inherent in its very structure-factory versus plantation versus home versus schools-those at the lowest levels of the hierarchy must themselves find the
key to their weakness, must themselves find the strategy which will attack that
point and shatter it, must themselves find their own modes of struggle.
The Black movement has not in our view “integrated into capitalism’s plural
society” (though many of its “leaders” have), it has not “been subsumed to white
working class strategy.” (Here I think Avis is confusing white working class strug-
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gle with trade union/Labour party strategy. They are mortal enemies, yet they are
often taken as identical.) The Black movement has, on the contrary, in the United
States challenged and continues to challenge the most powerful capitalist State
in the world. The most powerful at home and abroad. When it burnt down the
centers of that metropolis and challenged all constituted authority, it made a way
for the rest of the working class everywhere to move in its own specific interests.
We women moved. This is neither an accident nor the first time events have moved
in this sequence.
It is not an accident because when constituted power was confronted, a new
possibility opened for all women. For example, the daughters of men to whom was
delegated some of this power saw through the noble mask of education, medicine
and the law for which their mothers had sacrificed their lives. Oh yes, marriage to a
man with a good salary would be rewarded by a fine house to be imprisoned in, and
even a Black servant; they would have privilege for as long as they were attached
to that salary which was not their own. But power would remain in the hands of the
white male power structure. They had to renounce the privilege even to strike out
for power. Many did. On the tide of working class power which the Black movement
had expressed in the streets, and all women expressed in the day-to-day rebellion in
the home, the women’s movement came into being.
It is not the first time either that a women’s movement received its impetus
from the exercise of power by Black people. The Black slave who formed the Abolitionist Movement and organized the Underground Railroad for the escape to the
North also gave white women—and again the more privileged of them—a chance,
an occasion to transcend the limitations in which the female personality was
imprisoned. Women, trained always to do for others, left their homes not to free
themselves—that would have been outrageous—but to free “the slave.” They were
encouraged by Black women, ex-slaves like Sojourner Truth, who suffered because,
being women, they had been the breeders of labor power on the plantation. But
once those white women had taken their first decisive step out of the feminine
mould, they confronted more sharply their own situation. They had to defend
their right, as women, to speak in public against slavery. They were refused, for
example, seating at the Abolitionist conference of 1840 in London because they
were women. By 1848 at Seneca Falls, New York, they called their own conference,
for women’s rights. There was a male speaker. He was a leading Abolitionist. He
had been a slave. His name was Frederick Douglass.
And when young white women headed South on the Freedom Ride buses in the
early 60s of this century and discovered that their male (white and Black) com-

rades had a special place for them in the hierarchy of struggle, as capital had in the
hierarchy of labor power, history repeated itself-almost. This time it was not for the
vote but for a very different goal that they formed a movement. It was a movement
for liberation.
The parallels that are drawn between the Black and women’s movements can
always turn into an 11-plus: who is more exploited? Our purpose here is not parallels. We are seeking to describe that complex interweaving of forces which is the
working class; we are seeking to break down the power relations among us on
which is based the hierarchical rule of international capital. For no man can represent us as women any more than whites can speak about and themselves end the
Black experience. Nor do we seek to convince men of our feminism. Ultimately
they will be “convinced” by our power. We offer them what we offer the most
privileged women: power over their enemies. The price is an end to their privilege
over us.
The strategy of feminist class struggle is, as we have said, based on the wageless woman in the home. Whether she also works for wages outside the home, her
labor of producing and reproducing the working class weighs her down, weakens
her capacity to struggle—she doesn’t even have time. Her position in the wage
structure is low especially but not only if she is Black. And even if she is relatively
well placed in the hierarchy of labor powers (rare enough!), she remains defined as
a sexual object of men. Why? Because as long as most women are housewives part
of whose function in reproducing labor power is to be the sexual object of men,
no woman can escape that identity. We demand wages for the work we do in the
home. And that demand for a wage from the State is, first, a demand to be autonomous of men on whom we are now dependent. Secondly, we demand money without working out of the home, and open for the first time the possibility of refusing
forced labor in the factories and in the home itself.
It is here in this strategy that the lines between the revolutionary Black and the
revolutionary feminist movements begin to blur. This perspective is founded on the
least powerful—the wageless. Reinforcing capital’s international division of labor
is a standing army of unemployed who can be shunted from industry to industry,
from country to country. The Third World is the most massive repository of this
industrial reserve army. (The second most massive is the kitchen in the metropolis.) Port of Spain, Calcutta, Algiers, the Mexican towns south of the US border are
the labor power for shit work in Paris, London, Frankfurt and the farms of California and Florida. What is their role in the revolution? How can the wageless struggle
without the lever of the wage and the factory? We do not pose the answers—we
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can’t. But we pose the questions in a way which assumes that the unemployed have
not to go to work in order to subvert capitalist society.
Housewives working without a pay packet in the home may also have a job outside of their homes. The subordination of the wage of the man in the home and the
subordinating nature of that labor weaken the woman wherever else she is working, and regardless of race. Here is the basis for Black and white women to act
together, “supported” or “unsupported,” not because the antagonism of race is
overcome, but because we both need the autonomy that the wage and the struggle
for the wage can bring. Black women will know in what organizations (with Black
men, with white women, with neither) to make that struggle. No one else can know.
We don’t agree with Avis that “the Black American struggle failed to fulfill its
potential as a revolutionary vanguard . . . ,” if by “vanguard” is meant the basic propellant of class struggle in a particular historical situation. It has used the “specificity of its experience”—as a nation and as a class both at once—to redefine class
and the class struggle itself. Perhaps the theoreticians have not, but then they
must never be confused with the movement. Only as a vanguard could that struggle
have begun to clarify the central problem of our age, the organizational unity of
the working class internationally as we now perceive and define it.
It is widely presumed that the Vanguard Party on the Leninist model embodies
that organizational unity. Since the Leninist model assumes a vanguard expressing
the total class interest, it bears no relation to the reality we have been describing,
where no one section of the class can express the experience and interest of, and
pursue the struggle for, any other section. The formal organizational expression
of a general class strategy does not yet anywhere exist.
Let me quote finally from a letter written against one of the organizations of
the Italian extra-parliamentary Left who, when we had a feminist symposium in
Rome last year and excluded men, called us fascists and attacked us physically.

. . . The traditional attack on the immigrant worker, especially but not exclusively if
he or she is Black (or Southern Italian), is that her presence threatens the gains of
the native working class. Exactly the same is said about women in relation to men.
The anti-racist (i.e., anti-nationalist and anti-sexist) point of view-the point of view,
that is, of struggle-is to discover the organizational weakness which permits the
most powerful sections of the class to be divided from the less powerful, thereby
allowing capital to play on this division, defeating us. The question is, in fact, one
of the basic questions which the class faces today. Where Lenin divided the class
between the advanced and the backward, a subjective division, we see the division

along the lines of capitalist organization, the more powerful and the less powerful. It
is the experience of the less powerful that when workers in a stronger position (that
is, men with a wage in relation to women without one, or whites with a higher wage
than Blacks) gain a “victory,” it may not be a victory for the weaker and even may
represent a defeat for both. For in the disparity of power within the class is precisely
the strength of capital.4

How the working class will ultimately unite organizationally, we don’t know. We do
know that up to now many of us have been told to forget our own needs in some
wider interest which was never wide enough to include us. And so we have learnt by
bitter experience that nothing unified and revolutionary will be formed until each
section of the exploited will have made its own autonomous power felt.
Power to the sisters and therefore to the class!
1975

1. “The Colony of the Colonized: notes on race, class and sex,” Avis Brown, Race Today,
June 1973. The writer refers to The Power of Women and the Subversion of the Community
by Mariarosa Dalla Costa and Selma James (Falling Wall Press, Bristol 1972), as “brilliant.”
The third edition was published as a book in 1975. Unless otherwise stated, all quotations are
from Power of Women, 1975. (We were later to learn that Avis Brown was a pseudonym for
A. Sivanandan, a man who is now head of the Institute of Race Relations, London.) Sex, Race
and Class, the replay to “Avis Brown,” was first published in Race Today, January 1974.
2. For an analysis of the antagonistic relationship between workers and trade unions see S.
James, Women, The Unions and Work, or what is not to be done, first published in 1972, republished with a new Postscript, Falling Wall Press, Bristol, 1976.
3. For the best demystification of culture I know which shows, for example, how West
Indian cricket has carried in its heart racial and class conflicts, see C. L. R. James, Beyond a
Boundary, Hutchinson, London 1963.
4. From a letter by Lotta Feminista and the International Feminist Collective, reprinted in
L’Offensiva, Musolini, Turin, 1972 (pp. 18–19). I wrote the paragraph quoted here.
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B Y WAY O F CON CLUSI O N

FRANTZ
FAN ON

The social revolution . . . cannot draw its poetry from the past, but only from the future.
It cannot begin with itself before it has stripped itself of all its superstitions concerning
the past. Earlier revolutions relied on memories out of world history in order to drug
themselves against their own content. In order to find their own content, the revolutions
of the nineteenth century have to let the dead bury the dead. Before, the expression
exceeded the content; now, the content exceeds the expression.
—Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire

