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introduction:

Aims and Method of 
Communist Détournement 1

THE autonomist manifesto could never be written. Such a 
thing is impossible, and would be rightly denied if it dared to an-
nounce itself. But one could write an autonomist manifesto, and un-
der various titles, such manifestos have already been written. It is fair 
to say that this book, Precarious Communism, is a particular autono-
mist manifesto. To begin, the reasons for the book’s subtitle – Manifest 
Mutations, Manifesto Detourned – must be explained.

This book is a détournement of Karl Marx and Frederick Engels’ 
The Communist Manifesto of 1848 (written in late 1847, published in 
1848). We therefore work primarily with what is manifest in another 
manifesto, including the logic of its arguments, as well as its particular 
and general aims. The present work also mutates the source material of 
the original manifesto, making a detourned manifesto, which is both 
a humble and audacious offering, a new manifesto that could be read 
entirely on its own.

In the absence of ideological fundamentalism, it is not possible to 
simply reject Marx. Critical communists, autonomists included, learn 

1 I would like to thank Dylan Davis and Matt Bernico for their thoughtful and 
thorough review of an early version of the manuscript. I would also like to thank 
Heather Dell for her attention and conversation. Finally, Stevphen Shukaitis 
has been an invaluable and reliable friend of my work, and his feedback always 
makes it better.
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from Marx and understand the importance and necessity of critical 
redeployments of his work. Hence, when Antonio Negri wrote Marx 
Beyond Marx: Lessons on the Grundrisse and The Politics of Subversion: 
A Manifesto for the Twenty-First Century, he understood the need to 
take Marx and Marxism out of the contexts of their various historical 
theorizations in order to make them speak to present times, beyond 
the limitations of their earlier days.2 Indeed, many Marxists reject too 
much of the foundational Marxian lexicon, too many of the rudi-
ments of Marx’s system, to call themselves “Marxists” in any simple 
sense, and even the simplest senses of what it means to be a Marxist 
have been complicated by generations of slander, abuse, and the de-
ceptions of various governments and ideologies. There is no simple 
sense of what it means to be a Marxist, and yet we cannot ignore Marx 
without revealing deficits in our own understanding. Marx’s most seri-
ous opponents have long known that they cannot ignore him, and it is 
reassuring that he still has so many opponents today.

While I shall argue that the time for grand visions of an egalitarian 
future is over and done, I maintain that the revolutionary and uto-
pian imagination does not belong to the archival domain of nostalgia. 
A utopian imagination has certain practical uses, even if some of its 
greatest old hopes are impossible. Revolution remains not only pos-
sible, but is in fact more practical than the plans of all those liberal 
dreamers who naively wish for a capitalist democracy free from the 
corruption of capital. So, the time for manifestos has not gone away. 
What we need is not a new unitary or final manifesto, but rather, a 
multiplicity of manifestos. Concretely, my question is: What is mani-
fest in the manifesto today? But first, what is a manifesto?

The word “manifesto” derives from “manifest” and dates to 17th 
century Italian. For something to be manifest it must be presently 
perceptible and understandable. That which is manifest is discernible 
by our senses, registered as manifest within our conscious feelings and 
understanding, so a fundamentalist-materialist manifesto is a contra-
diction. For human comprehension, nothing is manifest without per-
ception and understanding. Human comprehension only grasps that 
which was already manifest, after we have come to know it. Whatever 
is imperceptible, unknown, and misunderstood is not manifest, or at 
least, not yet manifest. The manifest content of a dream, as opposed to 

2 Negri, Antonio, Marx Beyond Marx (Autonomedia/Pluto Press, 1991); The Poli-
tics of Subversion (Polity Press, 2005).
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the elusive and vanished content the dream conceals, for example, dis-
tinguishes that which is manifest as that which is grasped or known. 
A manifesto seeks to explicate for others those things which its author 
feels to be manifest. Not all manifestos are equal – even the best ones 
have problems, even the best make mistakes. A manifesto manifests 
a series of articulations and arguments that seek to comprise an ex-
clamatory work (a work that includes and supersedes analysis) – a 
manifesto does not wish to conceal its normative disposition. This 
book is a communist détournement, and no détournement is neutral.

Precarious Communism does provide analysis – cultural, social, po-
litical, and economical. But the present work also makes recommen-
dations, and rethinks the purposes and demands of The Communist 
Manifesto. Those who we shall call “precarious communists” cannot 
unify a cohesive program for every radical desire expressed by (or em-
bodied within) the multifarious humanity that condemns the existing 
state of affairs. That does not mean that we cannot outline agendas 
or make concrete demands. But demands are only ever developed as 
nodal points in the course of an evolving politics, and agendas can be 
revised in perpetuity to accommodate new articulations and intensifi-
cations of our desires (i.e., what we want). Politics doesn’t end in the 
gratification of some one last desire.

* * *

It is also critical to provide from the outset a basic definition of 
“precarious communism,” which will be further developed in the 
analyses of this book. To begin thinking about precarious commu-
nism, we could start from any number of locations, but to take one, 
consider the communist epiphany of Anton Pannekoek in the early 
1940s: “Now it is seen that socialism in the sense of State-directed 
planned economy means state-capitalism, and that socialism in the 
sense of workers’ emancipation is only possible as a new orientation… 
New orientation needs time; maybe only a new generation will com-
prehend its full scope.”3 Fundamentally, the question of what is com-
munism is a question of various – old, new, and possible – communist 
orientations, and today, it is a question of what to do with the com-
munist disaffection of previous generations.

3 Pannekoek, Anton, Workers’ Councils in Left Communism Reader (Prism Key 
Press, 2013), p. 433.
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If we pay close attention to actually-existing revolt in the world, and 
do not force it into the frame of an ideological worldview (Weltanschau-
ung), then we will not be able to conclude that new uprisings demand 
communist parties, socialist states, or some recast communist project 
from the 20th century. But general disinterest in communist forms from 
previous generations does not mean that there is no communist desire 
in the world today. What there is in fact is yet another stage in what 
Pannekoek called for over seventy years ago, “a new orientation,” the 
emergence of new communist desires. Indeed, we could say that new 
communist orientations are inevitable, as there are numerous historical 
and theoretical examples to substantiate the claim.

Contrary to this, ongoing vilifications of communism continue to 
rely upon the same old pathological conflation of the whole Marx-
ian corpus with statist catastrophe. This conflation has long been the 
fixation of so many conservatives, liberals, and anarchists alike. Yet 
through the haze of these pathological fixations, there is a nonethe-
less valid point about the horrific history of statist catastrophe. And 
although there have been many good grave-diggers working on the 
task, we must finally bury the ideologized anarchist-Marxist debate, 
along with statism itself, as casualties of the 20th century.

Still, there are many possibilities for what to do with communist 
desire in the face of communist disaffection. We could, for example, 
adopt some form of “anti-political” communism, or of the “nihilist 
communism” of Monsieur Dupont.4 While Dupont’s critique of radi-
cal optimism is necessary (and, I would say, the inevitable conclusion 
of honesty), and while communists can no longer be overly confident 
about some one alternative form of life or another, new communist 
orientations need not shift from optimism to nihilism, and need not 
surrender the whole political field to the failures and foreclosures of 
political parties and states. Meanwhile, there is no shortage of politi-
cal content in the so-called anti-political tendencies, which is easily 
seen when we think the political against its conventional forms. It is 
more than fair to expect that we might have caught up by now with 
Foucault’s old insistence on thinking the political in other ways and 
places than through sovereignty.

Largely, precarious communism describes the already-exist-
ing position of communists today, whose communism is neither 

4 See Dupont, Monsieur, Nihilist Communism: A Critique of Optimism in the Far 
Left (Ardent Press, 2009).
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well-characterized by confidence nor by nihilism. There is a vast ter-
rain that separates the confidence of optimism from the oblivion of 
nihilism, but each side derives its assured conviction from a highly 
selective reading of positivity, on the one hand, or negativity, on the 
other. Precarious communism positions itself at various locations on 
the vast terrain in between optimism and nihilism. To argue for pre-
carious communism is to argue for the importance of uncertainty in 
the theory and practice of radical milieus, and to defend the multi-
plicity, openness, and expression of communist desire against both 
capitalism and recurring tendencies on the Left to organize such desire 
into a unitary agenda that leaves our desires out.

To argue for precarious communism should not be confused with 
an acceptance of the whole fashionable discourse on precarity.5 Most 
simply, precarious communism is a communism that lacks confi-
dence about some particular, alternative future, but insists nonethe-
less on the unacceptable present and the unliveable future of the 
capitalist lifeworld. What it means to be a precarious communist 
is to be, as much as possible, a non-ideological communist who is 
honest about the past, present, and future. While ideology makes 
communism more confident, precarious communism is more philo-
sophical, less ideological.

Precarious communism is precarious inasmuch as it accepts that 
concrete proposals for new ways of being-in-the-world will be dif-
ferentially developed as nodal points within the contexts of actually-
existing revolt. Precarious communism is communist on the grounds 
of its single most confident claim: A world organized by the logic of 
capital is a world organized against the diverse interests of most people 
on Earth.

5 Precarity refers to the condition or degree of our precariousness, that is, to the 
uncertain existence of persons, life, and the lifespans of social, political, and 
economic systems. The fundamental problem with the concept of precarity, or 
with the category of the precariat, is that they can be applied to everyone and ev-
erything, and therefore, may specify nothing in particular. For example, we can 
consider the precarity of even the least precarious people and institutions. What 
needs to be done, and what we shall be mindful to do throughout this book, is 
to distinguish different forms and causes of precarity, to understand and to insist 
that not all precarity is equally precarious. This is partly why, despite certain 
criticisms, we can never do away with class analysis or ideological analysis. Class 
analysis remains necessary to the analysis of different forms of precarity, just as 
ideological analysis is necessary to understanding why the precariat does not, 
and cannot, share a cohesive point of view.
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* * *

As a more subordinate aim, this book is intended to help explore and 
develop détournement as a philosophical methodology, as a modality 
for a subversive writing within and upon already existing texts, and es-
pecially texts regarded by some to be canonical, classical, or even sacred. 
Here, I shall discuss the method of détournement as it is employed in 
this book, and then will not return to the question of methodology 
again. In the détournement of The Communist Manifesto, détournement 
will not be our subject matter. While this book is not primarily about 
methodology – which will be especially clear after the present Introduc-
tion – I emphasize the theory and purposes of its approach in recogni-
tion of the fact that détournement is a rather odd way to write a book, 
and even more, to think through philosophical questions.

Détournement always involves a kind of hijacking or rerouting of 
primary source material against itself, beyond its original intentions. For 
Guy Debord, détournement was theorized as part of a revolutionary 
project “undertaken within the present conditions of oppression, in or-
der to destroy those conditions.”6 But what does that mean? Practically, 
détournement has mostly been explored as an activist methodology to 
be deployed on sonic, visual, filmic, commercial, or theatrical terrains, 
to make subversive use of readily available resources for the diverse pur-
poses of radical criticism. Détournement has scarcely been explored as a 
philosophical methodology that makes subversive use of complete texts 
for the production of new ones; specifically, I mean the long-form dé-
tournement of classical or canonical works. There has been less sustained 
textual détournement, including the many fleeting detourned phrases 
peppered throughout Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle or more sub-
stantially in Raoul Vaneigem’s A Declaration of the Rights of Human Be-
ings, the latter of which is comprised of creative rewritings of earlier dec-
larations of rights, from the French Revolution and the United Nations. 
There are some other experiments in resonant veins, Michèle Bernstein’s 
All the King’s Horses, Stephen Duncombe’s Open Utopia, A.C. Grayling’s 
The Good Book: A Humanist Bible, and Alain Badiou’s Plato’s Republic, 
just to name some.7 But all of these are fundamentally different from 

6 Debord, Guy, “Perspectives for Conscious Changes in Everyday Life” in Situ-
ationist International Anthology (Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006), p. 98.

7 See Bernstein, Michèle, All the King’s Horses (Semiotext(e), 2008); Duncombe, 
Stephen and More, Thomas, Open Utopia (Minor Compositions/Autonomedia, 
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the present project in ways too obvious to discuss. I have published two 
detourned texts.8 Save for a few exceptions, the long-form détourne-
ment of philosophical text has been fragmentary, and mostly done for 
strategic and tactical reasons. This book was written on the premise that 
détournement has other uses beyond (not against) its more fragmentary 
applications.

Within the context of writing theory or philosophy, détournement 
functions on a level that hews closely to the methodologies of “immanent 
critique” and “deconstruction,” but détournement is importantly differ-
ent. I shall briefly provide some diacritical and positive clarifications.

The immanent critique of critical theory, at the heart of Theodor 
Adorno’s “negativity,” for example, accomplishes its critical aims by lo-
cating contradictions in the rules and logic necessary to the arguments 
that it wants to test, refute, or negate.9 Immanent critique works by 
way of bringing out the contradictions of worldviews, philosophical 
traditions, or other systems of argumentation. In short, immanent 
critique brings objectionable logics to their breaking points.

In the hands of Jacques Derrida, deconstruction was a means to 
destabilize calcified narratives and conventional “readings” that had 
become authoritative to the point of intellectual authoritarianism. 
Derrida would read a text with seriousness and rigor against its con-
ventional interpretation, which infuriated scores of philosophers who 
were employed as the guardians of “proper” interpretation. Derrida’s 
deconstructions revealed that no text has a single meaning that stands 
apart from its reader. The reader of a text always and invariably does 
something to the text and to its meaning. Derrida insisted that “read-
ing is transformational.”10

For example, the US Constitution has been and can be read for 
or against conservative or liberal positions, as can be seen in Justice 

2012); Grayling, A.C., The Good Book: A Humanist Bible (Walker Publishing 
Company, 2011); Badiou, Alain, Plato’s Republic (Polity Press, 2012).

8 Chapter 4 of Spectacular Capitalism: Guy Debord and the Practice of Radical Phi-
losophy (Minor Compositions/Autonomedia, 2011) is a détournement of Marx’s 
Theses on Feuerbach and Part 3 of my “Unjamming the Insurrectionary Imagina-
tion: Rescuing Détournement from the Liberal Complacencies of Culture Jam-
ming” (Theory in Action, Volume 6, No. 3, July 2013) also experiments with 
détournement as a method of sustained critique.

9 Most famously, see Adorno, Theodor Negative Dialectics (Continuum, 1983) 
and, with Horkheimer, Max, Dialectic of Enlightenment (Continuum, 1997).

10 Derrida, Jacques, Positions (University of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 63.
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White’s opinion on sodomy, in the Citizens United case, or in the 
dispute over the constitutionality of Barack Obama’s health care re-
form act. Deconstruction seeks to take advantage of this openness, 
to expose the instability of, and ultimately to subvert, dominant ways 
of thinking about certain texts, including texts in philosophy, law, or 
even the sacred texts of religious traditions. For all of the criticisms 
that have accused Derrida of some kind of charlatanism, his work has 
always been two things: subversive and anti-authoritarian. Derrida is 
subversive in the sense that his work attacks and destabilizes what is 
easily or too easily accepted as the settled facts of knowledge, of texts 
and their meanings, and of those who claim to have expertise over 
them. His work is anti-authoritarian because it aims to show, precisely 
through its acts of subversion, that inasmuch as everyone reads or in-
terprets the texts and symbols and images around them, everyone has 
a certain kind of power, and authoritative meanings are always subject 
to deconstruction.

So how does détournement extend beyond immanent critique and 
deconstruction? To begin with, détournement is not outside of or 
apart from the source it acts upon, and one can always see the traces 
of the original in the detourned work. A detourned work does not 
attempt to substantiate the grounds for an alternative reading, as in 
the case of deconstruction, for it prefers to make the source text say 
something that it most certainly does not say, but could or should say 
in light of different historical or political contexts or social problems.

In the 1956 “User’s Guide to Détournement,” Guy Debord and 
Gil J. Wolman state that there are “two main categories of detourned 
elements... These are minor détournements and deceptive détourne-
ments. Minor détournement is the détournement of an element which 
has no importance in itself and which thus draws all its meaning from 
the new context in which it has been placed. For example, a press 
clipping, a neutral phrase, a commonplace photograph. Deceptive dé-
tournement, also termed premonitory-proposition détournement, is 
in contrast the détournement of an intrinsically significant element, 
which derives a different scope from the new context.”11 In the first 
case, then, détournement is about utilizing other peoples’ resources 
for entirely different purposes, taking what is available, regardless of its 
intended context, and making it say something else as you wish. In the 

11 Debord, Guy and Wolman, Gil J., “A User’s Guide to Détournement” in Situ-
ationist International Anthology (Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006), p. 16.
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second case, détournement addresses the intended context through 
some kind of critical derailment, making it turn on its self, contradict 
its claims, or extend in new directions. The present work utilizes both 
kinds of détournement, but mostly the latter given the significance of 
the primary source material.

I aim to develop détournement beyond the particular scopes of 
usage conceived for situationist praxis. On this point, it is neces-
sary be blunt: This book is neither about détournement nor about 
Guy Debord and does not take special care to utilize détournement 
within the limits of any faithful commitment to Debord’s own in-
tentions, to the Situationist International (SI), or to the intellectual 
guardians of the SI today, the latter of whom are happy to function 
as museum guards (both figuratively and literally). The interest that 
I most share with Debord in this book, to which I am faithful for 
reasons other than his own, is an interest in projects “undertaken 
within the present conditions of oppression, in order to destroy 
those conditions.”12 Make no mistake; this book is about capitalism 
and its culture and crises today. This book is about communism and 
“communism,” and about the prospects and limitations of the social 
production of power.13

 Détournement always involves a rethinking, rerouting, and criti-
cal redeployment of primary source materials in order to make them 
speak to different historical and political contexts. What ultimately 
distinguishes détournement from immanent critique and deconstruc-
tion is: (1) Détournement does not want to bear out the total failure 
or refutation of the original it works with, for one selects a source for 
détournement precisely because of its acknowledged richness and pos-
sibilities, for the usefulness of its intrinsic material. This is particularly 
true in the case of the détournement of a complete text. Détournement 

12 Debord, Guy, “Perspectives for Conscious Changes in Everyday Life” in Situ-
ationist International Anthology (Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006), p. 98.