I can already see the faces of all those who will ask me to be precise on this or that
point, to denounce this or that mode of conduct.
It is obvious—and I will never weary of repeating this—that the quest for disalienation by a doctor of medicine born in Guadeloupe can be understood only by
recognizing motivations basically different from those of the Negro laborer building the port facilities in Abidjan. In the first case, the alienation is of an almost
intellectual character. Insofar as he conceives of European culture as a means of
stripping himself of his race, he becomes alienated. In the second case, it is a question of a victim of a system based on the exploitation of a given race by another, on
the contempt in which a given branch of humanity is held by a form of civilization
that pretends to superiority.
I do not carry innocence to the point of believing that appeals to reason or to
respect for human dignity can alter reality. For the Negro who works on a sugar
plantation in Le Robert, there is only one solution: to fight. He will embark on this
struggle, and he will pursue it, not as the result of a Marxist or idealistic analysis
but quite simply because he cannot conceive of life otherwise than in the form of
a battle against exploitation, misery, and hunger.
It would never occur to me to ask these Negroes to change their conception
of history. I am convinced, however, that without even knowing it they share my
views, accustomed as they are to speaking and thinking in terms of the present,
The few working-class people whom I had the chance to know in Paris never took
it on themselves to pose the problem of the discovery of a Negro past. They knew

they were black, but, they told me, that made no difference in anything. In which
they were absolutely right.
In this connection, I should like to say something that I have found in many
other writers: Intellectual alienation is a creation of middle-class society. What I
call middle-class society is any society that becomes rigidified in predetermined
forms, forbidding all evolution, all gains, all progress, all discovery. I call middleclass a closed society in which life has no taste, in which the air is tainted, in which
ideas and men are corrupt. And I think that a man who takes a stand against this
death is in a sense a revolutionary.
The discovery of the existence of a Negro civilization in the fifteenth century
confers no patent of humanity on me. Like it or not, the past can in no way guide
me in the present moment.
The situation that I have examined, it is clear by now, is not a classic one. Scientific objectivity was barred to me, for the alienated, the neurotic, was my brother,
my sister, my father. I have ceaselessly striven to show the Negro that in a sense he
makes himself abnormal; to show the white man that he is at once the perpetrator
and the victim of a delusion.
There are times when the black man is locked into his body. Now, “for a being
who has acquired consciousness of himself and of his body, who has attained to
the dialectic of subject and object, the body is no longer a cause of the structure
of consciousness, it has become an object of consciousness.” 1
The Negro, however sincere, is the slave of the past. None the less I am a man,
and in this sense the Peloponnesian War is as much mine as the invention of the
compass. Face to face with the white man, the Negro has a past to legitimate, a
vengeance to exact; face to face with the Negro, the contemporary white man feels
the need to recall the times of cannibalism. A few years ago, the Lyon branch of
the Union of Students From Overseas France asked me to reply to an article that
made jazz music literally an irruption of cannibalism into the modern world. Knowing exactly what I was doing, I rejected the premises on which the request was
based, and I suggested to the defender of European purity that he cure himself
of a spasm that had nothing cultural in it. Some men want to fill the world with
their presence. A German philosopher described this mechanism as the pathology
of freedom. In the circumstances, I did not have to take up a position on behalf
of Negro music against white music, but rather to help my brother to rid himself
of an attitude in which there was nothing healthful.
The problem considered here is one of time. Those Negroes and white men will
be disalienated who refuse to let themselves be sealed away in the materialized
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Tower of the Past. For many other Negroes, in other ways, disalienation will come
into being through their refusal to accept the present as definitive.
I am a man, and what I have to recapture is the whole past of the world. I am
not responsible solely for the revolt in Santo Domingo.
Every time a man has contributed to the victory of the dignity of the spirit,
every time a man has said no to an attempt to subjugate his fellows, I have felt
solidarity with his act.
In no way should I derive my basic purpose from the past of the peoples of
color.
In no way should I dedicate myself to the revival of an unjustly unrecognized
Negro civilization. I will not make myself the man of any past. I do not want to
exalt the past at the expense of my present and of my future.
It is not because the Indo-Chinese has discovered a culture of his own that he
is in revolt. It is because “quite simply” it was, in more than one way, becoming
impossible for him to breathe. When one remembers the stories with which, in
1938, old regular sergeants described the land of piastres and rickshaws, of cutrate boys and women, one understands only too well the rage with which the men
of the Viet-Minh go into battle.
An acquaintance with whom I served during the Second World War recently
returned from Indo-China. He has enlightened me on many things. For instance,
the serenity with which young Vietnamese of sixteen or seventeen faced firing
squads. “On one occasion,” he told me, “we had to shoot from a kneeling position:
The soldiers’ hands were shaking in the presence of those young ‘fanatics.’ ” Summing up, he added: “The war that you and I were in was only a game compared to
what is going on out there.”
Seen from Europe, these things are beyond understanding. There are those who
talk of a so-called Asiatic attitude toward death. But these basement philosophers
cannot convince anyone. This Asiatic serenity, not so long ago, was a quality to be
seen in the “bandits” of Vercors and the “terrorists” of the Resistance.
The Vietnamese who die before the firing squads are not hoping that their sacrifice will bring about the reappearance of a past. It is for the sake of the present
and of the future that they are willing to die.
If the question of practical solidarity with a given past ever arose for me, it did
so only to the extent to which I was committed to myself and to my neighbor to
fight for all my life and with all my strength so that never again would a people on
the earth be subjugated. It was not the black world that laid down my course of
conduct. My black skin is not the wrapping of specific values. It is a long time

since the starry sky that took away Kant’s breath revealed the last of its secrets to
us. And the moral law is not certain of itself.
As a man, I undertake to face the possibility of annihilation in order that two or
three truths may cast their eternal brilliance over the world.
Sartre has shown that, in the line of an unauthentic position, the past “takes”
in quantity, and, when solidly constructed, informs the individual. He is the past in a
changed value. But, too, I can recapture my past, validate it, or condemn it through
my successive choices.
The black man wants to be like the white man. For the black man there is only
one destiny. And it is white. Long ago the black man admitted the unarguable superiority of the white man, and all his efforts are aimed at achieving a white existence.
Have I no other purpose on earth, then, but to avenge the Negro of the seventeenth century?
In this world, which is already trying to disappear, do I have to pose the problem
of black truth?
Do I have to be limited to the justification of a facial conformation?
I as a man of color do not have the right to seek to know in what respect my race
is superior or inferior to another race.
I as a man of color do not have the right to hope that in the white man there will
be a crystallization of guilt toward the past of my race.
I as a man of color do not have the right to seek ways of stamping down the
pride of my former master.
I have neither the right nor the duty to claim reparation for the domestication
of my ancestors.
There is no Negro mission; there is no white burden.
I find myself suddenly in a world in which things do evil; a world in which I am
summoned into battle; a world in which it is always a question of annihilation or
triumph.
I find myself—I, a man—in a world where words wrap themselves in silence; in a
world where the other endlessly hardens himself.
No, I do not have the right to go and cry out my hatred at the white man. I do
not have the duty to murmur my gratitude to the white man.
My life is caught in the lasso of existence. My freedom turns me back on myself.
No, I do not have the right to be a Negro.
I do not have the duty to be this or that. . . .
If the white man challenges my humanity, I will impose my whole weight as a
man on his life and show him that I am not that “sho’ good eatin’ ” that he persists
in imagining.
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I find myself suddenly in the world and I recognize that I have one right alone:
That of demanding human behavior from the other.
One duty alone: That of not renouncing my freedom through my choices.
I have no wish to be the victim of the Fraud of a black world.
My life should not be devoted to drawing up the balance sheet of Negro values.
There is no white world, there is no white ethic, any more than there is a white
intelligence.
There are in every part of the world men who search.
I am not a prisoner of history. I should not seek there for the meaning of my
destiny.
I should constantly remind myself that the real leap consists in introducing
invention into existence.
In the world through which I travel, I am endlessly creating myself.
I am a part of Being to the degree that I go beyond it.
And, through a private problem, we see the outline of the problem of Action.
Placed in this world, in a situation, “embarked,” as Pascal would have it, am I going
to gather weapons?
Am I going to ask the contemporary white man to answer for the slave-ships of
the seventeenth century?
Am I going to try by every possible means to cause Guilt to be born in minds?
Moral anguish in the face of the massiveness of the Past? I am a Negro, and
tons of chains, storms of blows, rivers of expectoration flow down my shoulders.
But I do not have the right to allow myself to bog down. I do not have the
right to allow the slightest fragment to remain in my existence. I do not have
the right to allow myself to be mired in what the past has determined.
I am not the slave of the Slavery that dehumanized my ancestors.
To many colored intellectuals European culture has a quality of exteriority.
What is more, in human relationships, the Negro may feel himself a stranger to the
Western world. Not wanting to live the part of a poor relative, of an adopted son,
of a bastard child, shall he feverishly seek to discover a Negro civilization?
Let us be clearly understood. I am convinced that it would be of the greatest
interest to be able to have contact with a Negro literature or architecture of the
third century before Christ. I should be very happy to know that a correspondence
had flourished between some Negro philosopher and Plato. But I can absolutely
not see how this fact would change anything in the lives of the eight-year-old children who labor in the cane fields of Martinique or Guadeloupe.
No attempt must be made to encase man, for it is his destiny to be set free.
The body of history does not determine a single one of my actions.