13 I use “communism” in quotes to specify the vilified and deformed figure of com-
munism that was prominent in the political discourses of the Cold War, that 
circulates again in the ideological narratives of today, and that is still widely 
utilized throughout the social and political sciences. “Communism,” just to take 
one example, commonly conflates Marx with Stalin or socialism with the Soviet 
Union. I discuss the vilified and deformed figure of communism in relation to 
socialist philosophy and “spectacular socialism” in the Introduction and Chapter 
3.1 of Spectacular Capitalism (Minor Compositions/Autonomedia, 2011). I also 
discuss “communism” more fully in Part II of the present work.
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requires source materials worthy of détournement. Thus, détourne-
ment is not like the process of negativity and negation central to im-
manent critique. (2) Détournement does not want to demonstrate 
other possible readings of the source material, for it aspires to super-
sede its primary source material, revealing the limits of its applicability 
to other contexts than the ones in which and for which it was written. 
Détournement is interested in making texts speak against and beyond 
themselves, so that they say what must (or could and should) be said 
now. Thus, détournement is not the process of “transformational read-
ing” central to deconstruction.

Positively, I have written a détournement of The Communist 
Manifesto because such an approach enables me (a) to rethink its 
strengths and weaknesses from a different historical, cultural, and 
political vantage point, and yet, from within its own form and con-
tent, leaving traces of the original in the new work; (b) to defend and 
to extend the best arguments of The Communist Manifesto through 
a creative rerouting of its logic and purposes, considering what it 
could and should say today; (c) to produce a peculiar companion 
text to the original, a text in which the original, or at least its ghost, 
still “appears,” a text which identifies and replaces particular fail-
ures with different framings, analyses, arguments, and in some parts, 
with different normative commitments.

* * *

When writing about The Communist Manifesto itself, I shall dis-
pense with the tedious convention of attributing its authorship to 
both Marx and Engels. Indeed, Marx and Engels began working to-
gether on the Manifesto, and while Engels was in Paris, Marx worked 
on the Manifesto alone for roughly one month before Engels re-joined 
him. Beyond this real collaboration, it is important to note that En-
gels wrote his “Draft of a Communist Confession of Faith” in June 
of 1847, a text which contained many of the key terms and defining 
positions of the Manifesto. And before that, Engels had published his 
The Condition of the Working Class in England (1845). Nonetheless, 
Engels famously states in the Preface to the 1883 German Edition that 
the “basic thought running through the Manifesto... belongs solely 
and exclusively to Marx. I have already stated this many times; but 
precisely now it is necessary that it also stand in front of the Manifesto 
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itself.”14 Given this, and the consistency of the Manifesto with the larg-
er body of Marx’s own work, I use the convention of referring to it as 
Marx’s manifesto, and in light of Engels’ qualification above, I shall 
consider myself duly justified in that decision.

The first English translation of the Manifesto was published in 
1850. That was the first time that Marx’s and Engels’ names ap-
peared on the publication. Earlier and numerous subsequent edi-
tions of the Manifesto were published under anonymous authorship. 
We would do well to remember that revolutionary manifestos ulti-
mately depend upon the affirming attentions and energies of others 
who take up or express their positions in various ways, and that, 
therefore, manifestos always aspire to participate in movements out-
side of their pages, and so manifestos are neither really nor ideally 
the private property of their authors.

A brief note on sources: In this book, I am working with multiple 
editions of the Manifesto, often comparing them sentence by sentence. 
I am using the 1888 edition by Samuel Moore, the English transla-
tion that was made in cooperation with, and authorized by, Engels. The 
Moore translation has appeared in slightly different versions in the fol-
lowing editions, which are the ones I have used: The International Pub-
lishers pamphlet of 1948, 34th printing of the 100th anniversary edition, 
New York, 1994; The International Publishers Collected Works, Vol-
ume 6, Marx and Engels: 1845-48 edition, Progress Publishers, Mos-
cow, 1976; The Pelican Book/Penguin edition, with the A.J.P. Taylor 
Introduction, published in 1967 in New York and the UK; The version 
published in Eugene Kamenka’s The Portable Marx (Penguin, 1983); 
Finally, an on-line edition (marxists.org) proofed and corrected against 
the 1888 English translation by Andy Blunden in 2004. All of these 
versions are more or less the same, taking the Moore/Engels transla-
tion as their basis, but with different proofing, editorial corrections, and 
notes on alternative translations made by different editors and transla-
tors in the various editions. Some variations in the British and American 
English editions are also present. Full references for the editions I have 
directly quoted appear in the Bibliography, and unless otherwise noted, 
all page references in the endnotes refer to the International Publishers 
1948 [1994] pamphlet edition.

14 Engels, Frederick, “Preface to the German Edition of 1883” signed London, 28 
June, 1883, in The Communist Manifesto (Penguin/Pelican Edition, 1967), pp. 
57-58.
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* * *

Finally, it must be said that a 19th century Marx would denounce 
the very notion of this project. His words and their precise translation 
and treatment by others were of utmost importance to him. He did 
not live to see the 20th century, a century that betrayed his best ideas in 
every imaginable and egregious way. But we can know how offended 
Marx would be by the slightest rerouting of his arguments, because 
toward the end of his life, when more people were taking his ideas 
more seriously than ever before, he gave us his Critique of the Gotha 
Programme (written 8 years before he died).

The social democrats and liberals of The German Worker’s Party 
stayed as close as they could to the meaning and tone of Marx’s ideas, 
and Marx understood that intelligent people who read their program 
might not see the critical differences between his actual views and 
those of a political party that spoke a language of “Marxian” color-
ation. Another impetus, Marx and Engels were also falsely associated 
with having authored the Gotha Programme. But Critique of the Go-
tha Programme makes clear that Marx did not endorse, nor would he 
have accepted, anything “like” his arguments. Marx defended his own 
arguments against every close cousin in theory and praxis that, in his 
estimation, would threaten to disfigure or undermine his purposes 
and the purposes of the revolutionary movements of human history.

Today, there are still some residues of Marxist orthodoxy, for ex-
ample, a stubborn insistence on making a Marxian class analysis even 
where insurgents are mobilized along other lines and where the pro-
letariat is absent or invisible. But Marxist orthodoxy can always claim 
high ground in the justification provided by Marx himself in works 
like Critique of the Gotha Programme. Closer to my sensibilities, there 
has been another history of 20th century Marxism, including thinkers 
like Antonio Gramsci and Georg Lukács, on up to thinkers like An-
tonio Negri and Félix Guattari, who took creative liberties to rethink 
Marx beyond Marx’s own rules and beyond the ideologizations of or-
thodox Marxisms.

From a certain point of view, this book is a little work of blasphemy, 
as I suppose the détournement of any great work would have to be. 
For the offended, I doubt that it will help to share my profound love 
and respect for the 1848 Manifesto. I doubt that it will help to em-
phasize that the 1848 Manifesto is a text especially worth detourning 
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precisely because it is so complex, so beautifully written, philosophi-
cally rich, and still has so much to say about a world it could not have 
anticipated. To fundamentalists, the reality of reverence is no consola-
tion for an act of blasphemy. And for the faithful descendants of all 
earlier orthodox Marxists, everything that follows may be upsetting.





Precarious Communism

We are haunted by the actually existing world, which we 
can always (even if faintly) discern behind the spectacular and 
mythological luster of capitalism and almost a century of vilifica-
tion of the communist idea. In the 1990s, no one would have said 
that the world was haunted by communism. There was a ghost 
but no haunting (not every ghost haunts). The world had been 
exorcised. It is perhaps surprising, then, that the specter of com-
munism has been making a comeback, although the present form 
of what haunts us is not communism in any recognizable form, 
but its spectacle.

There is never only one specter doing the haunting. For a short 
while, the terrorist eclipsed the communist as the villain par excel-
lence. Now, the terrorist haunts in the background, as the threat 
of communism reclaims center stage. In the 19th century, com-
munism was a ghost indeed, in the 20th century it had a certain 
kind of materialization, a certain body, or many distinct, concrete 
embodiments. But its 20th century embodiments were killed, and 
communism returns “posthumously” as a kind of zombie. The real 
question of the return of communism today is if, perhaps finally, 
we might stop talking about the “return” of something that was 
once here, but rather, an emergence of the real thing, of some new 
thing, and not the old dead thing standing up again. The comeback 
we witness today is more what Marx called “the branding reproach 
of Communism,” which functions anew as capital defends itself 
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against any imaginable alternative in the midst of unprecedented 
crisis.15

Two things result from this situation:

I. Communism remains in the world in two ways: 
First, as a scary idea, and second, as a real mode of 
expressing generalized disaffection. When people oc-
cupy city parks and buildings, they are called “com-
munists” by their enemies, and the name fits well in 
both ways.

II. It is time for communists to openly, in the face of 
the whole world, assert a precarious communism, 
to become more and more autonomist, with many 
manifestos, and too ungovernable for any grand 
unification.

To this end, we could begin with Gilles Dauvé’s premise: “Commu-
nism is not a programme one puts into practice or makes others put 
into practice, but a social movement... Communism is not an ideal to 
be realized: it already exists, not as a society, but as an effort, a task to 
prepare for... The discussion of communism is not academic. It is not 
a debate about what will be done tomorrow. It is an integral part of a 
whole series of immediate and distant tasks, among which discussion 
is only one aspect, an attempt to achieve theoretical understanding.”16

15 Marx, Karl, The Communist Manifesto (International Publishers, 1994), p. 8.
16 Dauvé, Gilles and Martin, François, The Eclipse and Re-Emergence of the Com-

munist Movement: Revised Edition (Antagonism Press, 1974), p. 17.



i.

More or Less Anxious

(Struggle and 
Its Discontents)

Marx was right about history, but struggle is overrated.
Marx was right that “oppressor and oppressed” have “stood in con-

stant opposition to one another” throughout human history, that they 
have “carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight 
that each time ended, either in a revolutionary reconstitution of society at 
large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes.”17 Struggle hap-
pens. Struggle is inevitable. But struggle is not what anyone desires to do.

The wealthiest people “struggle” against neuroses, compulsions, pa-
thologies and other psycho-social maladies attached to their positions. 
The most secure among us struggle against an anxiety about the pros-
pects of losing their position, and they struggle against a fear of the in-
subordination of those they depend upon. All struggles are not equal, 
but all of us struggle against various forms of precarity, anxiety, mass 
depression, alienation, misery, and from material want and insecurity. 
Julia Kristeva explains the generalized psycho-social condition well: 
“Faltering images of identity (when they’re not lacking altogether) and 
lost confidence in a common cause, gives rise at the national level to 

17 Marx, op. cit., p. 9.
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just what the depressed individual feels in his isolation: namely, feel-
ing cut off from the other person (your nearest and dearest, neighbors, 
politics) and from communication, inertia, your desire switched off. 
On the other hand, people who rebel are malcontents with frustrated, 
but vigorous desires.”18 In between moments of rebellion, there is also 
a struggle against the clinical condition of everyday life. Kristeva later 
says: “I have found that many of my patients suffer from new con-
figurations of pathologies that I call ‘the new maladies of the soul.’”19

Struggle is indeed the content of history, but it is not the sole 
content. The other side of struggle is desire, aspiration, longing. One 
might say that this other side is only part of struggle, that it is only 
what motivates struggle, the engine of struggle. That is not true. 
Desire exists also in the absence of struggle; it guides and animates 
us whenever no external imposition is present. Desire can motivate 
struggle, yes, but neither is a prerequisite for the other. People can 
and do often struggle in the opposite direction of their desires, and 
desire can function well (as a motivation for conscious human action) 
without struggle. Desire can be autonomous from struggle, and that is 
perhaps our greatest desire.

Raoul Vaneigem has done better than anyone else to diagnose the 
relationship between pleasure and desire on the one hand, and capi-
talism on the other. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari are typically 
credited more for developing this diagnosis, and not undeservedly, but 
they have wanted to own that characterization far less than Vaneigem 
has. Deleuze especially, has reacted against being seen as a philosopher 
of desire.20 Vaneigem, on the other hand, wrote The Book of Pleasures, 
never considered it a misconception to be regarded an open advocate 
of insurrectionary desire, and must not be overlooked for his diagnosis 
of our disfigured libidinal energy.21

Vaneigem held that the “materiality of capitalism... reduced the en-
tity God to the ‘nature’ of things; and it was in man’s ‘nature’ to make 
it productive, and profitable.”22 Vaneigem precisely uses the term 
“market perspective, to describe the state in which pleasure is repressed 

18 Kristeva, Julia, Revolt, She Said (Semiotext(e), 2002), pp. 83 and 84.
19 Ibid., p. 128.
20 See Deleuze, Gilles, “D as in Desire” in Gilles Deleuze From A to Z (Semiotext(e), 

2012).
21 Vaneigem, Raoul, The Book of Pleasures (Pending Press, 1983).
22 Vaneigem, Raoul, The Movement of the Free Spirit (Zone Books, 1998), p. 23.
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because it is seen as a force hostile to work and to the civilization of 
work. It is a state in which life degenerates into survival; and pleasures, 
carefully proscribed, appear only as mortal wounds.”23 And: “Desire 
is under an eternal, unremitting curse to punish itself for not being 
profitable – a curse never to be lifted so long as individuals remain in 
this state of alienation that makes them strangers to themselves, and so 
long as they construct the image of a God of terror and of consolation, 
a God of retribution who must be paid and who pays in return.”24

What this means is that human desire was a casualty of capital-
ism, even before one could speak of revolutionary struggle. Desire is a 
longing that embodies real human aspirations, whereas pleasure is an 
affective state, a feeling from gratified desire. Vaneigem considers that 
the market perspective and profit-logic of capital are hostile to desire 
and pleasure, the latter of which are variously repressed, proscribed, 
and punished as potentially dangerous social forces. Accordingly, he 
argues in defense of the restoration of desire and the pursuit of plea-
sure, in direct contrast to the historic valorization of struggle that has 
been so central to revolutionary theory, including to that of many 
forms of Marxism. Capitalism does not only separate the haves from 
the have-nots, setting them up for some grand antagonism on the 
horizon, for it also separates people from their desires. Expropriation, 
in other words, has an affective and psychological side. And, Aristotle 
and John Stuart Mill were on the right track when they identified im-
mediate or future pleasures as the ends for which we act.25

Present-day post-industrial, post-Fordist, finance-capital societies 
have not done away with the class antagonisms Marx diagnosed. Hence, 
we still need to do class analysis and consider the ever-changing state of 
class consciousness. But our post-industrial, post-Fordist realities have 
fragmented, bifurcated, and internally diversified class identifications, 
so that class is now but one cleavage amongst others, more or less rel-
evant in light of particular contexts. Class analysis guarantees nothing, 
not even a good understanding of what is happening in the real world 
of human conflict, and class identity is not the only (or even necessary) 
potentially revolutionary self-understanding. A person’s level of anxiety, 

23 Ibid., p. 27.
24 Ibid., p. 28.
25 For the place of pleasure in Aristotle, see Weinman, Michael, Pleasure in Aris-

totle’s Ethics (Continuum, 2007); For Mill, see Mill, John Stuart and Bentham, 
Jeremy, Utilitarianism and Other Essays (Penguin Books, 1987).
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alienation, or precariousness does not correspond directly to their level 
of material security in everyday life. In a crucial twist, those two things 
(1. anxiety/alienation/precariousness and 2. materiality) have shown 
their capacity to liberate themselves from each other.

Our epoch, the epoch of generalized anxiety, possesses, however, 
this distinctive feature: While we have less hope in any particular 
idealized future, we have greater disaffection for the present state of 
affairs. We do not know what we want, often as individual persons 
as well as in any given collective modality, but there are widespread 
indications that the existing state of affairs is immoral, or, if you pre-
fer, unsustainable and unstable, and thus increasingly unacceptable. 
With a daily repression of desire and the punishment of pleasure in 
everyday life (i.e., work), we have come to accept the unacceptable, 
to tolerate the intolerable, to rationalize the irrational, and to sustain 
the unsustainable. At the same time, it is rather easy to disclose that 
most everyone confesses the irrationality of certain arrangements in 
the relations of power, of the agenda for a “reasonable” life of work 
and reward. The problem has been that, once we make the confession, 
we recoil at the impracticality and danger of rejecting the intolerable. 
Nonetheless, there have been recent signs in Greece, the UK, Syria, 
Egypt, Tunisia, Spain, Brazil, Turkey, and Thailand, and even in the 
US, amongst other places, that human beings may not continue to 
accept the unacceptable in perpetuity.

From where do the latest insurrectionary impulses spring? They do 
not really “spring” up from anywhere. We must consider that the cur-
rent era of anxiety was in an incubation phase for almost two decades, 
from the end of the Cold War until roughly 2008, when the economic 
crisis opened up on the global public sphere. Consider what has been 
called the short 20th century, from 1914 to 1989, by Jürgen Haber-
mas and others.26 The short 20th century was marked by catastrophic 
events, by world war, by revolution and the formation of the Soviet 
Union, followed by decades of “communist” projects, masses of bod-
ies herded together for movement or massacre, and the transformative 
events of 1989 to 1991. Framed along these lines, the 20th century 
has largely been construed as a century defined by a grand stand-off 
between “communism” and capitalism.

26 See “Learning from Catastrophe? A Look Back at the Short Twentieth Century” 
in Habermas, Jürgen, The Postnational Constellation: Political Essays (The MIT 
Press, 2001), p. 43.
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In the first decade thereafter, in the 1990s, “communism” had been 
variously disappeared, exhausted, and abandoned, or simply inarticu-
late, speechless, and defenseless. But increasingly into the “postsocial-
ist” era, we could not resist a certain question: After GATT, NAFTA, 
CAFTA, FTAA, WTO, and other institutional developments (i.e., the 
Maastricht Treaty), we had to ask: Was capitalism the only operational 
logic alive in the world? Surely, the organizational modes of capitalism 
were changing, but its operational logic had overcome the material 
and ideological impediments of the 20th century, and now appeared 
without a rival. At the same time, all the old problems were present 
and growing.

A breaking point was perhaps not inevitable, but came enthusiasti-
cally out of the mountains of Chiapas, Mexico, with the Zapatista up-
rising of 1994. After this, the reintroduction and resonance of Marxist 
ideas and various other critiques of capitalism were on a slow rise, 
gradually more widespread, and once again, increasingly being taken 
seriously. To take one example, at a certain point in recent years, the 
self-proclaimed communist philosopher and Lacanian psychoanalyst, 
Slavoj Žižek, became a bona fide celebrity who could pack auditori-
ums as (or more) quickly and reliably as international pop stars. Even 
his recent tome about Hegel (Less Than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow 
of Dialectical Materialism) has not dissuaded widespread interest in his 
lectures, which prominently feature critical denunciations of capital-
ism. In this context, Žižek is an important sign, an indication of a 
possibility. Substantive assessments of his work aside (and they do not 
appear in this book), the possibility for an openly communist public 
intellectual to be taken as seriously as Žižek provides at least some 
evidence that the capitalist mythology is not a totality.27 Throughout 
this work, we shall consider other and better examples of diffuse and 
palpable communist desire.

(New Expropriations of 
Brains from Bodies)

The bourgeoisie, or whatever we will call the class of persons that com-
mands the lion’s share of wealth and power safeguarded by the law, 

27 We could consider other openly communist public intellectuals or figures, but at 
the time of this writing, Žižek stands out as a uniquely high-profile example.
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still exists, and is today comprised of even fewer numbers. But class 
is more elusive now, and the forces of labor and law have seen their 
physicality eclipsed by a psychic dimension. Marx understood colo-
nization by way of material and physical force, yet neo-colonialism 
now operates largely in a biopolitical way, in addition to by means of 
foreign policy. Propaganda and policy are increasingly surpassed by 
psycho-social developments with physical stakes.

Let us consider a clear case of an elusive psycho-social development 
with clear stakes: Remember the eight-hour workday – that transfor-
mative achievement fought for by anarchists and communists and the 
labor movement. It was a hard-won achievement, triumphant wherev-
er it occurred, against the will of capitalist bosses. But the eight-hour 
workday is over. The eight-hour workday has been ended, without 
a fight, and with the inadvertent complicity of working people. The 
eight-hour workday has been replaced by the maximal-length work-
day, the workday of the wakeful state. The conscious energy of work-
ers is now available for extraction at all wakeful times, interrupted 
sleep becomes work time, and actual sleep coincides with the time 
needed to recharge cellular devices.

But what, exactly, has happened? This major transformation in ev-
eryday life was, at least from the point of view of everyday people, a 
kind of accident, an unplanned surrender of our conscious energy to 
work and its psychological comportment. And work has been increas-
ingly cognitized. This development in the working lives of everyday 
people was superbly studied by Manuel Castells in his excellent tril-
ogy The Information Age: Economy, Society, and Culture. In the third 
volume, End of Millennium, Castells writes:

The information technology revolution induced the 
emergence of informationalism, as the material founda-
tion of a new society. Under informationalism, the gen-
eration of wealth, the exercise of power, and the creation 
of cultural codes came to depend on the technological 
capacity of societies and individuals, with information 
technology as the core of this capacity. Information tech-
nology became the indispensable tool for the effective 
implementation of processes of socio-economic restruc-
turing. Particularly important was its role in allowing the 
development of networking as a dynamic, self-expanding 
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form of organization of human activity. This prevailing, 
networking logic transforms all domains of social and 
economic life.28

Castells also observes how physical labor is increasingly conducted by 
cognitive means, as the automation of repetitive tasks is increasingly car-
ried out remotely by way of computer management. This is also one of 
the defining features of what Alain Touraine called the “post-industrial 
society.”29 The old physicality of certain forms of work remains, partic-
ularly in mass production factories, construction, sanitation work, and 
throughout the service sector. It is true that capitalist societies have worked 
to hide the gruelling physicality of work, by creating as many “invisible” 
sites for them as possible, often achieved by concealing workers in private 
plants or by moving whole operations to remote outsourced locations. 
The old physicality of work remains, and yet, it is viewed as a problem to 
be solved. Following Foucault, we could say that the everyday life of work 
is more and more a system in which brains control bodies.30

But this is not the more elusive side of the psycho-social devel-
opment we’ve been discussing. The real trick of the maximal-length 
workday was that it packaged the complete takeover of our wakeful 
state as a gift of time. Similar to how capitalist writers sang the praises 
of the departure from feudalism as the worker’s liberation to free labor, 
informationalism was ushered in with other freedom stories. But the 
conversion of time to the cellular format has had many casualties. The 
cellular format of time is a development that Castells could not have 
foreseen very well during his study of the information age in the late 
1990s. The cellular development in time involves total access to the 
conscious energies of everyday people, and aims for a total “libera-
tion” of conscious energy from geographic and bodily impediments. 
In other words, this new regime moves beyond the system of brains 
controlling bodies, toward a system of disembodied brain activity, 
which relegates the body to a kind of sensory-sexual apparatus that 
only requires maintenance.
28 Castells, Manuel, The Information Age: Economy, Society, and Culture, Volume III, 

End of Millennium: Second Edition (Blackwell Publishers, 2000), pp. 367-368.
29 Touraine, Alain, The Post-Industrial Society: Tomorrow’s Social History: Classes, 

Conflicts and Culture in the Programmed Society (Random House, 1971).
30 See Foucault, Michel, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings 

1972-1977 (Pantheon Books, 1980) and The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the 
Collège de France, 1978-1979 (Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).
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While natural and cognitive scientists, and neuropsychologists, 
including people like Sam Harris and Richard Dawkins, as well as 
the philosopher Daniel Dennett, have been reinforcing the nonexis-
tence of any mind-body split, while they have been busy explaining 
everything in the world on the premise that mind is matter, that the 
human brain is entirely bodily, capitalism has been working out a 
new horizon that they have completely ignored. In all of the blas-
phemous discourses of these thinkers, capitalism has been treated as 
a nonissue, as something to accept without question, for it simply 
is. Meanwhile, capitalist informationalism has managed to extract 
brain activity from the rest of the body, so that, even in a consis-
tently materialistic way, ideation and thought could be distilled and 
extracted as an immaterial content.

This does not refute the empirical claims of cognitive science. Brain 
function is indeed bodily, but from the perspective of capital, that fact 
is considered a problem. The apparatus of the body, which supports 
the brain, is far too limiting. Why must the whole body be carried 
around just to bring its brain activity to some one place or another? 
The tedious human body must be carried around from place to place, 
fed, and paid for in its movement on planes and trains and inside 
of costly cars, all of which are too slow. The body needs a place to 
sleep, requires physical space, and gets tired even before the brain is 
done thinking. Five-hour energy drinks are not the best solution to 
this problem. Capital fully grasps, and is attempting to overcome, the 
problem so sharply observed by Eric Hobsbawm: “Human beings are 
not efficiently designed for a capitalist system of production.”31 As 
part of the effort to solve this problem, capitalism effectuates a pecu-
liar kind of mind-body split, as cellular developments have managed 
to get brain function to go mobile, to travel freely and fast, in real 
time, without the physical mass of the body itself. While the cognitive 
and neurosciences have very well established the mind as the body, 
capitalism has achieved a functional separation of the two. And none 
of this interests neuroscience. This is why, even when science infuriates 
theology, it doesn’t bother capitalism in the slightest. When Dennett 
wrote his well-known book with the most audacious title, Conscious-
ness Explained, he set out to give us consciousness in purely materialist 

31 Hobsbawm, Eric, The Age of Extremes: 1914-1991 (Abacus Publishing, 2004), p. 
414.
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terms, and to consider the philosophical implications of this.32 It is 
both interesting and disturbing that the explanation of consciousness 
does not, from his point of view, require any consideration of human 
consciousness in the context of the political-economic dimensions of 
everyday life.

Practically, what cellular time does is obliterate time “after work.” 
In your pocket, always on your person, messages find you. En route 
to the grocery store, playing with your sons and daughters, the de-
mands of capital and work can intervene. Of course, there are other 
and far more benign applications, social, familial, cultural, public, 
and political. But these applications have been overemphasized and 
overdetermined by overzealous optimists. What has got to be grasped 
more centrally is the structural transformation of everyday life in the 
interests of capital. What has got to be grasped more centrally is that 
the obligations and anxieties of work can reach you everywhere, at any 
moment during your wakeful state. You make a stand. You do not re-
ply until Monday morning, but your psyche is already colonized, you 
anticipate the work, which has announced itself as an obligation in 
advance, and it colors your relaxation, such that everything that is not 
the work you’ve postponed becomes nothing more than a diversion.

How flippant and pompous are those rebuttals that say that you 
could avoid all this because you don’t have to succumb to cellular 
time? Yes, you don’t have to drive a car, use a telephone, and own 
a computer, but that is true only in the most reductionist sense of 
choice. You can live the way the Amish used to, but nowadays, if 
a young person does this as an experiment – ninety days of being 
“unplugged” – it becomes a news story, because it is so exceptionally 
rare.33 After the experiment, there is a sensible expectation to return to 
a functional social life, plugged in to the associational surrogates that 
define human interaction today. At a certain point, such experiments 
become banal, and one cannot even be said to be proving a point by 
abstaining from computers.

We must understand that informationalism in cellular time is 
not a simple “use” in the sense of the deployment of tools. It is 
not even about technology in the end. It is about intersubjectivity, 

32 Dennett, Daniel C., Consciousness Explained (Back Bay Books, 1991).
33 See “Jake Reilly’s ‘Amish Project:’ 90 Days Without a Cell Phone, Email and So-

cial Media” cited at http://news.yahoo.com/90-days-without-cell-phone-email-
social-media-015300257.html (Accessed, 12/28/2012).
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communication, inclusion, understanding, information, and in-
deed, about being-in-the-world. We should speak about the ontolo-
gy of cellular time, because we are not talking about technology, but 
being. We are either a participant in the networked society or not, 
and at a certain stage of its development, we can no longer choose, 
for such choosing becomes a deprivation of human relationality that 
confounds our sociality as human beings living in the world. What 
Immanuel Kant said about the inevitable ascendancy of cosmopoli-
tanism seems more immediately applicable to the assimilation of 
life to informationalism and cellular time, in that it relies upon “the 
very nature of things to force men to do what they do not willingly 
choose (fata volentem ducunt, nolentem trahunt).”34

The old systems of relationality, in which topical common space 
was idealized, in which the agonistic ideal was to come together in 
actually embodied communities, no longer holds in the epoch of 
brains liberated from bodies. Cellular time has abolished the eight-
hour workday. To the extent that free time can be found anywhere 
on Earth, it is now being colonized just as geographic space once was, 
and time is disappearing. The iconic memory of the Haymarket Affair, 
and what it meant to everyday people around the world, will become a 
new kind of curiosity, because the workers themselves have unwitting-
ly opted (in the Kantian sense above) for the maximal-length workday 
of the wakeful state. This was not stupidity. We thought we were being 
given the gift of time, but ended up giving it all away.

Marx developed the first, and still one of the best, critical theo-
ries of globalization. He wrote in 1848 that “Modern industry has 
established the world market” and about its “immense development 
to commerce, to navigation, to communication” which “in its turn, 
reacted on the extension of industry; and in proportion as industry, 
commerce, navigation, railways extended, in the same proportion 
the bourgeoisie developed, increased its capital, and pushed into the 
background every class handed down from the Middle Ages.”35 Marx’s 
understanding of the necessarily globalizing tendencies of capital can-
not be gainsaid. Developments over the past 160 years have shown 
capitalism to be irrevocably growth-oriented, an inevitable orientation 
that stems from the logic of accumulation. And Marx understood well 
that the greatest revolutions had been made by his enemies. But the 

34 Kant, Immanuel, Political Writings (Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 92.
35 Marx, op. cit., p. 10.
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problems of capitalism ultimately rest on its logic of accumulation 
and the necessity for perpetual growth.

In the context of informationalism and cellular time, one could 
see how it would be difficult to speak of the “intrinsic neutrality” of 
technology. After all, we have been speaking of capitalist technology 
developed and adopted in the interests of accumulation and perpetual 
growth. Nonetheless, John Zerzan is wrong to vilify technology just 
as Murray Bookchin was wrong to accept its liberatory dimensions.36 
The issue is not technology, but its operational logic. Technology is 
not intrinsically neutral because it exists in its many current forms 
as the result of research, design, development, and implementation 
governed by the logic of capital. Automation has not been developed 
in a communist way, which is to say, in order to shorten the workday 
to three hours long, let alone to abolish an everyday life of work. Well 
after mass production technologies had begun proliferating through-
out the Industrial Revolution, the workday stayed as long as it was, 
and was even extended, because the technology was developed and 
implemented to maximize the extraction of workers’ energies. It is too 
simplistic to say that this is merely the capitalist use of intrinsically 
neutral technologies that could be used in a communist way, because 
the technologies we now have were researched, designed, and devel-
oped for particular uses, and they cannot easily or reliably be used 
against their specific intentions. The purpose and design of technolo-
gies delimit their range of possible applications, and they can only be 
repurposed within those limitations.

Can we imagine alternative or communist deployments of capital-
ist technologies? Yes, and there are numerous examples of activists and 
radicals who have made subversive use of capitalist technologies. But 
there are at least three things to keep in mind here: (1) First, subversive 
uses of technology are not autonomous inasmuch as they are depen-
dent upon the provision of services by capitalists. Such services are 
provided, regardless of our use, only to the extent that our “subversive” 
uses do not contradict the interests of capital. Often, these services can 
be firewalled, cancelled, or “switched off” at the discretion of capital, 
more than they already are, as circumstances demand. (2) Second, we 
make subversive use of technologies that we did not research, design, 

36 See Bookchin, Murray, “Towards a Liberatory Technology” in Post-Scarcity An-
archism (Black Rose Books, 1986), and Zerzan, John, “Against Technology” in 
Running on Emptiness: The Pathology of Civilization (Feral House, 2002).
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or develop. Thus, our “individuated” uses are nonetheless always al-
ready standardized. An interesting case is that of the replacement of 
MySpace with Facebook. A voluntary exodus from MySpace to Face-
book decimated the former “social networking” platform, making the 
latter an almost-universal metatopical common space. MySpace al-
lowed for more personalization, Facebook allowed for less. MySpace 
provided more opportunities for users to engage in what one might 
call “a democratic manipulation” of their page and its content. Yet, 
the clean and standardized space of Facebook won out in the end. 
(3) Third, any good subversive use of technology must be measured 
against an honest accounting of the transformation of our sociality, as, 
for example, we have discussed above in relation to informationalism 
and cellular time.

On the other hand, we cannot accept the vilification of technology 
as written, for example, in the works of Zerzan. The vilification of 
technology writ large romanticizes earlier forms of sociality, as Zer-
zan’s primitivism has always done as a matter of definition. Zerzan 
works out of anthropological research on “primitive” human associa-
tions, and is thus very clear about the dangerous instrumentality of all 
technological development. His view is self-consciously and proudly 
totalizing, as this is the central means by which he distinguishes his 
perspective as being the “most radical.” Zerzan’s perspective even ro-
manticizes a personal aversion to technology. Yet such an aversion is 
increasingly untenable, even for primitivists, and this is not a matter 
of hypocrisy or commitment on their parts, but rather, of possibility.

Technology is not totalitarian, because power has no need for to-
talitarianism anymore. Existing power relations function and survive 
far better with flexibility and by way of making tolerable allowances 
for autonomous action. It is true that technology in all of its cur-
rent guises is squarely on the side of capital, determined at every stage 
of its research, design, development, and deployment, but this only 
controls what must be controlled. Technology has, both intentionally 
and inadvertently, left countless open spaces. Chelsea Manning, Julian 
Assange, and WikiLeaks have shown us this. Much earlier, in 1994, 
the Zapatistas seized upon technological open space in indispensable 
ways and to great effect. We need not suggest anything absurd, i.e., 
that technological open space will undermine capitalist technology by 
mistake, or that such should be the aspiration of subversives. Instead, 
I want to insist that we retain a focus on the ontological questions of 
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technology, as analysed above, on the changing state of being-in-the-
world – what could be called “technontology” – and not on technol-
ogy per se.

(The Ubiquitous and 
Insecure Logic of Capital)

Each step in the development of capitalist technology was accompa-
nied by a corresponding development of the shrinking and growing 
bourgeoisie. “Shrinking and growing” is the only way to properly 
speak of the bourgeoisie, or whatever name one gives to the least pre-
carious among us. That class is shrinking in numbers, but growing in 
terms of its consolidated influence.

The influence of capitalist businessmen is always political, as Marx 
argued in 1848, and C. Wright Mills proved beyond any shadow of a 
doubt in his 1956 book, The Power Elite.37 Yet, throughout the world, 
especially in the UK and the US, there is still incessant talk about mar-
ket versus state forces, as if the two were independent foes. The 2012 
US presidential election hinged almost entirely on this single lie. But 
Marx understood well that “the bourgeoisie has at last, since the es-
tablishment of modern industry and of the world market, conquered 
for itself, in the modern representative state, exclusive political sway. 
The executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing 
the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.”38 The fake libertarians 
of the US never tire of their foolish claim that the liberal government 
wants to manage the economy, when in fact the liberal government 
has given itself entirely over to the economy, has made itself beholden 
by law to the wishes of capital, and continues to be steered by a con-
sortium of capitalists. Fake libertarians rabidly spout off against intru-
sive governments, while governments worldwide have opened them-
selves up to intrusion, in some cases begging for it. As Marx and Mills 
understood well, over a century apart, government has happily served 
the private sector and helped hammer the final nails into the coffin of 
public administration. In the US, liberals worked hard to dismantle 
the Aid to Families with Dependent Children program, inaugurated 
NAFTA, integrated fully into the WTO, and rescued capitalist banks 

37 Mills, C. Wright, The Power Elite (Oxford University Press, 1956).
38 Marx, op. cit., p. 11.
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and auto companies who benefitted just as much from corporate wel-
fare under the rule of liberals as they did under that of conservatives. 
For all of this, for being the very best friend that capitalism has ever 
had, such governments are accused of Marxism.