I am my own foundation.
And it is by going beyond the historical, instrumental hypothesis that I will initiate the cycle of my freedom.
The disaster of the man of color lies in the fact that he was enslaved.
The disaster and the inhumanity of the white man lie in the fact that somewhere
he has killed man.
And even today they subsist, to organize this dehumanization rationally. But I as
a man of color, to the extent that it becomes possible for me to exist absolutely, do
not have the right to lock myself into a world of retroactive reparations.
I, the man of color, want only this:
That the tool never possess the man. That the enslavement of man by man cease
forever. That is, of one by another. That it be possible for me to discover and to love
man, wherever he may be.
The Negro is not. Any more than the white man.
Both must turn their backs on the inhuman voices which were those of their
respective ancestors in order that authentic communication be possible. Before it
can adopt a positive voice, freedom requires an effort at disalienation. At the beginning of his life a man is always clotted, he is drowned in contingency. The tragedy
of the man is that he was once a child.
It is through the effort to recapture the self and to scrutinize the self, it is
through the lasting tension of their freedom that men will be able to create the
ideal conditions of existence for a human world.
Superiority? Inferiority?
Why not the quite simple attempt to touch the other, to feel the other, to explain
the other to myself?
Was my freedom not given to me then in order to build the world of the You?
At the conclusion of this study, I want the world to recognize, with me, the open
door of every consciousness.
My final prayer: O my body, make of me always a man who questions!

1952

1. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, La Phénoménologie de la perception (Paris: Gallimard, 1945),
p. 277.
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Now I do not claim that the triumph of my ideas would eliminate all possible problems from the life of man for all time. What I do believe is that the removal of the
present artificial obstacles to progress would clear the ground for new conquests
and joy of life. Nature and our own complexes are apt to continue to provide us with
enough pain and struggle. Why then maintain the needless suffering imposed by our
present social structure, on the mythical grounds that our characters are thus
strengthened, when broken hearts and crushed lives about us every day give the lie
to such a notion?
Most of the worry about the softening of human character under freedom comes
from prosperous people. It would be difficult to convince the starving man that
plenty to eat would ruin his character. As for individual development in the society
to which I look forward, I feel that with freedom and abundance unguessed springs
of individual initiative would be released. Human curiosity and interest in the world
could be trusted to develop individuals in every conceivable line of effort.
Of course those steeped in the present find it impossible to realize that gain as
an incentive could be replaced by another force that would motivate people to give
the best that is in them. To be sure, profit and gain are strong factors in our present system. They have to be. Even the rich feel a sense of insecurity. That is, they
want to protect what they have and to strengthen themselves. The gain and profit
motives, however, are tied up with more fundamental motives. When a man provides
himself with clothes and shelter, if he is the money-maker type, he continues to
work to establish his status—to give himself prestige of the sort admired in the
eyes of his fellow-men. Under different and more just conditions of life these more
fundamental motives could be put to special uses, and the profit motive, which is
only their manifestation, will pass away. Even today the scientist, inventor, poet,
and artist are not primarily moved by the consideration of gain or profit. The urge
to create is the first and most impelling force in their lives. If this urge is lacking in
the mass of workers it is not at all surprising, for their occupation is deadly routine.
Without any relation to their lives or needs, their work is done in the most appalling
surroundings, at the behest of those who have the power of life and death over the

masses. Why then should they be impelled to give of themselves more than is
absolutely necessary to eke out their miserable existence?
In art, science, literature, and in departments of life which we believe to be
somewhat removed from our daily living we are hospitable to research, experiment,
and innovation. Yet, so great is our traditional reverence for authority that an irrational fear arises in most people when experiment is suggested to them. Surely
there is even greater reason for experiment in the social field than in the scientific.
It is to be hoped, therefore, that humanity or some portion of it will be given the
opportunity in the not too distant future to try its fortune living and developing
under an application of freedom corresponding to the early stages of an anarchistic society. The belief in freedom assumes that human beings can co-operate. They
do it even now to a surprising extent, or organized society would be impossible.
If the devices by which men can harm one another, such as private property, are
removed and if the worship of authority can be discarded, co-operation will be
spontaneous and inevitable, and the individual will find it his highest calling to
contribute to the enrichment of social well-being.
Anarchism alone stresses the importance of the individual, his possibilities and
needs in a free society. Instead of telling him that he must fall down and worship
before institutions, live and die for abstractions, break his heart and stunt his life
for taboos, Anarchism insists that the center of gravity in society is the individual
—that he must think for himself, act freely, and live fully. The aim of Anarchism is
that every individual in the world shall be able to do so. If he is to develop freely
and fully, he must be relieved from the interference and oppression of others. Freedom is, therefore, the cornerstone of the Anarchist philosophy. Of course, this has
nothing in common with a much boasted “rugged individualism.” Such predatory
individualism is really flabby, not rugged. At the least danger to its safety it runs to
cover of the state and wails for protection of armies, navies, or whatever devices
for strangulation it has at its command. Their “rugged individualism” is simply one
of the many pretenses the ruling class makes to unbridled business and political
extortion.
Regardless of the present trend toward the strong-armed man, the totalitarian
states, or the dictatorship from the left, my ideas have remained unshaken. In fact,
they have been strengthened by my personal experience and the world events
through the years. I see no reason to change, as I do not believe that the tendency
of dictatorship can ever successfully solve our social problems. As in the past, so I
do now insist that freedom is the soul of progress and essential to every phase of
life. I consider this as near a law of social evolution as anything we can postulate.
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My faith is in the individual and in the capacity of free individuals for united
endeavor.
The fact that the Anarchist movement for which I have striven so long is to a
certain extent in abeyance and overshadowed by philosophies of authority and
coercion affects me with concern, but not with despair. It seems to me a point of
special significance that many countries decline to admit Anarchists. All governments hold the view that while parties of the right and left may advocate social
changes, still they cling to the idea of government and authority. Anarchism alone
breaks with both and propagates uncompromising rebellion. In the long run, therefore, it is Anarchism which is considered deadlier to the present regime than all
other social theories that are now clamoring for power.
Considered from this angle, I think my life and my work have been successful.
What is generally regarded as success—acquisition of wealth, the capture of power
or social prestige—I consider the most dismal failures. I hold when it is said of a
man that he has arrived, it means that he is finished—his development has stopped
at that point. I have always striven to remain in a state of flux and continued
growth, and not to petrify in a niche of self-satisfaction. If I had my life to live
over again, like anyone else, I should wish to alter minor details. But in any of
my more important actions and attitudes I would repeat my life as I have lived it.
Certainly I should work for Anarchism with the same devotion and confidence in
its ultimate triumph.
1934
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RECLAIMING THE FEMININE PRINCIPLE

In December 1987, two prizes were awarded in Stockholm: the Nobel Prize for
economics was given to Robert Solow of MIT for his theory of growth based on
the dispensability of nature. In Solow’s words, “The world can, in effect, get along
without natural resources, so exhaustion is just an event, not a catostrophe.”1
At the same time, the Alternative Nobel Prize (the popular name for the Right
Livelihood Award), instituted “for vision and work contributing to making life
more whole, healing our planet and uplifting humanity,” honored the women of
the Chipko movement who, as leaders and activists, had put the life of the forests
above their own and, with their actions, had stated that nature is indispensable to
survival.2
The two prizes dramatically pose the two oppositional worldviews grappling
with each other. These worldviews hold opposing assumptions of the worth and
value of different kinds of work and existence. In the worldview personified by the
MIT Professor only that counts as knowledge which is produced by male western
experts, and only that counts as wealth that such knowledge in turn produces.
The economic “growth” that the masculinist model of progress has sold has been
the growth of money and capital based on the destruction of other kinds of wealth
such as the wealth produced by nature and women. In this view, nature in itself has
no value, unless controlled and exploited by western masculine science, and women
and non-westernized peoples have and produce no value, because they, like nature,
have no intrinsic intellectual or economic worth: they are the bearers of ignorance
and passivity while western man is the bearer of knowledge and progress.
In the worldview personified by the Chipko women, nature is Prakriti, the creator and source of wealth, and rural women, peasants and tribals who live in, and
derive sustenance from nature, have a systematic and deep knowledge of nature’s
processes of reproducing wealth. Nature and women do not acquire value through
domination by modern western man; they lose both through this process of subjugation. The domination of nature by western industrial culture, and the domination
of women by western industrial man is part of the same process of devaluation and
destruction that has been characterized in masculinist history as the “enlighten-