Even in an epoch of capitalist crisis, capitalism has got the upper 
hand. Even in states of financial collapse, it is still capitalism that is 
called for a way out. If BP destroys large segments of the Gulf Coast 
ecosystem, we demand that BP saves it. On the one hand, we say that 
they are responsible for repairing the damage that they caused, but on 
the other hand, we cannot think of anyone else capable of managing 
the disaster.

Capitalism has far surpassed the old replacement of personal 
worth and use-value with exchange-value, which Marx wrote about 
in the Manifesto. We have seen the emergence of what Jean Baudril-
lard called “the political economy of the sign” and the emergence 
of a whole cultural regime of sign-values.39 Beyond redefining the 
meaning of freedom to “free trade,” we have also come to speak 
of freedom in terms of consumption within the context of the so-
cial signification embedded in the sign-values of various patterns of 
consumption. Baudrillard is useful for many reasons, not the least 
of which being his contribution to understanding a history of in-
creasingly intimate relationships with objects. Marx worried about 
“naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation,” but today, this is ob-
scured once again, as the nature of our exploitation is more subtle, 
psycho-social, integrated into our everyday relationality.40 Exploita-
tion, wherever it is still openly acknowledged, is widely treated as the 
last problem to be solved by the invisible hand.

These days, apologetics take the form of promissory notes: “We are 
sorry that you’re still poor, unemployed, sick, in debt, etc., but capital 
will get to you soon, so long as it’s allowed to do its thing.” But the ex-
istence of such apologetics can be taken as a good sign. Capitalism has 
got the upper hand, yet it still needs to justify itself at critical junctures 
in the face of its contradictions. The Occupy movements of 2011 and 
2012 have shown this to be true, as they placed the word “capitalism” 
back into circulation in numerous countries that wanted to have done 
with the conversation decades ago. The Occupy movements gave rise 

39 See Baudrillard, Jean, For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign (Telos, 
1981) and Symbolic Exchange and Death (Sage Publications, 1993).

40 Marx, op. cit., p. 11.
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to a new wave of apologetics that revealed the possibility for a defen-
sive comportment on the part of capital. The offensive ones get defen-
sive only when threatened.

When capital becomes a virtue, what is the fate of virtue? Virtue 
is always a normative consideration. It indicates a “noble” or “good” 
property of someone or something. Following the conversion of per-
sonal worth into exchange-value, virtue was rearranged thusly: If 
one is not paid for their work, their art, their books, their desires, 
such things have no value, and such things are therefore not as useful 
(in a society of monetary exchange relations) as those which have a 
value consummated by capital. In this way, capital determines both 
exchange-value and use-value. These terms were once separable, in-
asmuch as you could speak of diamonds (high exchange-value, low 
use-value) and water (low exchange-value, high use-value). But this is 
no longer true. If something has a low exchange-value, its use-value is 
ultimately undermined.

When John Locke wrote about the difference between perishable 
and durable property, he insisted that the former (perishable goods) 
should never be hoarded or wasted and that enough must be left for 
others in common, but the latter (durable goods) could be hoarded 
because things like diamonds and gold cannot be wasted, and are not 
necessary to human life.

The greatest part of things really useful to the Life of 
Man, and such as the necessity of subsisting made the 
first Commoners of the World look after, as it doth the 
Americans now, are generally things of short duration; 
such as, if they are not consumed by use, will decay and 
perish of themselves: Gold, Silver and Diamonds, are 
things that Fancy or Agreement hath put the Value on, 
more than real Use, and the necessary Support of Life... 
He that gathered a Hundred Bushels of Acorns or Apples, 
had thereby a Property in them, they were his Goods as 
soon as gathered. He was only to look that he used them 
before they spoiled; else he took more than his share, 
and robb’d others... Again, if he would give us Nuts for a 
piece of Metal, pleased with its colour; or exchanged his 
Sheep for Shells, or Wool for a sparkling Pebble or a Dia-
mond, and keep those by him all his Life, he invaded not 
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the Right of others, he might heap up as much of these 
durable things as he pleased;41

When Locke philosophized about private property in the 17th cen-
tury, he did not grasp that capital, and not labor, would become the 
prerequisite for the acquisition of things necessary to human life. Locke 
imagined exchange relations and private property acquisition in which 
the worker was not expropriated from his working energies, and re-
tained a natural right of ownership over the products of his labor. But 
Locke also inadvertently established the rules for expropriation by clas-
sifying labor as a private property that could thus be sold to someone 
else for a wage. The central normative issue is that, in the conflation of 
use-value and exchange-value, and in the reduction of personal worth 
to exchange-value, there was yet another sleight of hand, one which 
renders capitalist value as virtue. Capitalist exchange relations smuggle 
in a concept of right that automatically inscribes virtue into value, such 
as when we say that someone “has done well,” a phrase which contains 
both senses of being (good) and having (money/property).

How far have we gone in reducing the value and virtue of all things 
to capitalist exchange relations? There are at least two broad spheres 
in which we can readily posit alter-values and alter-virtues to those 
defined by capital.

(1) We live in a world where exchange relations determine the life-
DFWLYLW\�RI �KXPDQ�VRFLHWLHV��,W�LV�QRW�SRVVLEOH�WR�ÁHH�IURP�FDSLWDO-
ism within a world governed by the operational logic of  capital. 
John Holloway’s Crack Capitalism is an important corrective to 
Hakim Bey’s T.A.Z. The Temporary Autonomous Zone.42 Holloway 
does not want to recommend temporary holidays from capital-
LVP��$�ÁHHWLQJ�]RQH�RI �OLEHUDWLRQ�RQO\�UHDIÀUPV�WKH�SHUPDQHQFH�
of  the opponent, as the T.A.Z. anticipates its end before it begins. 
Holloway thus prefers to envision cracks as fault lines that can 
grow, that will inevitably deepen and widen, creating opportuni-
ties for us to recalibrate human relationality on a different logic 

41 Locke, John, Two Treatises of Government (Cambridge University Press and Men-
tor Books, 1965), Chapter 5, “Of Property,” Section 46, p. 342.

42 Holloway, John, Crack Capitalism (Pluto Press, 2010), Bey, Hakim, T.A.Z. The 
Temporary Autonomous Zone, Ontological Anarchy, Poetic Terrorism (Autonome-
dia, 2003).
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than that of  capitalist exchange relations. Holloway speaks of  the 
community garden throughout Crack Capitalism, but not to sug-
gest gardening as the antithesis to capitalism. His point is to illus-
trate other logics and possibilities for human association and ac-
tivity than those of  capital, and to highlight forms of  association 
that are better, already practiced and practical, and sustainable.43

(2) The elusive contention that virtue is consummated by capital 
has been wearing out. People are less and less convinced that the 
most existentially meaningful things that they do are the things 
that they are paid to do, or pay to do. The virtue of  capital is 
slowly being eclipsed by its regrettable inescapability. We continue 
to embrace capital and reproduce capitalism in our everyday lives, 
yet we do so because we must, not because we think it is virtuous. 
Capital has indeed attempted to convert all values and virtues 
into exchange-value, but we are unconvinced. We might wish to 
be paid for our music or artwork, but such works exist in spite of  
the total negation of  their exchange-value. Activities that are not 
consummated by capital may well be leisurely, therapeutic, and 
lamentably infrequent, but we know their value well, and such 
DFWLYLW\�FDQQRW�EH�GLVDSSHDUHG�E\�ZD\�RI �FRPPRGLWL]DWLRQ�

Capitalism continues to revolutionize production and exchange re-
lations, but there is some evidence that it may be running out of ideas. 
For example, its apologists keep trying to resuscitate Ronald Reagan 
and Margaret Thatcher, to redeploy Adam Smith’s invisible hand in 
surprisingly old ways, and Ayn Rand has re-entered mainstream pub-
lic discourse in the US as a kind of visionary.

One of the biggest capitalist mythologies is that of endless new 
frontiers. Indeed, capitalism may be out of new frontiers. The thesis 
of endless new frontiers has always been deployed against Marx’s crisis 
theory. Werner Sombart famously explored an answer to the question 
“Why is There No Socialism in the United States?” in 1906.44 The 
title essay was written in the late 1800s, attesting to a history, which 

43 See Holloway, John, Crack Capitalism (Pluto Press, 2010), pp. 4-5, for this and 
further examples of other modalities for human activity than those determined 
by the logic of capital.

44 Sombart, Werner, Why is there no Socialism in the United States? (M.E. Sharpe, 
1976).
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began shortly after Marx died, of capitalist societies outsmarting and 
outlasting every socialist antagonist on the horizon. But what is the 
next frontier for capitalism? We have since moved from industrial to 
informationalist and post-industrial capitalism, and we are well into a 
regime of finance capitalism in which money has been replaced with 
placeholders for money like credit, and financial instruments operate 
on the premise of real money being there somewhere down the line to 
substantiate, to back up, the whole system. The crisis of 2008-2012 
was largely caused by real deficits of real money hiding underneath all 
the promises of financial placeholders, and revealed to many people in 
Greece and elsewhere throughout Europe and the US, that financial 
capitalism has been built on top of imaginary scaffolding.

Marx was cautious about making predictions, as he was enamored by 
the revolutions of capital, marvelling over the fact that “fixed, fast-frozen 
relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opin-
ions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before 
they can ossify.”45 Today, ossification and crisis stand in the way of the 
antiquation of finance capital, and the next new form is not yet visible. 
Marx famously wrote: “All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is 
profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses his real 
conditions of life, and his relations with his kind.”46 But capital cannot 
melt everything down and create endless new horizons out of nothing. 
We can see the profanity of record profit margins amidst the general-
ized pain and precarity, but even the most ideological do not view such 
profit as “holy.” We know this to be true from the Greek revolts and the 
Spanish Indignados, and from a severely, if not irreparably, damaged 
image of Wall Street. Over thirty years after the accelerated and unri-
valled reign of neoliberal fantasies over human reality, capitalism seems 
to be the fantasy of a diminishing subset of the world population, whose 
fantasies mostly oppose existing conditions, as all good fantasies do.

(Internationalism 
and Its Discontents)

On the question of the globality of capitalism, Marx was remarkably 
prescient, critical, and precise. He knew well, already in the 1840s, 

45 Marx, op. cit., p. 12.
46 Ibid.
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that the growth and accumulation imperatives of capital would re-
quire obliterating the limitations of an already-mythical “national 
economy.” We shall return to questions of globalization frequently 
throughout this book, in other sections than this one, but especially 
in Part IV.

The problems of globalization and the prospects for a cosmopoli-
tan multitude reveal the greatest challenges of our time. It is difficult 
to imagine meeting these challenges. While capitalists have a rich his-
tory of transposing their whole apparatus into global networks, the 
demos still has a hard time substantiating democracy in national and 
sub-national contexts. The globality of capitalism has been growing 
and ongoing since Marx’s life and times, and even in the context of 
the recent wave of uprisings, moments of contestation are fleeting. 
Cosmopolitanism can function as an ideal for revolutionaries, even 
for locally rooted movements focused on small autonomous action 
and community, because cosmopolitanism is ultimately a moral point 
of view that can be inhabited and practiced at any level of associa-
tion. Capitalism has disfigured the cosmopolitan idea by way of the 
neoliberal contention that unbounded capital will eventually make 
everyone’s life better. In their school, there is nothing left of Kant’s 
conception of a hospitable “kingdom of ends,” or of Habermas’ con-
ception of “cosmopolitan solidarity.”47 While capitalism deforms the 
Kantian and Habermasian cosmopolitan ideals, it at least makes use 
of its deformed vision. We, on the other hand, only preserve the good 
name of a cosmopolitan vision, but have not figured out how to make 
revolutionary use of it.

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri are interested in the emer-
gence of a revolutionary cosmopolitanism, even though they do not 
call themselves cosmopolitans. In response to the fierce demonstra-
tions against the G-8 in Genoa, Italy in July of 2001, Hardt and 
Negri highlighted that the protesters “know that a fundamentally 
new global system is being formed. It can no longer be understood 
in terms of British, French, Russian or even American imperial-
ism. The many protests that have led up to Genoa were based on 
the recognition that no national power is in control of the present 
global order... We are beginning to see emerge a multitude that is 

47 Kant, Immanuel, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1998), p. 41; Habermas, Jürgen, The Postnational Constellation: Politi-
cal Essays (The MIT Press, 2001), p. 112.
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not defined by any single identity, but can discover commonality 
in its multiplicity.”48 It is indeed not necessary for communists to 
call themselves cosmopolitan, since Marx spent a lifetime of effort 
insisting upon internationalism against any national incarnation of 
his ideas, and even posits internationalism as a distinguishing fea-
ture of communism.49 Typically, some form of cosmopolitanism or 
another characterizes the position of those who are critical of capi-
talist globalization today. And this is not always a Marxist position. 
Habermas’ cosmopolitanism is far more Kantian than Marxist, and 
is essentially concerned with the prospects for a cosmopolitan EU 
that would reject its historic neoliberalism, but not capitalism itself. 
A similar position was outlined by Richard Falk, who argues for 
“globalization-from-below” in his book Predatory Globalization: A 
Critique.50 Marx and Marxism have been ahead of the curve on the 
question of globalization, which is not, for communists in general, 
viewed as a new question to be raised only in the post-Cold War era. 
Marx rightly understood the notions of a “national proletariat” and 
a “national capitalist economy” as contradictions in terms.

Perhaps it is time that we throw this common communist principle 
into question without giving it up entirely. Perhaps, instead of looking 
for and looking forward to a globalized “antithesis” to capitalism in 
the world, we should take the implosion of capitalism’s globality more 
seriously. After all, capitalism only has planet Earth (although Newt 
Gingrich wants to add the Moon as an American colony).51 Our un-
derstanding of the limits of globalization has been largely enriched by 
the field of ecology. There is a long history of interest in globalizing an 
opposition to objectionable forms of globalization, but maybe going 
global is part of the problem. Crisis theory has been taken up in fruit-
ful directions by eco-socialists, and has been given good articulation 

48 Hardt, Michael and Negri, Antonio, “What the Protesters in Genoa Want” in 
On Fire: The Battle of Genoa and the Anti-Capitalist Movement (One-Off Press, 
2001), pp. 101-103.

49 See especially Parts II and IV of The Communist Manifesto (International Pub-
lishers, 1994) and Critique of the Gotha Programme (International Publishers, 
2002).

50 Falk, Richard, Predatory Globalization: A Critique (Polity Press, 1999), especially 
Chapter 8.

51 The joke disguises its seriousness. Space exploration is indeed a new horizon, 
and the vast untapped territories and resources of “outer space” are not lost on 
capital, which is more and more invested in realizing the fantasies of space travel.
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by James O’Connor.52 The forward-looking “social ecology” of Murray 
Bookchin also points to certain limitations of growth and accumula-
tion, and he has argued that globality will have to be scaled down, not 
so much as a choice but as a matter of ecological survival.53 Others, 
like David Harvey, have expanded the thesis, arguing that capitalist 
globalization has a necessary expiration date to be determined when it 
reaches the limits of growth.54 What one finds amongst these sources 
is an aggregate perspective that issues a kind of warning against fol-
lowing the global lead of capital. The classical empires of political his-
tory have issued similar warnings in their own ways. This view, then, 
which runs contrary to the positions of Kant, Marx, Habermas, Falk, 
and Hardt and Negri, suggests that we should not seek to address the 
problems of globalization by following its tendencies to scale-up, that 
we should not mirror its problematic logic of growth. Have some of 
the harshest critics of capitalist globalization, including Marx himself, 
emulated its most dangerous aspirations?

In light of the above considerations, and also, for anthropological 
and economic reasons, we must at least reject Marx’s contention that 
bourgeois society “draws all nations, even the most barbarian, into 
civilization... it forces the barbarians’ intensely obstinate hatred of for-
eigners to capitulate. It compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to 
adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to intro-
duce what it calls civilization into their midst, i.e., to become bour-
geois themselves. In one word, it creates a world after its own image.”55 
This passage does better to catalogue the aspirations of capitalism than 
its actual historical achievements. Indeed, Marx understood the global 
division of labor well enough to know that capitalism could never civi-
lize the so-called “barbarians,” for capitalism depends on the preserva-
tion of “uncivilized barbarians” and does not even need to integrate 
every human person into the productive and consumptive systems 
that serve its interests. The “barbarian” remains necessary, and the bar-
baric treatment of people around the globe must continue, in order 
to support the polarized minority of capital’s greatest beneficiaries, the 

52 See, for example, O’Connor, James, Natural Causes: Essays in Ecological Marxism 
(The Guilford Press, 1998).

53 See Murray Bookchin’s 1964 essay, “Ecology and Revolutionary Thought” in 
The Murray Bookchin Reader (Cassell, 1997), pp. 20-24.