ment.” With the Alternative Nobel Prize, part of the world’s community is joining
the Chipko women in challenging this notion of progress and enlightenment. A
decade after the women of Henwal Ghati came with lanterns during the day to
show forestry experts “the light”—that forests produce soil and water and not just
timber and revenue—they have been joined by others in challenging the enlightenment symbol of “light” as the exclusive monopoly of the western expert.3
The categories of gendered inequality that the age of enlightenment gave rise
to are today being challenged everywhere as the categories of a special project of a
narrow group of western, technocratic men which excluded all other groups from
the production of intellectual and material wealth while including the excluded
people’s minds in sharing the myth of seeing nature’s destruction and women’s
subjugation as “progress.” The reductionist categories of modern western scientific thought were categories that were intrinsically violent and destructive to
nature as a producer, and to women as knowers. In this destruction of material and
intellectual wealth, reductionist categories in science are dialectically linked to
reductionist categories in economics which reduce all value to market value, and
register only those activities and processes that are monetized and involve cash
transactions. Reductionist economics assumes that only paid labor produces value.
On the one hand this leads to ignoring man’s dependance on the natural world,
while on the other, it provides the ideology of the gender division of labor such
that women’s work in producing sustenance is treated as having no economic value
even while it provides the very basis of survival and well-being. Since poor Third
World women provide water, fodder, wood from the free commons that nature provides, collecting them is not considered work in reductionist economics. A gendered dichotomy is created between “productive” and “non-productive” work, on
the basis of money and price as the only measure of economic worth and wealth.
This ideological divide between “productive” and “unproductive” work based
on market criteria very rapidly unfolds into the contemporary economic crises in
which wealth is no longer linked to work, or the production of goods and services.

From the production of goods and services, the dynamic edge of economic activity
has shifted to paper transactions and speculation. Futures markets and speculation have begun controlling real producers and consumers such as the poor, and
women, tribals and peasants in the Third World, dispensing with them if they do
not “fit” into the market transactions of artificially created prices. Instead of a
sustainable reproduction of wealth, the global economic system, led by commercial
capitalism, has, started to focus on instant wealth creation through speculation at

the cost of the future—and of the poor. The decade of 1973–1982 has seen the
escalation of capital flows from transnational banks and financial institutions to
the Third World. This phase of borrowing is at the root of the contemporary Third
World debt crisis. And this borrowing was induced to recycle the huge amounts of
liquidity that the financial system of the North had built up and could not absorb.
The Third World became an important source for investment at high profitability:
profits of the seven biggest U.S. banks rocketed from 22 per cent in 1970 to 55 in
1981, and to a record 60 per cent in the following year. The South was caught in a
debt trap, borrowing merely to pay interests on earlier loans.4
The paradoxical nature of the current global integration of the world’s economies through the web of speculation and money-lending, is that it deals with mythical constructs on computers and electronic boards, and is able to destroy, instantly,
the real economies of entire countries through numbers flashing in the financial
nerve-centers of the world. There has been a shift from the factory to the financial
district, but it is a shift which ties the financial districts intimately to the remotest
and smallest farms in the world. During the post-war period, capitalist “growth”
came from industrial expansion; today wealth comes from unproductive and fictitious economic exchange. It is based not on exchange of industrial commodities but
on servicing a paper and electronic money system. Real things and real people are
merely inputs into what has become essentially a game of buying and selling fictitious goods in the hope of accruing large profits when the price of goods rises or
falls in the future. Only about five per cent of commodity transactions on futures
markets relate to actual delivery of goods. Yet this mythical game is loaded in favor
of Northern speculators, who “gamble not only with the wealth of nations but also
with the lives of powerless farmers within those nations.”5 Wealth from the South
is transferred to the North in a new wave which colonizes the land and forests of
the Third World through commodity prices and futures markets. Entire countries,
ecosystems and communities are vulnerable to instant collapse in this game of
speculation, which bids on them and their produce, and then abandons them as
waste—wastelands and wasted peoples. As Ruth Sidel has noted in her book,
Women and Children Last, when the economies of the world, based on the masculinist paradigm of wealth, start to crash, “women and children will be first—
not the first to be saved but the first to fall into the abyss that is poverty.”6
The modern creation myth that male western minds propagate is based on the
sacrifice of nature, women and the Third World. It is not merely the impoverishment of these excluded sectors that is the issue in the late twentieth century; it is
the very dispensability of nature and non-industrial, non-commercial cultures that is

298

at stake. Only the price on the market counts. That market prices in today’s world
are totally divorced from real worth matters little.
Consider the simple case of rice, which the Thai women call “life,” because as
food, rice is life itself. The 1985 U.S. Farm Bill allowed the U.S. to lower world prices
of rice from $8 per hundredweight to less than $4. Thai farmers who brought in 15
per cent of the foreign exchange for their country through rice exports were forced
to lower prices and increase their volume of production to maintain exports to meet
foreign debt obligations. New regions were opened up for rice production for export,
displacing forests and forest tribes.7
Debt, the debacle in commodity prices, and speculation in the commodities
futures markets have become a major source of “economic growth.” In the U.S.,
interest payment on the farm debt, which rose 1000 percent in a decade—from
$20 billion in the ’70s to $225 billion in the ’80s—exceeds net farm income. In the
South, since 1981, Third World countries have become net capital exporters: soaring
from $7 billion in 1981 to $74 billion in 1985. This excludes the transnational corporations’ profit repatriation and capital flights. If all these were added up, the flow of
capital from South to North is about $240 billion—a sum four times greater than
that of the Marshall Plan, which was repaid with interest to the U.S. Most of these
funds are being emptied into speculative ventures so characteristic of the grand
casino society. The survival of the poor and the future are being sacrificed to keep
the casino running. Resources from the poor have become a major source of inflows
and savings to the center. As Cavanagh observes, “In terms of scale and sheer magnitude the tribute extracted from the Indian subcontinent (and one of the major
sources of financing the eighteenth century industrial revolution) by such nabobs
as Warren Hastings and the British East India Company pales in comparison to the
current outflows.” 8
The global economic system is quite evidently non-sustainable and inequitable.
Its basis in indebtedness, in living at the cost of the future, cannot but generate
crises. Black Monday, when the stock market crashed on Wall Street, could be just
the beginning of deeper crises in international trade and finance.
Living high on borrowed or stolen wealth is the economic prescription of today’s
high priests in banks and financial institutions, who see natural resources and the
poor as dispensable elements of ecosystems. The Wall Street collapse has shown
that this prescription is not only unjust and unethical, it is also unworkable. America, which has provided the model of the affluent consumer society, can no longer
work as the norm, because for the women, the workers and the small farmers of
America, prosperity has come to an end and they, too, have become dispensable.

The crisis of survival that the categories and concepts of the age of masculinist
“enlightenment” have engendered cannot be overcome from within those categories. When the stock market crashed on Wall Street it became evident that the
deficit financed casino wealth of America was non-sustainable. As John Kenneth
Galbraith observed, Reagan’s favorite magic of the market was itself writing the
last chapter of Reaganomics. Yet all Reagan could say was, “I’ve believed this too
long to change my mind now.”9
The crisis mind can offer no solutions. Those who dare to think of solutions are
precisely those who were declared incapable of thinking. Like the women in the
Third World, they are clear that the issue is survival, and they have the relevant
expertise. “Rational” man of the modern west is exposed today as a bundle of irrationalities, threatening the very survival of humankind. When we find that those
who claimed to carry the light have led us into darkness and those who were
declared to be inhabiting the dark recesses of ignorance were actually enlightened,
it is but rational to redefine categories and meanings. Recovering the feminine
principle as respect for life in nature and society appears to be the only way forward, for men as well as women, in the North as well as the South. The metaphors
and concepts of minds deprived of the “feminine principle” have been based on
seeing nature and women as worthless and passive, and finally as dispensable.
These ethnocentric categorizations have been universalized, and with their universalization has been associated the destruction of nature and the subjugation of
women. But this dominant mode of organizing the world is today being challenged
by the very voices it had silenced. These voices, muted through subjugation, are
now quietly but firmly suggesting that the western male has produced only one
culture, and that there are other ways of structuring the world. Women’s struggles
for survival through the protection of nature are redefining the meaning of basic
categories. They are challenging the central belief of the dominant worldview that
nature and women are worthless and waste, that they are obstacles to Progress
and must be sacrificed.
The two central shifts in thinking that are being induced by women’s ecological
struggles relate to economic and intellectual worth. The first relates to our understanding of what constitutes knowledge, and who the knowers and producers of
intellectual value are. The second involves concepts of wealth and economic value
and who the producers of wealth and economic value are. Women producing survival are showing us that nature is the very basis and matrix of economic life
through its function in life support and livelihood, and the elements of nature that
the dominant view has treated as “waste” are the basis of sustainability and the
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wealth of the poor and the marginal. They are challenging concepts of waste, rubbish and dispensability as the modern west has defined them. They are showing
that production of sustenance is basic to survival itself and cannot be deleted from
“economic calculations”; if production of life cannot be reckoned with in money
terms, then it is economic models, and not women’s work in producing sustenance
and life, that must be sacrificed. The intellectual heritage for ecological survival
lies with those who are experts in survival. They have the knowledge and experience to extricate us from the ecological cul-de-sac that the western masculinist
mind has maneuvered us into. And while Third World women have privileged access
to survival expertise, their knowledge is inclusive, not exclusive. The ecological categories with which they think and act can become the categories of liberation for
all, for men as well as for women, for the west as well as the non-west, and for the
human as well as the non-human elements of the earth. By elbowing out “life”
from being the central concern in organizing human society, the dominant paradigm of knowledge has become a threat to life itself. Third World women are bringing the concern with living and survival back to center stage in human history. In
recovering the chances for the survival of all life, they are laying the foundations
for the recovery of the feminine principle in nature and society, and through it the
recovery of the earth as sustainer and provider.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH DAVID WOJNAROW ICZ