54 See Harvey, David, The Limits to Capital (Verso, 2007).
55 Marx, op. cit., p. 13.



- 38 -

least precarious among us. If capitalism ever achieved the total integra-
tion of the whole of humanity into its machinations, we would either 
have (a) too many proletarians or (b) too many bourgeoisie, which 
means either crisis-levels of unsolvable unemployment or not enough 
of an exploited class left over to make the clothes, cars, computers, 
not enough to grow the rice, pick up the garbage, clean up the hotel 
rooms, and populate the service sector. In actual fact, the tenuous 
trick of capitalism is to integrate just enough to avoid (a) or (b), and 
to lock populations of “barbarians” out as needed. It is therefore more 
accurate to say that capitalism seeks a world after its own spectacular 
image, so that while the “barbarian” is kept at bay, he sees himself (or 
is seen by others) as working himself out of an unfortunate position, 
however slowly. The ideology of upward mobility has been extrapolat-
ed into a global promise, which is in fact a lie. Those who have worked 
in the free trade zones of Jamaica, in the maquiladoras of Mexico, and 
in the rice farms of Honduras, Haiti, the Philippines and elsewhere, 
don’t believe this lie as much as its perpetrators in the West.56

There is also a lie about the very globality of globalization. This 
is the lie that makes the world look as if everything is opened up 
to everyone, as if everything is available everywhere, as if power has 
been decentralized, as if all the monopolies of the 20th century have fi-
nally been broken up, and as if our technological capacity to digitalize 
democracy is spreading democracy everywhere. To this lie, scholars 
like Saskia Sassen should have dealt the final death blow many years 
ago, yet the basic mythology still survives. Sassen argued in two of 
her books, Globalization and Its Discontents and Losing Control? that 
beneath the image of globalization is a set of capitalist nerve centers, 
with actual physical locations, including physical infrastructures that 
are difficult to build and to move, and that are located in the wealthi-
est cities in the world for the interests of the wealthiest subsets of their 
populations.57 Sassen wrote: “Much attention has gone to the new 
technologies’ capacity for instantaneous transmission. But equally im-
portant is the extent to which the global financial markets are located 

56 For a good expose of the Jamaican Free Trade Zones, see Stephanie Black’s docu-
mentary Life & Debt, based on Jamaica Kincaid’s book A Small Place (Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 2000).

57 Sassen, Saskia, Globalization and Its Discontents: Essays on the New Mobility of 
People and Money (New Press, 1999) and Losing Control? Sovereignty in an Age of 
Globalization (Columbia University Press, 1996).
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in particular cities in highly developed countries. The degrees of con-
centration are unexpectedly high... What countries? Yes, the usual 
suspects: the United States, the U.K., Japan, Switzerland, France, 
Germany, and Luxembourg.”58 The globality of globalization is, there-
fore, at least a little misleading given that its organizational centers 
are anchored to a small number of geographic locations, and given 
that the same cities remain the integral sites for the accumulation of 
capital. All of this is critical to keep in mind given that the concept of 
“globalization” often takes on a metaphysical connotation, obscuring 
its material physicality.

What this means is that increasing globalization does not necessar-
ily undermine existing relations of political-economic power. Part of 
the efficacy of capitalist globalization involves a confounding ideology 
of internationalism that globalization itself betrays in practice.

We see then: capitalism is earthly, drawing upon earthly human 
and non-human resources, and yet has not ceased to extract, exploit, 
control, and to exhaust (in some cases) such resources. Human re-
sources continue to grow, but with them so too do human needs, 
while the non-human resources on which earthly life depends are not 
so easy to reproduce. While ecologists speak of “non-renewable” re-
sources, the logic of capital stubbornly resists, seeing instead perpetual 
opportunities for accumulation and growth, even looking at techno-
logical efforts to replace non-renewable resources as potentially good 
news. When Marx wrote about the working and exchange relations of 
feudal societies, he saw the limitations from the perspective of capital, 
and he concluded that the arrangements of feudalism “had to be burst 
asunder; they were burst asunder.”59 We are not at the end of history, 
for there is more still to be burst asunder.

Today, all of the surrogates of capital rail against state power, the 
latter of which has virtually volunteered its irrelevance by handing 
over its specific functions to the private sector. But there is still more 
“capitalist freedom” to be sought that could burst asunder the last 
bastions of welfarist commitments as, for example, austerity measures 
throughout Europe make a clear itemization of every provision that 
needs to go. Capital and its surrogates will always have a gripe until 
the total freedom of capital is achieved, where freedom is defined only 
in reference to the mobility of capital. Capital and its surrogates, who 

58 Sassen, Saskia, Losing Control? (Columbia University Press, 1996), pp. 12-13.
59 Marx, op. cit., p. 14.
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are also its apologists, would prefer a legal system that applies no laws 
to the regulation of capital in the purported interest of finally being 
able to prove its self-correcting powers to make everyone prosperous 
according to its own laws. In this regard, there are still some roles of 
the state that capital wants to burst asunder.

(Freedom and Mystification, 
Mystification of Freedom)

But on the other side of all this is another interest in a different kind 
of bursting asunder. The purely ideological and brazenly self-serving 
definition of freedom according to capital must be burst asunder by 
another conception of freedom – of autonomy – a conception of free-
dom more robustly defined for the autonomy of everyday people, 
which invokes our mobility – not the mobility of capital – our ability 
to stretch ourselves out toward what we desire to be, to do, to become. 
Such a freedom as this must be counterposed to the false freedoms 
of the neoliberal faith. An autonomist perspective does not choose 
between state and market, because it understands the collaboration-
ist history of those two sides and sees well that neither one of them 
on their own would guarantee anything anyway. Autonomist politics 
involves rethinking freedom in the grey areas, in between and against 
the typical dichotomies of power. It is necessary to be more precise.

What, exactly, is meant by autonomist theory, autonomist politics, 
and autonomist Marxism? While a fuller and more focused discussion 
appears in Part III, Section 1, B., I shall provide some working defini-
tions here. First of all, we generally avoid the term “autonomism” for 
the same reasons that Debord rejected the term “situationism.”60 We 
do not want to indicate any comprehensive worldview, and do not 
want to adopt the linguistic form that specifies an ideology, which we 
oppose as a matter of principle. “Autonomist,” therefore, much like 
“situationist,” indicates an approach, or rather, an approach to various 
approaches in theory and practice. Wherever we use “ism” as a matter 
of expediency and clarity in conversation, we try to differentiate the 
philosophical from the ideological form (the spectacle form), as in 
communism versus “communism,” respectively.

60 See, for one example, Debord, Guy, Considerations on the Assassination of Gérard 
Lebovici (TamTam Books, 2001), p. 73.
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Autonomist Marxists are not interested in alternative or “radical” 
lifestyles, or in fixating on the individual as an asocial entity, but au-
tonomist Marxists do give these “smaller” spheres of life more serious 
consideration than conventional Marxists do, for the latter insist upon 
macrosocial, structural, class analysis as a defining and enduring pri-
mary commitment. Autonomist Marxists also engage in class analysis, 
for we live, think, and work in class societies and thus cannot dispense 
with macrosocial and structural modes of critique – but we mix it up 
as needed, we question the veracity of class analysis at every juncture, 
and we do so freely and honestly without any sense of betrayal.

Primarily, the autonomy of autonomist approaches refers, in the 
first place, to a “freedom from” the official parties, institutions, and 
representatives of the Left – including labor unions – and all of their 
general and particular directives. This means that whenever autono-
mist positions line up with the initiatives of the official Left, it is only 
happenstance or temporary, and never to be counted on. It is even 
possible that, when the right-wing calls for states to allow dying capi-
talist institutions to collapse, such as banks and auto companies, an 
autonomist may well second the call, although for completely dif-
ferent reasons. In the second place, the autonomy of autonomist ap-
proaches refers to a “freedom to” act creatively and even sporadically 
beyond or even against the agendas of the official Left. True, this free-
dom warmly (and consciously) invites individuals to consider their 
personal talents, desires, and proclivities when determining various 
modalities of political involvement, and hopefully, this freedom leads 
to surprise, to new aesthetic approaches, and to autonomous actions 
that are impossible to target by opponents looking for the central ner-
vous system of our rhizomatic efforts. But autonomist politics does 
not rule out collective action, and by no means do we ever exaggerate 
the significance of any isolated upheaval or expression of disaffection 
and desire. On the other hand, wildcat or general strikes or mass ac-
tions like those in Paris in 1968, in Seattle in 1999, in Genoa in 2001, 
or in Oakland, CA in 2011, may well advance a class analysis by way 
of collective action while remaining fully autonomous in the sense 
defined above. That is, these collective actions may be large and even 
highly coordinated or organized, and at the same time they may be 
fully beyond the control of political parties and unions, and they may 
have no cohesive agenda, despite the best efforts of some of the par-
ticipants to establish one. Autonomous expressions of disaffection can 
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be unpredictable, spontaneous, and dangerous, which is what makes 
them both effective and affective. Within this context, the term “sin-
gularity” does not connote the individual person, but rather, singular 
expressions of disaffection and desire that may or may not link up 
with other such singularities in a unified way.

In one of the most important passages in The Communist Mani-
festo, Marx writes: “Modern bourgeois society, with its relations of 
production, of exchange and of property, a society that has conjured 
up such gigantic means of production and of exchange, is like the sor-
cerer who is no longer able to control the powers of the nether world 
whom he has called up by his spells.”61 This might have been in the 
minds of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari when they declared: “Cap-
ital is indeed the body without organs of the capitalist, or rather of the 
capitalist being.”62 Sorcery is also the subject of the book Capitalist 
Sorcery: Breaking the Spell by Phillipe Pignarre and Isabelle Stengers, 
who consider a politics of “counter-magic.”63 Indeed, the question of 
magic and the image of the sorcerer deserve some closer consideration.

The magician produces illusions by sleights of hand, deceptions, 
and other techniques. The honest magician operates on the premise 
of crafting illusions, of entertainment, and does not claim to be ex-
ercising supernatural powers. A good magician even encourages your 
specific bewilderment about trying to figure out how the trick has 
been done. A good magician could have you wracking your brain, 
astonished at the mastery of the trick, even wondering about how 
what you have seen is possible as an illusion. That is the good work of 
the magician. Sorcery, though, has a different connotation, for sorcery 
evokes the aid of spirits, the supernatural, and witchery. In this regard, 
it is perhaps better to speak of capitalist magic than of capitalist sor-
cery, especially today when there is a kind of honesty about political-
economic sleights of hand and deceptions (i.e., tax and trade policies, 
structural adjustment programs, austerity measures). Bluntly put, is 
there anyone who is either (a) surprised that the everyday functioning 
of capitalism rests on the tricks of masters, or (b) believes that exist-
ing relations of wealth and poverty embody and reflect a supernatural 

61 Marx, op. cit., p. 14.
62 Deleuze, Gilles and Guattari, Félix, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia 

(Penguin Books, 2009), p. 10.
63 See Pignarre, Philippe and Stengers, Isabelle, Capitalist Sorcery: Breaking the Spell 

(Palgrave Macmillan, 2011).



- 43 -

order of things? We know that capital is accumulated on Wall Street, 
or by investors and hedge fund managers by way of certain tricks, 
even if we don’t know how such tricks are performed. We know that 
upward mobility and fairness are more illusion than they are the ac-
tual facts of macroeconomic and macrosocial realities. And we hardly 
think, or would admit in public, that what we own reflects the moral 
worth of what we do and who we are.

Nonetheless, the unabashed ruthlessness of capital has not killed 
magic or sorcery. With magic, the entertainment value of watching 
capitalist sleights of hand, without always understanding how capital 
accumulates, has made it into an acceptable trickery of the system 
for so many precarious people. And with sorcery, there still lurks a 
supernatural thesis about God’s plan, which gives our acceptance of 
the existing state of affairs a cosmic justification. These elements are 
still present, even if they are no longer necessary, or overdetermining 
of the situation.

When Marx wrote of sorcery beyond the control of the sorcerer, he 
sought to illustrate the inevitability of capitalist crises that come from 
unleashing forces beyond even the capitalist’s control. In other words, 
this example was part of Marx’s conversation on crisis theory. In the 
paragraph where Marx speaks of sorcery, he speaks also of systemic 
crisis, that the “conditions of bourgeois society are too narrow to com-
prise the wealth created by them. And how does the bourgeoisie get 
over these crises?”64 To his question, Marx offers two answers. First, he 
says that the defenders of the existing system can create more tenuous 
conditions to further oblige working people to obey the logic of capi-
tal. Second, Marx offers that by seizing new markets elsewhere, and 
by further exploiting existing markets, capitalists could defer, displace, 
or postpone crisis.

Marx did not explicate the third way that capital survives its own 
crises, for the third way was only developed more resolutely in the 
twentieth-century wake of Sigmund Freud, Wilhelm Reich, and 
psychoanalysis, characteristically taken up as the cause of the critical 
theorists of Germany and France. We now know this third way well 
vis-à-vis the many ways that capitalism prevents people from seeing 
capitalist crisis as having anything to do with capitalism, its logic, or 
its culture. This third possibility, which Marx grasped in a prototypical 

64 Marx, op. cit., p. 15.
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way in his discussion of apologetics, became an art-form in the 20th 
century. In light of this, the weapons with which the bourgeoisie felled 
feudalism cannot be so easily turned against the “bourgeoisie” of to-
day. Those old weapons are not the ones we have inherited. Crisis 
still matters, for crises change the opportunity structure for political 
action. But, contrary to Marx’s revolutionary optimism, no crisis is 
guaranteed, and even if one crisis or another were clearly visible on the 
horizon, such crisis guarantees nothing to the antagonists of capital. 
This uncertainty, this lack of any revolutionary confidence, is part of 
what makes communism all the more precarious today.

(Class Analysis and 
the Calling of the Precariat?)

Marx already recognized what is today called “precarity,” he perhaps 
defined it better than anyone since, and theories of precarity owe 
much to his formulation, which should remain a touchstone. Marx 
defined the proletariat as “those who live only so long as they find 
work, and who find work only so long as their labor increases capital. 
These laborers, who must sell themselves piecemeal, are a commodity, 
like every other article of commerce, and are consequently exposed 
to all the vicissitudes of competition, to all the fluctuations of the 
market.”65 The only promise of our precarity is that there will be no 
promises, no commitments, besides those that we might make in love, 
with family, friends, partners, or children. Aside from such personal 
exceptions, the promise of no promises is what governs the broader 
spheres of society, politics, and economics.

We know that the interests of profit will always trump any of capi-
tal’s weak and ephemeral commitments to us, which is partly why 
contracts are necessary. This is also why unions still serve a purpose 
inasmuch as they aim to regulate the precarity of labor and to provide 
at least a modicum of reassurance. The “outsourcing” and “downsiz-
ing” of the 1980s and 1990s have liquidated any meaningful sense of 
commitment. But there’s some good news, for this very problem has 
a dangerous double. Workers everywhere find less and less nobility in 
the so-called “virtue” of hard work, for they return to capital the favor 

65 Ibid.
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of making no promises, as workers today show no enduring commit-
ments to their employers. If capital makes no commitments to the 
everyday people who make it possible, capital can expect no commit-
ments from us. Like the so-called free market, we can be unpredictable 
too, in many different ways. This becomes clear when we think about 
the most famous bad word of the capitalist workplace, “insubordina-
tion,” whose supposedly noble opposite is the less celebrated word, 
“subordination.”

The standardized form of repetitive factory work turned out to be 
more flexible than it looked in the 19th century, even largely replace-
able. In response to the old, industrial models of standardization, the 
second half of the 20th century introduced an ever-growing level of 
“personalization” into the monotonous contexts of everyday life. But 
this is a peculiar personalization that can be achieved wholly within 
the limits of standardization. Consider, once again, the example of 
the mass exodus from MySpace to Facebook. Facebook allows for per-
sonalization within the limits of standardization, whereas MySpace 
suffered in part from insufficient standardization. Consider the trends 
of altered work spaces, computer desktop layouts, cell phone settings, 
ringtones and playlists, carrying cases and protective sleeves, in ad-
dition to the usual suspects, i.e., lifestyle magazines for every rebel-
lious type, for those with a pseudo-situationist flare who can purchase 
AdBusters in a Whole Foods Market checkout line. Indeed, personal-
ization enters the capitalist workplace on the same premises that Ad-
Busters enters the grocery store, because of a final confirmation that 
mass-marketed expressions of individuality pose no threat to capital, 
but instead, give it a noble gloss. The rerouting of Marx here perhaps 
feels as old as Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s commentary 
on standardized individuality in the “Culture Industry” chapter of 
Dialectic of Enlightenment.66 But there is at least one important differ-
ence. The standardized individuality of the culture industry no longer 
functions in the elusive ways of the 1940s and 50s. That is, we are no 
longer dealing with false consciousness as much as a self-conscious 
irony, which we knowingly accept. For example, the irony of buying 
AdBusters in a grocery store cannot be lost on an avid reader of that 
publication, for the publication points out the irony in its own pages. 
More broadly, no one really thinks that their personality is actually 

66 See Adorno and Horkheimer, “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass 
Deception” in Dialectic of Enlightenment (Continuum, 1997).
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embodied and reflected in the settings of their technological devices. 
Increasingly, on the terrain of consumption, one’s taste is just one’s 
taste, on the level of a banal preference, and not a serious declaration 
of personal identity.67

This may or may not be good news. It is not good news if the cul-
ture industry no longer needs to make use of the “false consciousness” 
of desire and identity. What if we no longer care about the question of 
“authenticity” in the ways it was raised in the 1940s, the time of Dia-
lectic of Enlightenment, the decade in which Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and 
Nothingness opened up the French existentialist movement? As a move-
ment of any kind, existentialism is long dead and buried, and for many 
different reasons. The erosion of real interest in the authenticity of being 
may be one such reason. In the critical theory of Germany and France, a 
philosophical discourse on authenticity had emerged, but perhaps today 
no one bemoans, or even worries, about the loss of authenticity. On 
the other hand, our ability to plainly see the irony of personalization as 
a feature of an otherwise standardized life undermines the functional 
necessity of false consciousness. Maybe now we can see these contradic-
tions in a more immediate way. But none of these changes, inasmuch 
as they could even be measured, bring about the gratification of our 
desires. Personalization of the workplace does not reverse the repulsive-
ness of work. Repulsion is not being mitigated by pay raises. What is 
the good news? We are perhaps closer to confronting the repulsiveness 
of work in the light of its open contradictions. 