Wojnarowicz: I guess I feel a little intimidated, mostly because my experience with
intellectuals has always been that they use language like a hammer.
Lotringer: [Thinking of Nietzsche.] Sometimes you need hammers, too.
Wojnarowicz: True, but not when you’re the one who’s getting hammered on the
head. I’ve always been attracted to people with information and to the idea
of language. Most of my life has been without words. I feel like everything I
respond to is on either an intuitive or primitive level. It still shocks me that people would think things similar to me. I’d get so obsessed when I was younger
that if I looked at this table and you looked at this table, we would both think
we’re seeing the same thing. Are we really? Then I would think well, the only
way to know is to take a photograph of it and I’d say, Does this look like what
the table looks like? And if you said yes, then it would confirm that I’m seeing
the same thing. But then I’d think what’s the difference between the photograph and the real thing? I can’t get inside your eyes and look through them. It
still shocks me that people would think similar things to me because I’ve always
been so isolated. I don’t think I ever believed that paintings could change people. I always thought they were signs that people who felt similarly or differently could identify with and get some comfort from.
Lotringer: What about your relationship with the photographer Peter Hujar? You
were very close to him. Did that change anything about the way you look at
things?
Wojnarowicz: I had a very powerful relationship with Peter Hujar. He was somebody who I felt saw the world the same way I did, and he was twenty years
older. He taught me a lot of things, and he connected instantly to what I felt
about the world myself. But beyond him, I’ve always felt like a stranger among
people. I’ll spend years in the company of certain people and I’ll always feel like
I just don’t understand them. There are certain things that are familiar, but then
once I get beyond that, it’s like I don’t have the faintest idea of where they’re
coming from, or how they’re looking at things. It just wouldn’t make any sense
to me.

I did this painting recently called My Father was a Sailor, My Father was the
Century. For me it’s the same thing. It was not only about my father being a
sailor, but also about transportation. It was about moving out where a century
ago most people wouldn’t know what was beyond the bend in the road outside
their door. Now you turn on the TV and you’re in China, you’re a thousand
feet below the ocean looking up at things that exist. The painting touched on
that as well as on my father’s psychosis. It was a world that was extremely dangerous, extremely death and destruction oriented. All of these activities about
destruction or self-destruction in the household I grew up in, shaped my first
experience. First, if you believe that embryos pick up thoughts—I wouldn’t
accept that argument because of its anti-abortion implications, but just thinking of the possibilities in the world, or the possibilities in forms of life, communicating without words—then that was the world I was born into. My mother,
when I was fourteen, told me that she had just prayed that I would die when
I was in her belly, that I would abort, or that I would be stillborn. Because of
everything she felt about my father and her two other children I just wasn’t
wanted when I arrived. My father constantly beat and threatened her with
guns. I was born with the umbilical cord wrapped around my throat. I was
almost strangled. I only recently found that it happens to a lot of children
whose parents want them to die. They’re born with the umbilical cords around
their throats.
I grew up in a society that basically wanted to kill me, and every sign I
picked up as a kid growing up, whether in the structure of my household, of
schools, or of the world at large, everything was aimed at extermination. Especially when at the age of eight I had my first homosexual experiences with a
thirty year old guy. I knew what my family would do. I knew what people beyond
my family would do, whether it was the police or the hospitals, any of these
things. I knew that they would try to destroy this if they found out. I’ve met
people who experienced just the opposite. The moment they realized they were
homosexual, or that they were inclined towards that experience, they were
immediately open about it, immediately talked about it. Yes, they were beaten
up and yes, they had rejection from their families, but they never questioned for
a moment that this was who they were. For me, I remember inventing all these
reasons why this was happening. Then, from the age of eight on, I kept thinking, Well when I hit puberty I’ll start having relationships with women. I didn’t
have hair on my body, so I thought this was why I was making it with men. That
excuse failed by the time I hit puberty. I realized I was still like that.

I know I turned a lot of death towards myself. I had attractions to death.
I took myself into situations where it was possible to die. Some of them were
reactions to what I understood homosexuality is. I remember going to the
library trying to find out what a homosexual is and reading books that said that
I had to put bottles up my ass and wear a dress. I was horrified. That wasn’t
what I wanted, but then I thought I had no choice. I thought by the time I’m
seventeen I’ll be wearing dresses and putting bottles in my ass. It was upsetting.
I didn’t want to be a “sissy.” It was also an ugly torture against somebody that
society hates, somebody who’s effeminate. The whole thing was informed with
rage. On some level, I wanted to be accepted, but on another level it was impossible. I tried very hard to be normal and to get loving, touching gestures. It was
a terrific waste of time.
Lotringer: What about Peter?
Wojnarowicz: Peter, in his Buddhist leanings, always encouraged me to meditate
and I tried it for a period of time. But it made everything I did worthless. I no
longer wanted to paint these images, and I no longer wanted to deal with violence. I was on this health diet. I’d given up smoking, sugar, salt, meat, all these
things. I did it for four months and it scared the shit out of me. I was at a total
loss as to what to do, what to paint, what to make. None of it made any sense.
I can’t think of an interesting way to present beauty unless it’s inside of death
or violence. That’s where I make violent things beautiful. There have been times
that I’ve painted flowers or landscapes, and it’s actually been nice to give myself
that freedom, but in the end it’s not something I’m really interested in showing
other people. They can go out and look at the same. Somehow it’s just not
potent to me; it doesn’t express something. So I gave up meditation and went
back to eating sugar and pancakes. I became violent again. It made me feel
much better. Actually, I remember having had an image of bathing my brain,
holding it under running water out in the woods. It just became a beautiful
image, being able to wash your brain like you wash your pants and squeeze it
out and start fresh.
Lotringer: TV does that too, in another way . . .
Wojnarowicz: I’ve always had a strong reaction to the sound of TV. If I watch it for
five minutes during the morning or afternoon hours, it colors the rest of the day.
It hits something in the head that makes me numb. For the rest of the day I feel
uncomfortable. It’s more about frequencies. It makes me want to throw up. So
I’ve gone through periods of watching TV just trying to drown things out. It’s
just so ugly and the sound waves are so distorting. Then all the information puts
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me in a rage and there’s nothing I can do about it. That’s why I scream at the
TV, “fuck you!” Sometimes I draw things on the front of the screen, like a
big dick, so that every announcer has this dick going into his mouth, or into
his face. It’s like fucking with the images so that they mean something else.
I’m always sitting there in a dialogue with this box. I imagine murdering these
people on TV. I confront them at every turn. [He grabs a gun on the table nearby
and starts pulling the trigger mechanically. Click. Click. Click.]
Lotringer: [Pointing.] Where did you get this gun?
Wojnarowicz: [Looking at his hand, startled.] I got it in Germany. They’re now illegal in the United States because they look too real. It’s a cap gun or something.
I think about mass murderers and how they seem to really love death and
killing. They keep doing it over and over and over. They even do it with a lot of
thought and care. They’re in love with it, that sensation of death, or what they
imagine death to be. Most people you talk to would be, or at least say that
they’re horrified at the idea of death, or the idea of killing . . .
Lotringer: And you?
Wojnarowicz: I think I’ve worked at rage all my life. I used to feel very selfconscious about it because when I first began showing my work, all the people
who worked in the gallery would say, “Can’t you, you know, paint something
nicer?” Or, “Why can’t you be like Keith Haring?” Or, “Can’t you create something that’s fun?” I was extremely uncomfortable. I felt terrible. All I can do is
produce misery.
Lotringer: What about Peter?
Wojnarowicz: Peter had just an enormous rage, incredible rage and ugliness, the
last year of his life. It became an ugly spectacle because there was nothing that
you could do to touch it. Finally he hit a point where it was as if he had let go of
something, and maybe it was a string leading into life. Then he let it go and it
was just passivity.
All my life I tried to fit. One of the things that happened with my diagnosis is
that I don’t care if I fit. There are still parts of me that want to be touched or
accepted or embraced, but in the end it’s absurd. It’s not going to keep me from
dying. Part of what I felt in the year of Peter’s illness before he died was this
incredible rage about everybody I knew. I hated them. I hated them so much
because not one of them would ever say anything. And if they ever said anything, they would touch on it once or twice and then never bring it up again.
They would look at you with certain eyes. I would feel people looking at me
because they knew that I was going through something in relation to Peter’s