Adorno and Horkheimer’s discussions of work in Towards a New 
Manifesto provide a more enduring analysis of a more enduring prob-
lem than the problems of mass deception and the culture industry. In 
that conversation, Horkheimer asserts that “freedom means not hav-
ing to work,” to which Adorno replies: “Philosophy always asserts that 
freedom is when you can choose your own work, when you can claim 
ownership of everything awful.”68 The point is crucial. It remains a 

67 I do not deny that class and cultural identities are still embodied and announced 
in the personal ownership of certain products, i.e., cars, clothing, technological 
devices. This can be seen in the common example of the social status of Apple 
technology. But such cachet has been wearing out since the proliferation of other 
“preferences” that are not so different anymore, and the choice to carry one 
phone over another mostly indicates some sensible and banal decision, within 
the normal range of expectations (including the expectation that you have one).

68 Adorno, Theodor and Horkheimer, Max, Towards a New Manifesto (Verso, 
2011), p. 16.
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defining part of the capitalist mythology that, if one chooses work that 
they hate to do, the choice attests to their freedom nonetheless. Later 
in the conversation, Adorno continues the argument: “Self-determi-
nation means that within the division of labour already laid down I 
can slip into the sector that promises me the greatest rewards.” Hork-
heimer adds: “The idea that freedom consists in self-determination 
is really rather pathetic, if all it means is that the work my master 
formally ordered me to do is the same as the work I now seek to carry 
out of my own free will.”69 If freedom is to be defined as some form 
of self-determination, then it cannot be self-determination within the 
limits of capital. We shall work out a conception of autonomy that 
exceeds the “pathetic” limitations sharply pointed out by Adorno and 
Horkheimer later on in this book, specifically in Part III, Section 1, 
B. But one of our overarching goals must indeed be to deal with that 
false opposition noted by Horkheimer in his observation that “the op-
posite of work is regarded as nothing more than consumption.”70 We 
must think through other spheres of autonomy than those available 
between working and shopping.

Marx’s description of work has in many cases been clearly out-
stripped: “Masses of laborers, crowded into the factory, are organized 
like soldiers. As privates of the industrial army they are placed under 
the command of a perfect hierarchy of officers and sergeants.”71 Marx 
could not foresee the post-industrial revolutions made by capitalists 
who realized that an unregimented, non-hierarchical and networked 
form of capitalism could be developed without threatening the domi-
nance of the logic of capital at all, without threatening the consolida-
tion of capitalist power. Google, Pixar, and Facebook are companies 
well-known for modelling so-called workplace liberation, which de-
spite these companies’ retention of hierarchical infrastructure, “free 
up” the constraints depicted in Marx’s military analogy. Increasingly, 
as capital lauds the productivity and profitability of these new models, 
we will see more and more people working in open spaces that look 
and feel like avant-garde cafes, like hipster artist warehouses, to per-
sonalize, or perhaps to disguise, the capitalist workplace so that it no 
longer bears any resemblance to that standardized industrial setting 
Marx likened to boot camp.

69 Ibid., pp. 24-25.
70 Ibid., p. 26.
71 Marx, op. cit., p. 16.
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Beyond all of this, the old models of discipline, now including 
Michel Foucault’s discussion of the panoptic tower, have ended up 
not being as vital to the interests of capital as has been thought.72 
In Foucault’s analysis, for example, biopower shifts control from the 
brute forces of repression to a more elusive psycho-social force. Yet, 
with panoptic control, surveillance is still something that is done to 
us by others in order to keep us in line. There must first be a gaze to 
interiorize. But today, we happily and voluntarily place ourselves un-
der surveillance and even feel snubbed when we cannot command the 
attention of the gaze of others. For Foucault, the guard could leave the 
central tower, and those of us living in the cells would never know if 
the tower was occupied and active and so would behave as if it were. 
Today, the tower can also go away with the guard. We set up our own 
towers everywhere. Everything that the eye of power could see by way 
of surveillance, through panoptic technology, is now given up freely to 
the world in tweets, global positioning systems, reality television, and 
of course, social media.

Critics have pointed to Marx’s supposed failure to account for 
the re-emergence of the middle class. Critics note that Marx only 
saw the world as splitting up into two hostile camps, while the 20th 
century reintroduced a growing middle class that effectively softened 
the antagonisms between the bourgeoisie and proletariat. Marx did 
write of the middle class in The Communist Manifesto, acknowledg-
ing their important historical existence in many places, but none-
theless held that they would “sink gradually into the proletariat.”73 
Something must be said about both the critical claims levelled 
against Marx, and Marx’s own contention. Both sides – the claim 
that the middle class has re-emerged as well as Marx’s claim that it 
would disappear – are imprecise.

Evidence supporting the figure of the re-emerged middle class can 
be found in constant political discourse about it. Every politician in 
the US, for example, addresses him or herself to the middle class, and 
knows well that he or she must speak about what will be best for the 
middle class, for the largest, the hardest working, tax-paying class, 
for the class for whom policies really matter most, and thus, for the 
class that turns out votes in the greatest numbers. If there was no such 

72 See Foucault, Discipline and Punish (Vintage Books, 1995) and Power/Knowledge 
(Pantheon Books, 1980).

73 Marx, op. cit., p. 17.
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thing as a massive middle class today, how could it end up being the 
meaningful subject of so many political speeches? Before addressing 
this question, we should note that it is true that the re-emergence 
of a burgeoning middle class would indeed be a problem for Marx, 
since the dialectical content of historical materialism consists largely 
in the growing antagonism of the classes, an antagonism that would 
be mitigated by an intermediary class to buffer the conflict. The nature 
of this challenge to class analysis is important to comprehend. If the 
most impoverished among us can find an image of their future in the 
middle class, even if they only climb into the lowest ranks of that class 
(the “lower middle class”), then they could deal with their class disad-
vantage through upward mobility. Thus, the image of the middle class 
presents a promise within reach to poor people, which puts those on 
the bottom close enough to the middle to pre-empt radical measures. 
If, as Marx predicted, the proletariat could only see the bourgeoisie 
from afar, the great and growing distance between them would even-
tually recommend more radical measures, and ultimately, revolution. 
But such measures appear superfluous when the distance between the 
bottom and the middle is perceived to be small enough to make the 
journey. At the same time, if the top is perpetually aware of its prox-
imity to the middle, and cognizant of the possibility that it could slip 
into the middle class by way of unforeseen crisis, then those on the top 
might see the welfare of those in the middle as part of their own self-
interest. Hence, the viability of this suggestion, of the idea of a large 
and growing middle class, effectively reconciles a good deal of the 
affective antagonisms between the top and the bottom. In this way, 
the re-emergence of a middle class would indeed undermine Marx’s 
theory of revolutionary class conflict.

However, the criticism I’ve outlined above neglects overwhelming 
evidence from noncontroversial and mainstream sources that refute 
the claims of upward mobility and substantiate the reality of growing 
inequality everywhere. According to the neoliberal Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) in 2011, of the 
34 countries in the group, the US has greater income inequality than 
any country besides Turkey, Chile, and Mexico. The UK, with its ag-
gressive neoliberalism and privatization initiatives from the 1970s on, 
is also one of the countries toward the bottom of the list. The greatest 
amount of income equality – or the smallest gaps between rich and 
poor – is to be found in Slovenia, the Slovak Republic, Denmark, and 
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Norway. The data ranks countries by the Gini Coefficient, making it 
fairly good data (as far as such data goes), and certainly very conserva-
tive in its estimates. Within the US alone, from 1979 to 2003, the 
poorest subset of the population (measured by income level) saw their 
average real income increase by only one hundred to a few thousand 
dollars over the course of that 24-year period. By comparison, over the 
same 24 years (1979 to 2003), the average real income of the wealthi-
est 1% grew by well over half a million dollars, and the top 5-10% also 
saw major growth.74

There are other measures than income. In 2006, the United Na-
tions Development Programme (UNDP) identified global access to 
water as the defining crisis of the 21st century. Yet, this is still related 
to capital because “there is more than enough water in the world... 
The problem is that the poor are systematically excluded from access 
by their poverty... In short, scarcity is manufactured through politi-
cal processes and institutions that disadvantage the poor.”75 The 2012 
UNDP report, Africa Human Development Report 2012: Towards a 
Food Secure Future highlights “food security” as catastrophic for mil-
lions starving and dying in sub-Saharan Africa. But, as with water ac-
cess, this food security crisis must not be allowed to obscure the facts 
of its direct relationship to capital: “Developed countries maintain 
agricultural subsidies that benefit their rich producers while pushing 
sub-Saharan Africa’s impoverished smallholder farmers to the margins. 
For many years externally inspired adjustment programmes weakened 
state capacity and encouraged African governments to repay balloon-
ing debts by diverting resources from food production to cash crop 
exports. One by one countries fell victim to falling commodity prices 
and increasingly volatile and costly imports.”76

The logic of capital scarcely bothers to hide behind these noncon-
troversial facts of growing inequality, of manufactured scarcity, and 
of the command of the world’s natural and agricultural resources. In-
deed, the competitive proprietary interests of capital, and the associ-
ated pathologies of accumulation and growth, are the only sensible 

74 Economic Policy Institute, The State of Working America 2006/2007 (Cornell 
University Press, 2007).

75 Human Development Report 2006: Beyond Scarcity: Power, Poverty and the 
Global Water Crisis (Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), p. 3.

76 Africa Human Development Report 2012: Towards a Food Secure Future (United 
Nations Publications, 2012), p. vi.
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explanations we have left, after ruling out racist caricatures, the myth 
of upward mobility, and the sham of scarcity. Ideology imposes nu-
merous screens that obscure our view of the basic facts of human suf-
fering, but these particular features (the ones discussed here, at least) 
are plain to see for those willing to look.

Following this, and in the light of any fairly good macroeconomic 
picture, what kind of real “hope” does the middle class offer to the 
poor, and what kind of real “threat” is it for the wealthiest among 
us that they might fall into the middle class? Who is in the middle 
class and who is not? When the Economic Policy Institute measures 
income growth and equality in the US, they distinguish the levels as 
“bottom,” “second,” “middle,” “fourth,” “top 80th - <95th percentile,” 
and the “top five percent.”77 Looking at income by fifths or sixths 
yields a more precise picture of meaningful and measurable differences 
within class stratifications, yet political discourses continue to float 
above such distinctions invoking a potentially-all-inclusive middle 
class. In contrast to the actual facts of macroeconomic stratification, 
there is the peculiar phenomenon that most people are capable of see-
ing themselves as part of the middle class, or as its future members. 
The reality and resonance of this perception explains why political 
speeches always address the middle class.

Let us consider the middle class as an illusory community.
How many extremely wealthy people see themselves as “upper 

middle class,” and how seriously should we take those self-identifica-
tions? According to the Economic Policy Institute in 2012, those in 
top 80th - <95th percentile have an average family income of 150,016 
USD. Yet these people, who are not even close to the socioeconomic 
position of middle family incomes (the middle has an average family 
income of 62,268 USD) commonly see themselves as in the middle 
class, and not even necessarily in the upper of the middle class. The 
top five percent makes an average family income of 323,183 USD, 
and not even that is enough to convince such people of their distance 
from the “real” middle.78 For many in the top five percent (who are in 
fact not very many), as long as you can’t see glaring indicators of their 
wealth, and as long as they can point to others who have more, they 
will call themselves “middle class” without further qualification.

77 See The State of Working America: 12th Edition (Cornell University Press, 2012), 
Chapter 2, Table 2.1, p. 59.

78 Ibid.
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On the other side, how many poor people have adopted the lan-
guage of calling themselves “lower middle class,” by which they can 
imagine themselves climbing just a bit, ever closer toward the middle 
of that middle? Living on credit with debt is a major part of the middle 
class sensibility of the poor. The poor can live on credit with debt as if 
they’re not poor, with many of the same features and experiences of a 
“rich” life, within the limits of credit and for a particular time being. 
When we consult our own colloquial self-understandings, therefore, 
the top is in the middle and the bottom is in the middle too.

The rationale of this deceptive discourse can be explained: “Bour-
geois” functions as an insult to liberals and conservatives alike, and 
there is no doubt that Mitt Romney’s extreme wealth irreparably 
damaged his image amongst working class people across ideological 
divides in the 2012 election. While no one wants to really be seen as 
“bourgeois,” no one wants to be poor either. The appeal of the mid-
dle class makes perfect sense on an affective level. In this way, rather 
than every class disappearing into the proletariat or the bourgeoisie, as 
Marx foresaw, the proletariat and the bourgeoisie have “disappeared” 
into the middle class, but the middle class into which they have disap-
peared doesn’t even exist.

The first side of the story, the side according to which the middle 
class has really re-emerged, is falsified by the second story, according 
to which it really has not. But the second side of the story, according 
to which the re-emergence of the middle class is a fantasy that be-
trays macroeconomic reality, is without great consequence because the 
strength of that fantasy has effectively pre-empted the development 
of a critical class analysis. Broadly speaking, there are still two classes, 
although they have evolved beyond the definitions of the proletariat 
and the bourgeoisie. We could say that there are those who live in a 
world of their own making (more or less) who can more confidently 
determine their own future, and then there are those who live in a 
world of someone else’s making who have no reassurances of any fu-
ture in particular. At bottom, class is about self-determination in the 
more robust sense of being-in-the-world, which includes being able 
to determine the course of one’s life. The first class, the less precari-
ous, still includes precious few. The second class, the more precarious, 
includes most of the world’s population. And the second class is not 
only determined economically, but also socially, for it contains those 
of despised sexualities, marginalized “racial” and other communities, 
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indigenous populations under the attack of free trade agreements, 
refugees, fugitives, artists and other precarious people, with all of their 
bivalent compositions and intersectionalities.

The middle class as an illusory community is a problem for Marx-
ism today. Members of the differentiated social groups we have been 
discussing, whether distinguished by fifths or sixths of income or by 
sexual identity, have too easily come to see themselves as living in 
“the middle,” despite their other differences, and therefore feel close 
enough to this great and growing middle to render any radical pro-
posal an “irrational” choice when compared to the promise of hard 
work. To be sure, the fantasy of the middle class is a neoliberal fantasy. 
Nonetheless, while the fantastic middle class does not exist in fact, 
it functions biopolitically as a dream or a nightmare that inhibits so 
many insurrectionary aspirations from taking root.

The hope of dialectical thinking is that the most precarious among 
us, the “precariat,” shall go through various stages of development. A 
deepening and widening recognition of the total insecurity and un-
certainty of capitalism’s promise gives birth to the precarious class. 
This means that the precariat does not come about in purely materi-
alist ways. Its emergence depends upon realizations of material inse-
curity that are difficult to achieve because of intervening ideologies, 
including those of upward mobility and the middle class. But every 
mythology has an expiration date and ideology is capable of wearing 
out. Debord was correct when he declared: “Stretched to its absolute 
limit, ideology disintegrates: its supreme form is also its absolute zero: 
the night where all ideological cows are black... The joyous end of 
ideological lies, struck dead by ridicule, is at hand.”79 Here, Debord 
was speaking about the ideology that wanted to obscure the catas-
trophes of the so-called communist world as well as the fact that the 
so-called communist world was not communist at all. Debord argued 
against the Cold War contention that “communist” regimes were 
making communism happen in “our world at large.”80 For Debord, 
this was one of the central ideologies in the process of disintegrating, 
having largely revealed itself as a lie by 1967. Today, we are seeing the 
slow disintegration of capitalist ideologies. Yet, the precariat is not 
overwhelmingly directing its disaffection at capitalism as the rotten 
operational logic of the world. At first, the precariat asks for – before 

79 Debord, A Sick Planet (Seagull Books, 2008), pp. 72-73.
80 Ibid., p. 73.



- 54 -

it demands – the security that it does not have; at first, the precariat 
wants capitalism to make good on its impossible promises. But is there 
a dialectical development on the horizon where the precarious people 
of the world will see the impracticality of capitalism and stop paying 
and praying for its ongoing salvation?

People are more mobile and privatized than ever before, while our 
unhinged individuation is made coherent by the “social” façade of new 
media. What is a “compact body” today? What is an “active union?” 
The privatization of social life makes it difficult to predict historic 
feats of collective action, and bluntly, impossible to plan them.81 No 
person, no compact body, and no active union can make a revolution 
by plans and agendas today. It is questionable whether that was ever 
possible. But the crises of the present state of affairs remain capable of 
setting large parts of the precariat into motion, which could be seen in 
moments of revolt, occupations, and even (if not especially) in riots. 
In moments of upheaval throughout the civil societies of the world, 
the precarious do not necessarily confront their enemies directly, but 
they do make collective expressions of disaffection against everyday 
life, about their anxiety over the prospects for any desirable “future.” 
Upheavals of the precariat, specific cases of which we shall discuss 
throughout this book, express a rejection of the system’s own channels 
for registering their unhappiness. But the historical movement against, 
through, and beyond capitalism is not concentrated into the hands of 
anyone in particular, or of any compact body or active union, and is 
thus a movement that, despite (or because of) its fragmentary uncer-
tainty, cannot be imprisoned, executed, or permanently pre-empted.

It is difficult to assess the quality and quantity of powers that the 
precarious of the world might wield. We often only discover capa-
bilities after they’re realized in action. We do know that the wealthi-
est and least precarious, that tiny faction of, say, the richest 5% of 
people on the planet, have a security that is contingent upon what 
Fredy Perlman called the reproduction of daily life.82 Perlman argues 
that everything remaining more or less as it is in the world, including 
existing stratifications and power relations, depends upon everyday 
people continuing to reproduce daily life as it is. But our grievances 

81 See Habermas, Jürgen, Legitimation Crisis (Beacon Press, 1975), for what re-
mains one of the best discussions of the privatization of social life.