slowly dying. It’s the same thing that I feel about memorials for people who die.
On some level, it’s great to make a private grief public because it makes people
more aware and makes them witness to what’s happening. But, at the same
time, memorials eventually just become this preparation for death, and everybody refines their words about this person who’s about to die so that when the
day comes and there’s a memorial, they get up and say, “This is who this person was. This is what this person meant to me.” It’s beautiful, but then they all
go home and prepare for the next death.
There are moments when I have a slide machine in my head, and suddenly
one slide that I carried for years and years gets knocked out and another one
comes in. It could be for a minute or five minutes, when suddenly I’m looking at
death, seeing the end of my life. My body grows still. I have absolutely no fear.
It makes perfect sense and there’s nothing loaded or attached to it. And, what
am I afraid of? What am I afraid of? I know I’m afraid of losing control mostly
because of the rage that I’ve carried, afraid of that monster coming out. It was
loss of control that I was suppressing for years, ever since I was a tiny kid, fear
for this thing to suddenly jump out. I think I was always afraid that, if provoked, then I would lose control and I would kill somebody. It’s the same thing
about my death, or the view of my death, the loss of control or the loss of the
ability to mark it, or change it, or shift it, or construct things in order to make
it not exist, or exist less. But for that five minutes, it’s a wonderful sensation
because everything is meaningless.
My friend Keith Davis died two times of a heart attack, and the doctors
came in twice and jumped up and down. Finally, they brought him back and
then attached him to a machine. The family was trying to get them to remove
the machine, but it was a Catholic hospital. They said, “Look, we can’t make the
decision to take away this life.” They stuck him on the fucking machine, and
they made a decision to bring him back from death because of their own fear
of death. I had to argue. I screamed at these doctors, “What the fuck is wrong
with you? Why did you put him on the machine if now you can’t make the decision to take him off the machine and why did you suddenly feel that you had the
right to do that?” Keith expressed that he never wanted anything like that. Anyway, after five days of fighting with the doctors, most of the family who visited
New York to witness his death went out sightseeing around New York. They
were in the Empire State Building around the time that his sister and I finally
convinced the doctors to pull the plug, and in something like thirty seconds, he
was dead. Later on finding out that they were on the observation deck of the
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Empire State Building, I thought it was wonderful. I loved the idea that they
were up in the sky, so high above the ground, and that at the moment of death
all that energy just got dispersed and covered everything or mingled with everything and then dissipated. This energy is free of gravity and moving up into the
atmosphere, and here are these people looking through binoculars into the sky
or into the city and through the depths of this height. I thought it was the perfect death, or the perfect moment for him to achieve death while his family was
sight-seeing.
One of the things that I remember Kiki Smith saying to me was that when
you die you become fly food. I like that. That’s the clearest idea that I’ve ever
heard from somebody, that it’s nothing less. The idea that you nourish things
in your death is kind of comforting. It’s sweet. That’s what I’ve been seizing
on lately; that idea of death. That actually makes me fairly comfortable. I’m
attracted to the idea of existence after death in the form of objects. I have a
pair of Peter’s glasses, and they are the saddest things I’ve ever seen in my life.
They’re sadder to me than his death because they become totally useless, and
yet they possess all of this personality. They’re silent.
I had a therapist confront me not too long ago. He said that I found it easier
to develop relationships with my objects than with people, that I invest so much
emotional energy that I’m afraid to invest in people. It’s fairly true. Objects
don’t speak back. I love animals. I’ve loved animals all my life because of my
early experiences with my family. I would spend all of my time in the forest and
watch animals, catch animals, read about animals. I’ve always loved them more
than people, or always trusted them more than people. I bought a bunch of
crickets to feed a scorpion that I’d bought to use in a film, and the crickets
started eating each other. Within twenty-four hours, two crickets killed the
other twelve. I couldn’t understand what was going on. What the hell is this?
Maybe it’s a virus that’s attacking the crickets, and they’re dropping dead. I
didn’t realize they were cannibals. Then one day I looked in there, and I saw this
cricket bite the leg off of another cricket. There were two left, and I fed them
to the scorpion. I didn’t feel so bad. The scorpion eats them like popcorn.
I’m having a lot of odd thoughts of what death is at this point. Partly
because when I watched Peter and Keith Davis die, I was in the room with both
of them when they went, and it confronted all my feelings of what death is.
Suddenly everything, every idea I’ve had about death seemed so stupid. It was
so totally about living or life that the words seemed ridiculous. Peter wanted to
believe that there’s experience and there’s travel after death. I even did some

little rituals in his house after he died according to some Buddhist papers that
somebody gave to me. I made a drawing of him and burned it at some point so
that after seven days his spirit can receive all knowledge. I totally believed in
those things as I did them. It made me feel calmer about his absence, but now,
facing my own death, I don’t want to believe that there’s an afterlife. This is
what they do to enslave people. They tell them, “Oh you get your reward after
you die,” and not when they can question it, not when they can confront it. I
love playing with all the contradictions on the surface. To be limited only by
what you experience seems really boring, but then I realize that is one of the
things about which I like to write. What I experience, what I think, or what I see
in terms of someone else’s experience, whatever attracts me, I pull together for
my own writing.
When Peter was diagnosed with AIDS I made this enormous construction of
what this man was going through, what he was thinking and how he saw life. He
gave me an indication early on the first day he got the news that he was diagnosed with AIDS. I came over ten minutes later from my house to sit with him
for a few minutes. He went to meet me at the door. There was some mail that
arrived, and it fell on the floor. He picked it up and turned saying, “Even something like getting a piece of mail in my home has an entirely different meaning.” I felt very distant from him. I felt very sad. I felt angry. I felt fear. And yet
the moment I got diagnosed, it was a shock that nothing changed, that people
were still running back and forth on the street, that the mail still comes. You
wake up in the morning and you have to eat. Other people have the luxury of
time where they can abstract it into their nineties, or when they reach fifty.
Suddenly I’m doing it at thirty-three.
Right after my diagnosis, the things I appreciated for a period of time about
people who were dying from AIDS was their courage in facing death. I thought
Peter was courageous. Even in the midst of his rage he was courageous. Everywhere I experienced a friend’s death, or knew of a friend’s death or illness and
experienced part of it, I thought it was with great courage that they were living. Once I was diagnosed, the idea of courage enraged me. I thought this is
bullshit really. They’re talking about politeness, that the more politely a person
dies, the more courageous he is, and contains his experience of his death within
himself, the easier he makes it for everybody so that he slips through and dies.
Peter threatened to throw himself in front of a car because he was mad. He
talked about killing himself endlessly, brutally. “I want to go to that building
across the street, climb to the top and jump off the roof.” He would say, “I’m
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gonna do it, I’m gonna do it” And he said it every day until one day we gave him
the number of a doctor who would give him medicine to kill himself. Once I gave
him the number, he tucked it away and never spoke about killing himself again.
The persons to whom I feel attracted have the ability to control language
that’s beyond what I’ve learned or what I understand. That’s where I become
overwhelmed or frightened. I’ve had this fear of getting trapped in language—
in doing interviews, talking about AIDS, talking about death, talking about
these things. I used to fear my contradictions as I grew up. I didn’t understand.
I wasn’t in contact with enough people to realize that everybody has contradictions.
The first time I explored the promiscuous sex scene in the warehouses, I
always stayed away from it and had judgments about it on some level because
I wanted a relationship, or I wanted to be connected to somebody and not just
run around and have sex for the sake of having sex. I had a friend from high
school who was ostensibly straight, but then suddenly admitted to me, after all
the years knowing him, that he had fantasies of having sex with men. We were
sitting by a river, and he was telling me this when he saw these men going in and
out of the warehouse, I mean dozens of men. And he said: “What’s that? What’s
going on?” I said ” Oh, you know, they’re stupid. They go in there, and they just
fuck all over the place.” I used to get really frightened by contradictions in people and get really upset at contradictions. Mostly because I was upset at them
in myself. Recently I’ve been enjoying more and more confronting my fear of
contradictions, because I love contradiction. It makes perfect sense to me. It’s
becoming less and less scary, and I’m feeling more strongly about accepting
contradictions and holding them or embracing them. The more I think about
death, the less I want to find my feet in the cement of one form of thought.
I see myself now living my life in a capsulized compression of time. All these
things are happening very quickly, it’s almost as if the length of my life is suddenly compressed to months and things that I thought were years away, if at
all possible, are going boom, boom, boom. I feel like I’m riding on a current of
very nervous energy. It’s part fear and it’s part exhilaration. It’s about what I’m
approaching, about the possibility of it and also confronting all these fears in
myself. Not just about death—it’s pretty abstract to think about death. I feel
like I’m trying to break down everything at once, cut through the bullshit, cut
through all these constructions I made all of my life in order to feel somewhat
comfortable, or somewhat safe. It’s like breaking all of those down because
they’re going to become meaningless as death comes close. Suddenly it’s just

like plowing through everything, and I’m scared to death at moments of confronting these privacies and it is exciting at the same time . . .
Talking about sexuality is something I’ve hardly ever done. If I did it, I would
always displace it to another person or to something I witnessed. Even in the
first book of monologues I wrote, some of those monologues were me, but I
was afraid to reveal that, so I would make them be some kid in Times Square at
4 a.m. They really are my stories. Now I write my stories, and it’s exhilarating
to confront that fear in myself about revealing those things.
Marion and I had a rough fight recently and in part it had to do with documenting myself. On one hand I’m attracted to it. When Peter died, I saw all the
photographs he left and how little of himself he left clearly. It was all contained
in the photos, but it’s also hidden in the photos because it’s other people, other
images. I have some tape recording where I was trying to do interviews with
him. He was having such a hard time with the gallery system that I thought,
Well, maybe I could write an interview, but it ended up being too self-conscious
and we never did it. There are these pieces of tape that exist in different people’s houses. Ten years ago, in one of these tapes, he was talking about what he
imagines death is. Things like that are valuable.
I went through a period of eight days in the last month, or in the beginning
of this month, where I couldn’t function at all. I felt everything shutting down
inside me, inside my head, inside my body. It was about making gestures. Making gestures at this point suddenly became meaningless in the face of dying.
It was like, “Well, so what.” So what if I make a painting? So what if I write?
It wasn’t going to stop the illness. Those are scary moments because if that’s
what I was going to feel for the rest of my life, there was no reason for me to
live. I’ve always found reasons to live by making things ever since I was a kid.
It’s the only thing that remained constant, or the only thing that ever made
sense, or gave me proof that I was here because I felt so completely alien; that’s
one of the reasons I began writing in my late teens. I was writing constantly
because I couldn’t speak to people.
Recently, I felt everything shutting down and it was scary to shut down.
This train of thought relates to my fear of death more than fears about loss of
speech, loss of movement, loss of sight, loss of the senses. Maybe I have some
claustrophobia and death seems claustrophobic. I got into a fight with Marion
about the loss of what’s inside of me in terms of videotape or recording, and
being trapped in that language that’s becoming my existence after I’m dead.
One of the things that happened after my diagnosis is this feeling that this
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may be the last work I do. Trying to focus everything and channel it into this
square or into this photograph or into this thing, that it’s all got to go in, and it
ends up not being everything. I have the attraction to document things because
through Peter I saw how little was documented of him. After he died, as soon
as I could get everybody out of the room I shot a super-eight film of his body,
maybe a minute and a half, and then took a number of pictures of him, which
served like a modem death mask for me.
My early images were all very simple; I just wanted to record things that
I didn’t see people recording and painting at that time. Part of that desire is
my ignorance of art history, but I wanted to record my own history, a different
history. That’s what painting originally was for me. It slowly unraveled that I
always thought painting was a proof of my own existence, that these objects
are just proof of my existence to me because of the isolation, or feeling invisible. All the paintings are diaries.
In doing this show what am I facing? I’m facing death. What do I have to
lose? The self consciousness was different, and I thought okay, I have this date
for this show (David Wojnarowicz retrospective, Normal, Illinois, 1990) and I’ll
put in everything that I think of, quiet things, things that are beauty to me and
not loaded with violence or confrontation as well as what was confrontational
for me to put out there. I usually suppress that aspect in my work. One of the
things that I realized in the midst of this is that I am nervous about making certain gestures and putting them in front of people. I am nervous talking about
the fact that I have AIDS on film or in public. I’ve always loved my anonymity,
but I also need to be reassured by positions of strength.
One of the most emotional experiences I had when I was a kid hustling was
one day being picked up by this guy who was extremely sad and creepy. I mean
creepy in a way that unnerved me because he was totally unattractive to me.
He was going to give me some money to go to a hotel, and he blew me. I was in
this hotel room with him, lying on one of these cheap hotels beds with this guy
sucking my dick. His mouth was sticky, and he would kiss my leg, and there
would be this gummy stuff on my leg. I was really repulsed by all of this stuff
but not enough to not have a hard-on. This guy was blowing me, and at some
point I felt incredible emotion for this guy. I just felt so sad for him that at
some point I like reached under his arms and pulled him up to me and kissed
him on the mouth which was the thing that I least wanted to do. He started
weeping when I did that and just said, “Nobody's ever done that.” He ended up
giving me extra money.

There was something exciting about these people. As a kid it was just so
stimulating and so taboo that I always had an instant erection. Pushing those
limits or taboos still excites me. It’s one of the things I felt about looking at
death. Just a week ago I became aware that what’s pushing me at this point is
defining where my differences are with other people. It’s embracing them without the fear and without the guilt, without the sense of taboo that has always
informed my work. I’m not there yet, but it’s the same sensation of wanting to
define myself more clearly that I’ve always had. I don’t know if that means that
I’m just trying to break things down so that they become extremely simple
before dying, if I do die from this virus. Then, if there is no cure for it and nothing to extend life, that may be part of what it is to just simplify things so that
it’s easier to detach. What I carry as a living thing may soon die. But, for the
first time in my life I feel strongly about the strength in diversity, in finding
strength in those differences.
1989
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THE SE S ON ANTI SU BJ E C TI V I ST DO G M A

K ESTON
SUTHERLAN D

1. Arguments against the dominant role of the subject or of “subjectivity” in art
have existed for as long as the art they reject. “Anti-subjectivist” accounts of
art are “Romantic” in origin and were first asserted contemporaneously with the
“subjectivist” accounts of art which they are usually claimed to supersede.
2. The logic of supersession, redundancy, obsolescence, not being able to do X anymore, etc., derives from the aesthetic and commercial discourses that surrounded
19thC French painting on the fringes of the Paris Salon. Its adoption by contemporary poets is uncritical and unreflexive in two principal respects. First, it is a
“logic” purified of its specific historical context, which was a history of French
revolutionary violence, of the recurrent threat of revolution, of political restoration
and of the early capitalist transformation of society. The logic of 19thC French art
history is abstracted from its real historical contexts and grossly simplified into a
mere parody of the profit motive. Second, the exponents of this superficially arthistorical (but actually profoundly unhistorical) logic are not the refusés, they are
the exhibitionists of the main Salon.
3. The most important impetus to anti-subjectivism in 20thC theory came from
Louis Althusser, under the rubric of “anti-humanism.” As Jacques Rancière wrote
in his first book, which was an attack on exactly this tendency in Althusser’s thinking and on its lamentable expression as reactionary evaporation in the battle of
1968, Althusser’s ban on “subjectivisme gauchiste” [leftist subjectivism] was a
means of legitimating his “coupure épistémologique” [epistemological break],
which was essentially nothing but an intellectual justification of intellectuals at
the traditional expense of workers’ rights to speak for themselves and in their own
language. The Althusserian ban on subjectivism is precisely a ban on proletarian
self-expression. The same interdiction resonates in a freshly subtilized form in the
contemporary ban on “subjectivity” in poetry.
4. None of the poets who says that the subject has been expelled or eradicated
from her work has ever given a remotely coherent or persuasive account of the
“subject.”

5. In an early essay on Beethoven written in 1937, Adorno can already be heard
referring wearily to “the cliché ‘subjective,’ ” which was just as common a term
of reprobation during the Third Reich as it is today. Artists and critics have been
“rejecting” the “subjective” for hundreds of years, usually on whatever sketchy,
skeletal, unexamined terms are nearest to hand. The antisubjectivism now being
perpetuated by contemporary poets has no new features and it does not respond in
any meaningful detail to its own historical moment.
6. More significantly for so-called “conceptual” poets, the refusal to give a conceptual account of the “subject” whose rejection defines the schema of their art is a
manifest expression of contempt for the very work of conceptual definition itself.
Conceptual poetry does no conceptual work toward defining the “subject” whose
rejection is its principal dogma. Poetry dismissed by conceptual poets as Romantic, subjective, expressive etc. often does a great deal more of that conceptual
work than “conceptual poetry” does.
7. There is no such thing as “traditional poetry” and there is no such thing as “the
Lyric I.” The use of the first person pronoun in poetry is as various and complex as
the use of language itself.
8. The justification of antisubjectivism on the grounds that it liberates readers or
consumers of text is completely dogmatic and formalist. It is Althusser again: get
the definition of the text right and the revolution will follow. In reality, readers will
be more or less active and free in their uses of texts depending on thousands of
unpredictable factors that no poet could ever control or design. Contempt for the
conceptual work of definition of the “subject” extends all the way over to this
patronizing fantasy about the liberation of strangers, whose actually infinitely
complex lives full of many kinds of incalculable unfreedom and oppression are
routinely ignored in favor of a stupefying heroic abstraction.
9. Conceptual poets and antisubjectivists of every other poetical stripe feel secure
trading in nominalist fictions like “the Lyric I,” “Lyric poetry,” “traditional poetry”
etc. because they are indifferent or oblivious to the history of poetic technique.
The most superficial knowledge of technique is enough to give the lie to the whole
polemic. A thorough knowledge of technique makes the polemic seem unambiguously banal.
10. The ignorance of technique implies a casual and contemptuous attitude toward
the history of work. The antisubjectivist dogma is an optic for ironic theorization
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of value alone; its implications for a theory of labor are wholly reactionary. Marx’s
account of the inhumanity of wage labor was precisely that it extinguishes the
individual subject and reduces her to a mere quantity of “socially necessary labor
power” and finally to Gallerte. Capital itself is the fundamental “antisubjective”
force in the world and the pattern of all the others. Marxist revolutionary theory
is about restoring the subject to society and abolishing the coercion that actually
and in material reality desubjectivizes workers. Conceptual and other antisubjectivist poetries may indeed be colluding with the action of capital in its oppression of individual lives only in an ironic style intended to get that oppression into
sharper focus, or to make readers feel agitated or disgusted with their subordination. But if so, the collusion is manifestly nowhere near ironic enough: the readers
of this work are not agitated into fighting against capital but only pestered into
moaning about conceptual poetry. (Conceptual poets know this and are content
merely to get famous through being moaned about.)
11. The best conceptual artworks in every medium are those in which the conceptual is denied sovereignty in the progress of an intense contestation with the subjective. This is why there are no great “conceptual poems” in the current iteration
of that old generic idea, despite the self-aggrandizements, which we are supposed
to worry might be just sophisticated jokes. Conceptual poetry today has simply
given up on the dialectic of schema and instinct in favor of a comfortable and
easygoing settlement with schema. It doesn’t matter how inflammatory or abrasive might be the material fed into the schema; for so long as it is unthinkingly
regarded simply as “material,” and for so long as the subject is just a convenient
fiction to be theoretically proscribed, this poetry will not in any radical way be
“conceptual” at all.
MAY 1, 2013