82 Perlman, Fredy, “The Reproduction of Everyday Life” in Anything Can Happen 
(Phoenix Press, 1992).
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are more multifarious than ever. The interests and conditions of life 
within the ranks of the precariat are diversified in so many directions, 
and so many different consumption patterns absorb the different 
frustrations. When enough people come to share the same grievance, 
they constitute a viable market from the perspective of capital. The 
fragmentary diversification of the precariat runs contrary to Marx’s 
contention of increasing standardization and the levelling out of all 
other differences than class. As mentioned, however, Marx explicitly 
foresaw the emergence of the precariat. “The unceasing improvement 
of machinery, ever more rapidly developing, makes their livelihood 
more and more precarious.”83

The key difference between Marx’s sense of precarity and the pres-
ent sense is that precariousness is no longer driven by the technologi-
cal developments of the machinery of production. While technology 
continues to play a critical role, as we have discussed, for example, in 
the new mind-body split and the cellular format for time, it is the in-
creasing fluidity and mobility of capital that accounts for the increas-
ing precarity of everyday life. In other words, capital can come and go 
quickly, by surprise, and beyond the command of expert capitalists 
who may also find themselves tossed about by the unpredictable waves 
of a crisis they didn’t see coming.84 Previously, workers saw unions as a 
hopeful means for uniting against the bourgeoisie; today, workers seek 
unions as a desperate means for securing ever-diminishing returns. 
Workers today widely understand unions as worth fighting for only 
inasmuch as they do damage control on the growing precarity of work 
and capital.

Ever since 1848, whenever the working class was victorious, in 
a strange way, so was capitalism. The victories of the workers were 
also victories for capital, but this was not immediately clear, and only 
visible from the longer retrospective of history. Capitalism has never 
been mortally wounded by oppositional forces, for whenever it has 
been pushed around by external demands it has demonstrated an 
eventual compatibility with such demands. This can be illustrated in 
83 Marx, op. cit., p. 18.
84 Of course, capitalists also have a long history of planning and profiting from eco-

nomic crisis. As capitalists, however, their apologetics prevent them from seeing 
systems-crises intrinsic to capitalism and its logic. Rather, for the capitalist, crisis 
is always the result of particular moves made by individual players. Moreover, 
from their point of view, crisis is only acknowledged on the level of economy and 
is regarded as a change in the opportunity structure for investment.
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our discussion of unions. Everywhere in the world, unions are less and 
less consciously or openly anticapitalist. Unions have been efficiently 
integrated into capitalism, to varying degrees in different countries, or 
else they are powerless and non-existent. That is, unions only retain 
their limited powers as a result of their general agreement with and 
actual integration into capitalism, at which point they even function 
as a component of the legitimation of capitalism. Marx had little faith 
in trade unions for many of the same reasons, although he hoped 
they would inadvertently contribute to the historical production of an 
expanding class of revolutionary workers. Contrary to this aspiration, 
trade unions have not developed in that direction and have mostly 
travelled down an opposite path. As a vehicle for worker demands 
against capital, unions have also functioned to soften antagonisms 
between workers and their employers, to help make nice wherever 
ugliness is stirring. At certain points throughout the 20th century a 
sensible Marxist could have concluded that, without the ameliora-
tions of trade unions, disgruntled workers might have turned revolu-
tionary. Marxists have long been concerned about unionism as a pill 
that makes the miserable more bearable. Indeed, one could argue that 
when unions work well, that is exactly what they do, they prevent 
revolutionary disaffections from growing.

It is easy to point out today that Marx was too optimistic about 
revolution. Speaking of the proletariat engaged in its historic struggle, 
he said that “it ever rises up again, stronger, firmer, mightier.”85 That 
those forced down ever rise again is the vital truth of dialectics and 
we could indeed provide much supportive evidence for the claim. 
However, the accumulating and consolidating strength, firmness, and 
might of the working class is either accruing with imperceptible slow-
ness, or has been absorbed and defeated in various ways unpredicted 
by Marx. The latter reflects my own contention.

Who are the most likely enemies of the most influential, wealthi-
est, and least precarious among us? This old question is not as easy 
to answer today as it was for Marx, for we cannot simply name (or 
rename) the exploited, disaffected class. We live in class societies, but 
are rarely involved in battles with one another drawn sharply along 
class lines. Moreover, human history is not always the history of bat-
tles or conflicts and, even though we cannot be categorical pacifists, 

85 Marx, op. cit., p. 18.
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speaking of human history in only such terms gives too much credit 
to struggle. History is also full of feats of cooperation and voluntary 
kindness, periods of mystification, subordination, and plenty of “off 
stage” disaffection, as James C. Scott has shown in his Domination 
and the Arts of Resistance. Indeed, Scott understands that much of 
history is written in unreadable spaces, on the hidden transcript of 
the exploited and disaffected, and that the major historic moments 
made in open acts of defiance have long invisible histories.86 Marx 
insisted that the bourgeoisie itself “furnishes the proletariat with 
weapons for fighting the bourgeoisie.”87 This has never been true. 
The bourgeoisie has made plenty of mistakes, but none of them big 
enough to provide a decisive weapon to the proletariat. The bour-
geoisie’s greatest weapons against itself are the self-interest, growth 
imperatives, and social impracticality of its own schemes. But where, 
exactly, is the bourgeoisie in the world today?

Entire sections of Marx’s bourgeois class increasingly find them-
selves in the precarious class. What they have secured for themselves 
is precarious now, and those who can escape all forms of precarity 
are fewer and fewer. There is hardly anyone left in this world gov-
erned by capital who is not threatened by precarity. The exhaustion 
of capitalist logic in the world may very well not come from any 
battle or struggle, but from a world of humanity exhausted by life 
according to the logic capital.

In light of the complications of class analysis today, one of the key 
problems for Marx’s hypothesis is that we cannot place our bets on a 
winning side. It is too hard to know what the sides are, never mind 
which one is winning. This undermines Marx’s contention that there 
is clearly a revolutionary “class that holds the future in its hands.”88 
This difficulty does not mean that revolution is impossible. It may 
even be inexorable and inevitable still. This only means that we have 
to accept the fact that revolution will not take the form of any grand 
stand-off between two hostile camps. People have been rethinking 
revolution ever since Marx theorized his particular version. Even con-
temporaneously with Marx, in the US, Henry David Thoreau’s mani-
festo, Civil Disobedience, was published in 1849. There, he conceived 

86 Scott, James C., Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (Yale 
University Press, 1990).

87 Marx, op. cit., p. 19.
88 Ibid.
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of something called “peaceable revolution.”89 For Thoreau, this did 
not mean a “legal revolution” (reform), but a revolution made by way 
of withdrawal as opposed to attack. Thoreau understood the necessity 
of a critical mass of withdrawal, and although he proposed breaking 
tax laws by refusal to pay, other forms of exodus, flight, and strike 
could be imagined and substituted. But instead of a long history of 
revolutionary reimagining, Edmund Burke and Karl Marx (follow-
ing Thomas Hobbes and John Locke) have monopolized thinking on 
revolution such that it would reliably invoke the notion of “people” 
versus “sovereign” since the 17th century, a view still alive and well in 
the “Arab Spring” of 2011. Although Thoreau was not alone in a fairly 
long list of creative rethinkers of revolution from Marx to the present 
day, the conception of revolution from Hobbes and Locke has pre-
vailed and has never been replaced. Fredric Jameson famously thought 
through the contention that we have a peculiar ability to imagine any-
thing at all, except for the end of capitalism.90 We are also impeded 
by the difficulty of imagining revolutionary alternatives to revolution.

Of all the precarious people standing face to face with one another 
today, none of them comprise a really revolutionary class. Pervasive 
global anxiety is the special and essential product of the present phase 
of capitalism.

The so-called lower middle class, the everyday worker, the artisan, 
in short, impoverished people everywhere, would of course like to 
abolish their own precarity. It is just not clear how to do so. Many 
within the precariat are not revolutionary, but conservative. Count-
less precarious people call upon capitalism to resolve the problems 
it gives rise to, seeking capitalist invention to address the crises of 
capitalism. So, the critique of capitalism is not necessarily developed 
from our precarity. Being revolutionary today depends, in part, upon 
a realization (or epiphany) that is not guaranteed by our precarity. A 
revolutionary sensibility is contingent upon the realization that grow-
ing precarity and global anxiety are features of capitalism.

The “dangerous class,” the so-called social scum, have never been 
the “passively rotting mass” that Marx characterized them to be.91 In 
some cases, as in the riots in France in 2005 and 2009, and those sur-
rounding London in August of 2011, subsets of the population who 

89 Thoreau, Henry David, Civil Disobedience and Other Essays (Dover, 1993), p.10.
90 Jameson, Fredric, “Future City,” New Left Review 21, May-June 2003.
91 Marx, op. cit., p. 20.
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are not part of anything recognizably “proletarian” make trouble for 
the mythological narratives of those societies. Earlier, throughout the 
1990s, the Mexican Zapatistas showed that indigenous peoples who 
had never been integrated into the machinations of capitalist produc-
tion, who were not “proletarian,” could nonetheless throw the logic of 
capital into question. What is “social scum?” So-called social scum is 
the filthiest part of capitalism, a kind of residue that cannot be or has 
not yet been integrated into capitalist production, the human detritus 
that remains outside of the business cycles of exchange relations. From 
the unemployed or unemployable, to the unassimilated indigenous 
communities, the drug addicted and dropouts, institutionalized or 
freely wandering “psychotics,” “neurotics,” and other “patients,” the 
homeless, and the whole underground circuitry of sans-papiers (the 
paperless, the unpermitted) everywhere, the so-called social scum re-
mind us that capitalism is not a totality, for it cannot integrate every-
thing into itself. There are always spheres of social life left out, forced 
out, living against or largely beyond the logic of capital. In this way, 
the “social scum” give us good news. 

It is true that there is no such thing as a national economy, and that 
national economies have been disappearing since at least the late-18th 
century. Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen have demonstrated well 
that GDP and GNP measures of national wealth tell us little to noth-
ing about who, within the internal populations of nations, actually has 
the money.92 Following the critical research of Nussbaum and Sen, new 
measures have been developed and adopted at organizations such as the 
United Nations to try to better assess the real quality of life in nations, 
as opposed to GDP and GNP. We can now know with confidence that 
whenever political scientists and economists try to reassure us that na-
tional populations are doing better because of GNP growth, that they 
are either engaging in some form of manipulation or speaking out of 
ignorance. As cited above, even the neoliberal OECD is not so retro-
grade as to avoid publishing the truth about real and growing income 
inequality within the populations of its member nations. Capitalism 
must be a global system of exchange relations, its accumulation and 
growth imperatives require the supersession of national boundaries, and 

92 See Nussbaum, Martha and Sen, Amartya, The Quality of Life (Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1993), and Nussbaum, Martha, “Capabilities and Human Rights” in 
Global Justice and Transnational Politics: Essays on the Moral and Political Chal-
lenges of Globalization (The MIT Press, 2002).
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no governor with any institutional influence wants to take responsibil-
ity for the affairs of capital. “Free trade” is the consensus of competing 
political parties in almost every country, already taken for granted in the 
liberal claptrap about “fair trade.” In 1848, Marx claimed that “modern 
subjection to capital, the same in England as in France, in America as in 
Germany, has stripped him [the proletarian] of every trace of national 
character.”93 Taking America out of this list, Marx’s vision of the super-
session of nationality has in many ways been realized in Europeaniza-
tion and the European Union, which have evolved following the lead 
of the business interests of capitalists in the European Coal and Steel 
Community and the European Economic Community during the de-
regulation craze of the 1980s and early 1990s. Nonetheless, patriotism 
still has powerful political uses, as can be seen during election cycles and 
wars, and a resilient “national character” of some parts of the precariat 
(the more conservative parts) can still make a comeback in periods of 
patriotic chauvinism. The ultimate fates of national identity and na-
tionalism are still uncertain, and the resurgent resilience of patriotism 
remains an effective refuge of capitalist states.

Every class that gets the upper hand wants to keep the upper hand. 
“Becoming master” has been the most dangerous, overrated aspiration 
of politics, whether conventional or from below. Real autonomy in 
everyday life means that the logic of capital does not determine what 
one does and when one does it, and that human desire is never indefi-
nitely postponed to the exhausted leftover hours after work, or worse, 
to retirement or fleeting holidays (if one even knows what to do with 
free time then). The achievement of real autonomy is not, however, 
possible through the individual activity of single persons alone, for it 
requires abolishing the present mode of appropriating and extracting 
our collective time and energies. When an individual person enjoys 
relatively high levels of autonomy in her everyday life, it might look 
to her as if real autonomy has been achieved or as if the relatively high 
level of autonomy that she enjoys is equally available to anyone. But 
politics depends upon the recognition of macrosocial realities, and we 
are incapable of politics for as long as we mistake our own experiences 
for everyone else’s. The most transformative calling of the precariat 
is to destroy the actual causes, the macrosocial and macroeconomic 
conditions, of our growing and collective insecurity.

93 Marx, op. cit., p. 20.
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Although the precarious people of the world are the immense ma-
jority, we can only speak in broad strokes about the shared interests of 
this immense majority. Although many precarious people have become 
accustomed to a functional high-anxiety, and although many might 
not know how to handle freedom from anxiety if they even had it, we 
can know one thing for certain: We made no conscious choice to give 
up our autonomy and health (both psychic and physical). Most of the 
world’s precariat are integrated into what Franco Berardi has diagnosed 
as the frail psycho-sphere of the schizo-economy.94 The ever diminish-
ing populations of precarious people who are not using psychotropic 
drugs are nonetheless worrying about other aspects of survival and daily 
life. There is a form of anxiety for everyone today, to colonize human 
consciousnesses in a wide variety of ways. But present-day precarity 
is a peculiar impasse because it is a capitalist precarity that cannot be 
overcome through drugs, recreational sports, sex, vacations, retirement, 
and certainly not through policy, and thus, “the whole superincumbent 
strata of official society” must be “sprung into the air.”95 

Neither in substance, nor in form, is the struggle of the precariat 
a national struggle. Marx was as committed an internationalist as the 
world has ever known, already surpassing the commitments of fash-
ionable forms of cosmopolitanism today. However, we still must fin-
ish cleaning out the cobwebs of the national thinking that obscured 
Marx’s understanding of the logical order of revolution, that the “pro-
letariat of each country must, of course, first of all settle matters with 
its own bourgeoisie.”96 Insurrectionary movements are not always na-
tional even if they have national locations and local agendas. As with 
the Zapatistas, some insurrectionary struggles are simultaneously sub-
national, national, distinctly local, and global all at once, in both form 
and substance. This could also be said about the “Arab Spring” and the 
Occupy movements of 2011, which were simultaneously about par-
ticular national and larger transnational issues. In Unbounded Publics, 
I called such movements “transgressive” to specify their violation of 
the national/transnational dichotomy.97

94 See Berardi, Franco “Bifo,” Precarious Rhapsody: Semiocapitalism and the Patholo-
gies of the Post-alpha Generation (Minor Compositions/Autonomedia, 2009), pp. 
30-55.

95 Marx, op. cit., p. 20.
96 Ibid.
97 Gilman-Opalsky, Richard, Unbounded Publics: Transgressive Public Spheres, Za-

patismo, and Political Theory (Lexington, 2008).
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More importantly, as the trajectories of Lenin and Mao reveal, it 
is quite difficult, perhaps impossible, to move through the nation-
al context onto a transformative internationalism. The Russian and 
Chinese political movements of the 20th century never managed to 
shed their nationalisms, as many examples attest to, such as the Hun-
garian Uprising of 1956 where communists in Hungary demanded 
a non-Russian communism. National movements draw on national-
ism to garner strength and mobilize support, and that nationalism 
cannot be shed so easily. The same concern could be found in Frantz 
Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, where Fanon assures revolutionaries 
fighting against colonialism “that nationalism, that magnificent song 
that made the people rise against their oppressors, stops short, falters, 
and dies away on the day that independence is proclaimed.”98 Fanon 
warned against nationalism used for revolutionary purposes, that “if 
it is not enriched and deepened by a very rapid transformation into 
a consciousness of social and political needs, in other words into hu-
manism, it leads up a blind alley.”99 Thus, Fanon held onto the Marx-
ian theory of a withering nationalism as recently as 1961. Like Marx, 
Fanon expresses very clear reservations about nationalism and its dan-
gers. But Marx’s internationalism reflected his fear that communism 
would get stuck at the level of the nation-state, and the 20th century 
seems to have validated those fears. The internationalism of the “com-
munism” of the 20th century was too much of an ideological gloss, 
backed up with government subsidies invested more for geopolitical 
strategizing than for the construction of a real global Gemeinwesen. 

The question of violence cannot be answered in any categorical 
way. But, we cannot mean by violence the breaking of a law or the 
destruction of a car or a window, because even if breaking such things 
“harms” a person’s finances, functioning as a pecuniary punishment, 
which in turn “harms” their ability to pay for things, the “violence” 
that comes from such breakings is too much the result of an indirect 
derivation, such that we can always make a further derivation and 
eventually find ourselves back to Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s declaration 
that property is itself theft, founded on some original robbery.100 We 
have become accustomed to thinking of violence as a metaphor with-
out noticing the abstraction. For example, too many people readily 

98 Fanon, Frantz, The Wretched of the Earth (Grove Press, 1963), p. 203.
99 Ibid., p. 204.
100 Proudhon, Pierre-Joseph, What is Property? (Cambridge University Press, 1994).
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speak of violence that results from accidents unrelated to the inten-
tions of any person to do harm to any other person in particular. This 
is why we commonly say that an earthquake is violent, even though 
an earthquake means no harm to anything or anyone. Beyond the 
confusions of figurative speech mistaken as literal, it is also important 
to consider the capitalist rendering of violence, according to which 
absolute poverty is not violence, but occupying a public park without 
a permit may well be. Suffice it to say that the question of violence 
needs some unpacking. Nonetheless, we cannot say anything along 
the lines of Marx’s claim that “the violent overthrow of the bourgeoisie 
lays the foundation for the sway of the proletariat.”101 When it comes 
to the precariat, what kind of violent overthrow do we have the will or 
the way to make? Much of the bourgeoisie has now moved inside the 
growing precarious class, and even if they are less precarious than oth-
ers, their own hold on things is quite uncertain these days. The system 
of finance capital that has made the fortunes of the least precarious 
may very well be the system that will do them in.