STATE ME NT TO TH E C O UR T O F SOU TH DAKOTA

ANN A MAE

As indigenous people we look at our relationship to the United States government

AQUASH

and we look at our relationship to the land, our obligations to the land. Our obligations to our people are stronger than our obligations to the United States government. The United States government is barely 200 years old, the land and our people go back 100 thousand years. The federal government chose to prosecute us
because we chose not to betray the People.
We are surprised the American public can sit back and accept the conduct of
various agencies of the federal government such as the Federal Bureau of Investigation. All we must do is look at the conduct of the Federal Bureau of Investigation in the last 10 to 15 years; the attacks against the Blacks, the attacks against
Martin Luther King, Jr., were of the same nature as the attacks against the socalled Black militant, Fred Hampton, the attack against the Communist Party and
the Socialist Workers Party.
Look at the Congress, the elected government of the United States. They are
thoroughly intimidated by the Federal Bureau of Investigation because the Federal
Bureau of Investigation has investigated all of them. They are powerless to stand
up to the lawlessness. They are victims of their own hypocrisy. Look at the burglaries and the murders and the suicide notes and the death threats. Look at the conduct of this activity. We watch a non-political election take place in 1976 when the
politicians were saying that the public was apathetic and they didn’t know why.
What could they do about this apathetic public? They claimed innocence, ignorance of the reasons.
Look back over the history of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the civil
rights movement, that was a political alternative to racial equality economically.
Coming from the people. The federal government, through the FBI-paid provocateurs, infiltrated the civil rights movement and waged political warfare. The antiwar movement was again another political alternative to war. It was the people
expressing themselves and the FBI chose to attack. The American Indian Movement is a religious political alternative to our people and the government chooses
to attack. We view this as no more than repressive activity designed and imple-

mented to prevent the growth of new political and social ideas from the people. To
make the people afraid to stand up and speak their ideas and their minds. We take
all things into consideration and we think it is time for the people of the United
States, the people of America, to evaluate their position. It is time a decision be
made as to whose rights are more important: the rights of the people or the rights
of the government. It is time to be realistic about the future.
As the indigenous people of the Western Hemisphere, we look at our land and
we look at our technology, and we understand technology needs things like uranium and coal and oil and we know many of these things are on our land. We know
this is a justification and a reason for the federal government to attack us, because
by attacking us, they intend to get to these natural resources. They want to take
them by destroying our resistance. They want to destroy our culture. They want to
destroy the idea of freedom. They want to make us the same as the white people.
They want to make us the same as the black people. They want to make us feel
powerless. They want to destroy our spirit. They want us to not understand our
natural relationship to the earth and our relationship to our spirit. They want us
to continue to give respect and validity to their forms of power, their laws and
their guns and their bombs. They do not want us to ever recognize that these
things are not things of power, these are tools of repression. These are instruments of violence.
True power is natural. A blizzard is a natural true power, a tornado and a hurricane and an earthquake. These things of natural power that come from earth are
powers that man cannot control. The federal government does not want us to recognize that as people we carry this natural power within us. They do not want us
to recognize collectively our natural power is as strong as the artificial power they
possess. They want us to be intimidated. They want to separate us by race. They
want to separate us by class. They want to separate us by sex. That is why they put
Leonard Peltier on trial and convicted him. That is why there have been 562 indictments from Wounded Knee. That is why every member of the American Indian
Movement has been to court in the last five years.
It is time for the people to stand for what they believe in. It is time to bring a
halt to the criminal practices of federal agencies such as the Federal Bureau of
Investigation. It is time to bring back honor and respect. It is time to bring truth
back into our daily lives.
It is time for us to understand the problems that confront us are not problems
created by color of skin. Our race is a thing that is used. The problems that we
must deal with, the problems that we must confront, are ones of values. It is the

values that make us what we are. The white people have not practiced the manifest destiny mentality because they have white skin. They practiced thus and they
believed it because their Christian values told them that it was alright. So it is time
that we look at our values.
It is time that we think of liberation. It is time to pray for the People. It is time
to make a decision on what we morally believe to be right and what we morally
believe to be wrong. It is time to live by those moral beliefs even if it means we
must be unpopular, even if it means we must be attacked.
It is time to show strength for what we believe to be right. We ask the people
who read this, we ask that they support us. We ask that they be fair. We ask that
they be objective. We ask that the people who read this help us find justice. For by
helping us, they can help themselves, and by helping themselves, we can save the
People. We ask the people reading this to help us free Leonard Peltier. We ask that
the people reading this help us to free the Indigenous People.
I am part of this creation as you are, no more and no less than each and every
one of you within the sound of my voice. I am the generation of generations before
me and the generations to come. I was born and cut free from my umbilical cord.
I was nurtured by my Mother. I learned to walk, run and speak. I have travelled
throughout this Universe and have been only a minute part of this Creation. And
from this I have learned what is my freedom.
For every agreement made between the societies of this Universe, I have made
but only one to this Federal Court of Pierre, South Dakota, that being: that I shall
return on the 3rd day of the month of October in the year of 1975 to enter my
“plea,” which I consider is a belief rather than a “plea.”
I am being denied my right to participate in this Creation. That right being
the freedom to come and go as I please in this Universe. The reason given for this
being that I have violated a Federal Law which is the illegal possession of a firearm
whose serial numbers have been obliterated and/or removed. I shall contest the
Federal Government of the United States for I feel that there is no law of governing that I have agreed to in this country, with anyone.
I refuse to accept any man-made governing laws that cannot be enforced with
fairness to everyone and their freedom. I believe in the laws of Nature which are
being enforced without man himself. I do not believe in having to succumb to
social, state, federal, or national laws unless I agree to recognize them first. I recognize the laws of Nature put before me in this Universe. If I fail to obey these
laws of Nature then I shall face my punishment. My greatest punishment forced
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on me today is to be denied my right to participate in this Creation. To restrict my
travel within your cement “block” is severing my participation.
If I have gone against this Creation—no man in this Universe holds the power
to punish me other than the Creator himself. I have but only one power and it is
my beliefs, which will exist among the confines of your “blocks” and into a world
beyond yesterday and today.
You have been confining me and allowing your servants to strike me since I was
the age of seven years old. Yes, I have been beaten, ridiculed, and restricted since
that age. You are continuing to control my life with your violent materialistic needs.
I do not realize your need to survive and be a part of this Creation—but you do not
understand mine and therefore I refuse to and I will not issue a plea of “guilty”
because you are in the majority. My Creator is not the majority.
I have disciplined myself for 30 years and have altered by participation in this
Creation so that you can also exist. You have no discipline over yourself in allowing
others to survive. I have travelled throughout this country and I have observed your
undisciplined military servants provoke those whose rights are the same as yours. I
shall continue to discipline myself and appear before you against my desire of unrestricted travel. I shall not ignore you but will face you and I expect the same guarantee that I agreed to before returning here again to settle this. I want to review
the indictment passed by the GRAND JURY and to request the Government of the
Dominion of Canada in my court, if you are considering me a federal violator.
I am not a citizen of the United States or a ward of the Federal Government.
Neither am I a ward of the Canadian Government. If I have taken from the United
States or Canadian Government anything for my survival it was only in respect for
the disciplinary restrictions I have maintained for 30 years to allow you to survive
too. I refuse to be punished because of your inability to enforce a governing system
that I have not agreed to. Your preconceived or premeditated acts of establishing
power to control this Universe should never be enforced by weapons with serial
numbers. I have a right to continue my cycle in this Universe undisturbed. I have
never denied your right to survival.
SEPTEMBER 1975