Marxist historiography has held up quite well. Telling the stories of 
human societies through accounts of the antagonisms between haves 
and have-nots still helps do damage control on the pervasive influ-
ence of ideology on history. There are many ways to criticize and to 
improve upon Marx’s approach, perhaps most importantly, to account 
for more antagonisms than only those that change relations on the 
world-historical scale. We can do a better Marxist history when we ac-
count for all the failed and fleeting oppositions to capitalist power. But 
alienation and estrangement have eclipsed the importance of oppres-
sion and exploitation. The latter still exist and examples abound. Yet, 
the question of the condition of our species being, or whatever concept 
is used to specify the existential subject, has been making a comeback. 
Human misery comes in many different flavors, and we do not really 
know if we want to be wealthy or well-educated or married or work-
ing in a big city with access to good restaurants. Everyone knows that 
there are droves of married people with college degrees in Manhattan 
who are also a miserable lot, who keep countless psychotherapists in 
booming business even while the rest of the economy breaks down. 
There is little (perhaps nothing) we can say with more certainty than 
that we want to be happy. But when it comes to specifying the content 

101 Marx, op. cit., p. 21.
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of that happiness we quickly encounter problems, for we scarcely 
know what happiness means for ones’ own self. Life according to the 
logic of capital does not answer the question of happiness for us as 
we go, since there are so many other “more pressing” problems that 
we must address. Capitalism is simply unfit to guide us through life, 
unfit to rule on existential questions, unfit “to impose its conditions 
of existence upon society as an overriding law.”102 The logic of capital 
is incompetent of assuring us of an existence we desire. Society cannot 
forever rest on an operational logic that rationalizes and justifies our 
precarity in perpetuity.

The systematization of the pathological imperative to accumulate 
capital creates the essential conditions for the consolidation of human 
anxiety to the point of total insanity (the rationalization of every un-
reasonable thing), suicide, or collapse (whether from exhausting natu-
ral resources or from exhausting human nervous systems). Constant 
accumulation depends upon constant extraction and growth. Extrac-
tion and growth become more innovative, fracking methods are de-
veloped for natural gas while cellular technology is “fracking” cogni-
tive resources from workers everywhere. The least precarious among us 
have been betting for some time on their own survival as a matter of 
chance or of luck, or in the hopes for one or another surprising fix by 
legislators, scientists, or industry (which includes the military). Post-
Fordist, post-industrial capitalism cuts out from under its feet the very 
foundation on which it stands – by making people everywhere more 
and more precarious, by making the system of accumulation more 
and more precarious, the anxiety of the precariat is also the anxiety 
of the system. Capitalism tests not only the limits of accumulation, 
but also, the “stress limit” of the whole society. Today, even the grave-
diggers are anxious, as their average annual pay stagnates at just under 
$30,000 (as of 2011) while the cost of living keeps on rising. No out-
come is inevitable, but we do have imaginations, and some outcomes 
are preferable to others.

102 Ibid.



ii.

Precarious Communists 
and “Communism”

“You will never need to worry about a steady income.”103

In what relation do precarious communists stand to “commu-
nism”?

Precarious communists are never hopeful about any political party 
on Earth, even, if not especially, self-named “communist” or other 
working-class parties from the 20th century or today. This includes 
Syriza, a party that “communists” like Slavoj Žižek (not a precarious 
communist) expressed far too much optimism about recently.104

The precariat includes most of us, and therefore has diverse in-
terests, is internally pluralistic, and often self-contradictory. Beyond 
the general features of its precarity, there is little (if not nothing) that 
we can specify about it. In this way, it is less a socio-economic class 
and more a massive group of groups. There is also little that is uni-
tary about the smaller group of groups called precarious communists, 
which is why they cannot settle upon a detailed cohesive platform, but 
can only express general directions punctuated with specific goals as 
nodal points in the development of particular movements.

103 Fortune cookie, Springfield, IL, Monday, July 23, 2012.
104 Slavoj Žižek delivered a speech on Sunday, June 3, 2012 entitled “The heart of 

the people of Europe beats in Greece” which was hosted by Syriza.
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Precarious communists comprise just some part, and some rela-
tively small part, of the global precariat. The majority of the precariat 
is not communist. Precarious communists have neither the confidence 
nor the influence to set up sectarian principles that would shape and 
mold their movements. This does not mean their movements are de-
featist or accidental, but rather, experimental and self-conscious.

Precarious communists are distinguished from “communists” in the 
following ways: 1. They point out and bring to the front that capitalism, 
an ideology and system of life driven by the accumulation of capital, 
and the cultural-valuational norms and material reality of existing capi-
talist society – in short, that capital itself – is at the root of the most press-
ing problems of all forms of precarity. Unlike “communists,” precarious 
communists are also precarious about communism itself. Precarious 
communists prefer and defend the internal logic of communism, the 
notion of the overall health of the commons, and they prefer and defend 
the cultural-valuational norms of communism, which centrally include 
an ethical obligation to others (i.e., Sittlichkeit). They prefer and defend 
other possible material realities than those of capitalism, realities that 
they can variously imagine and represent. But precarious communists 
distrust all political parties, nationally framed struggles, and conven-
tional or institutional remedies, even if they do favor some over others. 
2. In the various stages of development which the multiple movements 
of the precariat must pass through, they always and everywhere assess 
the relation of the problem to capital, and work precariously toward an 
experimental and self-conscious communism.

Precarious communists, therefore, are equipped with sharp anar-
chist sensibilities, and/or have a good understanding of the history 
of revolutionary movements. Large subsets of the precariat are not 
precarious communists inasmuch as they seek to address their own 
precarity through political parties, legislation, capitalist and techno-
logical innovations, by accident or by luck, by an even more unhinged 
“free market,” or by the statist delusions of past “communists.” In this 
way, precarious communists are the only ones who maintain a politi-
cal consciousness of the limitations of all of the above, and thus, theo-
retically, they have the advantage of a practical understanding of the 
conditions and possibilities for changing the world.

There is no one immediate aim of precarious communists, and no-
where is the conquest of political power their aim. But everywhere, 
and in any creative manner, precarious communists critically observe, 
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represent, and try to exacerbate the breaking apart of both the ideo-
logical and material bases of existing society and its operational logic.

The theoretical positions of precarious communists are in no way 
based on ideas or principles that have been invented, or discovered, 
by some professional philosopher, for philosophy is often done better 
by events. Sometimes, a riot or revolt is a work of philosophy inas-
much as it raises penetrating questions about the world in which it 
occurs. Good philosophy has always thrown the world as we knew it 
into question. Sometimes, social movements accomplish that defin-
ing goal better than books. We do not know, or necessarily care, what 
precarious communists are reading, for we know that they are already 
philosophical. Ideology is far too certain for anxious, precarious peo-
ple; uncertainty is the enemy of ideology. Uncertainty has been the 
oxygen of philosophy, going all the way back to Socrates. Uncertainty 
gives philosophy what it needs to breathe. To be precarious is to have 
more questions than answers, and to be unsettled by uncertainty is the 
very disposition of philosophy. Precarious communists need not see 
themselves as philosophers in their ongoing, searching, uncertainty, 
for they are living philosophy directly. Precarity is the origin of and 
impetus for all good philosophy. Unwavering sureness is the preten-
sion of ideology, the pretension of a self-assured worldview that settles 
every question in its own favor. Unwavering sureness is the opposite 
of a philosophical disposition.

Unlike other precarious people, precarious communists try to con-
sciously confront and give expression to the problems of capital. The 
Zapatistas and many of their supporters, the anticapitalist globaliza-
tion protestors of 1999 (Seattle) and 2001 (Genoa), many who par-
ticipated in the “Arab Spring”, and many in the Occupy movements, 
are precarious communists. To be sure, they are not “communists” in 
any old sense, but they engage in a precarious communism. Indeed, 
the movements of precarious communism may go by many names, 
but they are often going on right before our eyes. 

Precarious communists understand that property relations remain 
a problem, as the recent trope of “the 99%” versus “the 1%” clearly 
expresses. The slogan points out growing and objectionable disparities 
in the ownership of wealth and property, and thus, in security. The 
growth of such disparities, i.e., in income and security levels, does not 
need to be maintained, even may be impossible to maintain, and yet 
capitalism is forthrightly on the side of its continuation.
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The French Revolution aimed, in part, to abolish feudal property, 
but it was nonetheless not a revolution against capitalism, nor could it 
have been. Revolutions sometimes happen within the limits of capital 
and for other reasons, but inasmuch as the logic of capital survives 
them, we move on with another unacceptable state of affairs, with new 
forms of precarity. We cannot be so brazen as to deny real qualitative 
improvements between two states of affairs. But if, for example, the 
Egyptian Revolution of 2011 takes place entirely within the limits 
of capital, then the Egyptians will have the Muslim Brotherhood to 
betray them next, instead of Hosni Mubarak, and after a while, a new 
precarity will compel the people to return to Tahrir Square. That is 
exactly what has happened. We witnessed the awe-inspiring reclama-
tion of Tahrir Square in revolt against the new president, Mohamed 
Morsi, in November 2012.

The distinguishing feature of precarious communism is not the 
abolition of either precarity or of capitalism totally, but rather, the 
destruction of capitalist mythologies, what I have previously called 
“spectacular capitalism.”105 It is critical to emphasize that spectacular 
capitalism does not only function on an ideological terrain, for it is 
materialized in the real choices and organization of everyday life ev-
erywhere, shaping everything from wages and market regulations to 
urban planning and development and the prevailing visual environ-
ment of cities and towns. Actually existing capitalism hides behind 
the mythology of spectacular capitalism, making it difficult to see the 
causal relationships between capital and our precarity, and thus, capi-
talist mythology is the last defense of the system of constant accumu-
lation. The more the logic of capital is exposed as causally related to 
the central problems of human life, the more precarious people be-
come precarious communists. The art of “exposé” is, therefore, central 
to the politics of precarious communism.

The theory of precarious communists cannot be summed up in any 
single sentence, which is good news for us and bad news for those who 
would slander the movements of the precariat.

Nonetheless, precarious communists have been reproached as 
“communists,” as ones who conspire with liberals to steer the appara-
tus of big government to tax the rich out of existence and to regulate 

105 See Spectacular Capitalism (Minor Compositions/Autonomedia, 2011). The my-
thology of spectacular capitalism is first defined and discussed in the “Introduc-
tion: A Priori” of that book.
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everything, or even more absurdly, as ones who celebrate the achieve-
ments and visions of Mao or of Stalin. Precarious communists are 
reproached through such deliberate mischaracterizations (a) because 
precarious communists are not in the world by way of a class, party, or 
movement with a shared name or cohesive agenda, and are beyond re-
proach as such and (b) because “communism” is not beyond reproach 
as one of the decisive villains of the 20th century. The historically effec-
tive strategy of capitalists blaming every failure on “communism” has 
been making a comeback. Reproaches come from the precarity of the 
least precarious among us, for example from “the 1%” and their circle 
of defenders, because the peculiar anxiety of the least precarious is that 
they have a lot to lose (and they want to keep it that way). 

Marx understood well that a key feature of the capitalist mythology 
was to say that whoever has much wealth (i.e., stored up capital) and 
property (i.e., land, commodities, luxuries) has acquired these things 
through their own hard work, and that if you want wealth and prop-
erty, hard work will get them for you. Today, this mythology is still 
asserted everywhere by the defenders of capital. This problem stems 
back before Marx, at least to John Locke, who argued in his Chapter 
“Of Property,” that (1) one has a rightful claim of ownership over 
whatever he produces by his own labor, that (2) he has an obligation to 
not take more than could be used before spoiling, but that (3) in terms 
of things like diamonds, gold, or silver, things not “really useful to the 
life of man,” one could store up as much of those “durable” things as 
he likes because they only have a value set by “fancy or agreement,” 
and no real use.106 What Locke did not foresee was that (1) capitalism 
would sever ownership from labor through the wage system, which 
would make both the workers and their work the private property 
of other people, that (2) the accumulation and growth imperatives 
of capitalism would be incompatible with his recommended limits 
on the extraction of natural resources, and that (3) diamonds, gold, 
and silver would be given use-values (not merely exchange-values) the 
more that they became replacements for labor to the point that who-
ever has money can purchase the things necessary and useful to life, 
independently of their own work. Marx might have been more of a 
liberal if the capitalists actually followed Locke’s recommendations in 
Two Treatises of Government: The Second Treatise of Civil Government. 

106 Locke, op. cit., Chapter 5, “Of Property,” Section 46, p. 342.
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The problem is that capitalism cannot abide the laws or aspirations 
of classical liberalism because it is capitalism. Defenders of capital-
ism today know well that the three Lockean premises above cannot 
be abided. Those who would seek to subject capital today to Locke’s 
rules on our natural rights to private property would immediately be 
defamed as “socialists.”

Who has property and wealth, and of what form, still matters, 
but Marx placed too much emphasis on bourgeois private property. 
Marx held that this form of property was the irreducible core of 
capitalist society, and that abolishing it would strike at the heart of 
the capitalist system.

But hasn’t capitalism shown an amazing ability to rethink and rede-
fine public and private, even to make the private into the public and the 
public into the private, and to survive and to thrive on such innovation?

Public parks are treated like private property, yet to get permission 
to use them, especially for a protest demonstration, the actual pub-
lic must negotiate with public institutions, which manage them like 
private firms letting land for weddings and birthday parties. When 
publics make political use of public parks, cities call in reinforcements 
from the police. In what meaningful ways do public parks belong to 
the public? Does anyone still believe the lie that public education is a 
real public property? Public universities were privatized in the US in 
the 1980s, and European austerity has been accelerating that phase 
at an alarming rate. What passes for public health care in the US is 
run by private for-profit corporations. Public libraries are closed with-
out mutiny or murmur because they have been emptied of the public 
itself. To maintain public space, the public now needs to occupy it 
defiantly. Where are the new public spaces? You can find new public 
spaces in privately owned cafes, and perhaps most oddly, in Barnes 
& Noble bookstores. Barnes & Noble invites the public inside to sit 
on its floors and read books, to freely congregate, to enjoy the free air 
conditioning and Wi-Fi, and not to purchase anything at all. Capital-
ism has converted loitering into a commendable act of public associa-
tion with capitalist aspirations. But Barnes & Noble may not exist 
much longer. They are closing more locations than they’re opening, 
largely because bookstores can’t compete with the internet, the latest 
privatized public space – a contradiction in terms, human association 
without human association. And when the Barnes & Noble stores 
close down, we will lament the loss of that privately owned public 
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space, whereas not long before, Barnes & Noble was the villain who 
was everywhere shutting down the locally owned bookshops. In recent 
movements, it has become a joke that most of the poor and unem-
ployed participants in the “Arab Spring” and Occupy Wall Street were 
glued to their smartphones, subscribing to services that charge activ-
ists a portion of the discretionary income they claim they don’t have. 
There is, of course, some truth in this bad joke. Those who occupy the 
subject position of the old proletariat have been allowed to play with 
the toys of the bourgeoisie.

So, instead of the old fixation on bourgeois private property, we 
should be focusing on anxiety, precarity, and importantly, on accel-
eration. Paul Virilio’s work on dromology (from the ancient Greek, 
dromos, meaning race course) focuses on the logic of speed and is criti-
cal to our understanding of the role of acceleration in capitalism to-
day.107 Virilio contends: “Our societies have become arrhythmic. Or 
they only know one rhythm: constant acceleration. Until the crash 
and systemic failure... We lack a political economy of speed... we will 
need one... A world of immediacy and simultaneity would be abso-
lutely uninhabitable.”108 Capital has always demanded constant ac-
cumulation, but increasingly, it also demands constant acceleration. 
This dimension of speed is critical to understanding our anxiety. “Yes, 
speed causes anxiety by the abolition of space or more precisely by the 
failure of collective thinking on real space because relativity was never 
truly understood or secularized.”109 Instantaneity means that we have 
to move without reflection, that we have to act decisively without the 
safeguards of careful thought. Capital can transform itself in new di-
rections without undermining its own logic, so its latest demands for 
high-speed do not replace its historical dependency on accumulation. 
But always, capitalism has to balance its evolving aspirations with new 
efforts to suppress our collective anxiety and to avert radical criticism.

To be a capitalist is to take certain positions, which can be acted on 
with others, either consciously in line with, or directly in defense of, 
the logic of capital. What does this mean? Fundamentally, a capitalist 
107 Paul Virilio, one of the most important theorists for those interested in precar-

ity, has written extensively on the relationship of speed to anxiety. Although 
any number of his books could be recommended, I would suggest Speed and 
Politics: An Essay on Dromology (Semiotext(e), 2006) and The Administration of 
Fear (Semiotext(e), 2012).

108 Virilio, Paul, The Administration of Fear (Semiotext(e), 2012), pp. 27 and 37.
109 Ibid., p. 32.
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will not see the dictatorship of capital as problematic, or worse, can-
not see the dictatorship of capital at all. To the capitalist, a dictator 
is only ever a man, whereas capitalism is the worldview of all those 
opposed to dictatorships today. So, the capitalist wants to strengthen 
capitalism, even to save it from itself in periods of its own peril. De-
spite this, few capitalists have escaped the pervasive anxiety of unend-
ing accumulation and acceleration, and many capitalists are precari-
ous. We must therefore acknowledge that just as there are precarious 
communists there are also precarious capitalists. The precariat is not 
full of people with equal levels of precarity, some are more precari-
ous than others, and the precariat is ideologically and philosophically 
heterogeneous. Precarious capitalists understand the volatility and un-
certainty of capitalism as a system, they understand its problems, and 
they live with the insecurity of that knowledge and reality. Hence, 
precarity does not guarantee a communist sensibility. But then again, 
socio-economic class position does not guarantee a communist sensi-
bility either.

Capital is a limited power with unlimited aspirations that slowly 
disclose its limitations. 

When, therefore, capital is channelled into new projects designed 
for continued or accelerated accumulation and for the further con-
solidation of the wealth and property of its beneficiaries, even then, it 
does not solve the problems of its own precarity.110

Let us now consider wages and salaries as possible antidotes to 
precarity. 

Wages and salaries incentivize work, variously enable our material 
subsistence, and compel people everywhere to reproduce capitalism 
through everyday life. It is therefore completely impractical to simply 
denounce wages and salaries as an objectionable feature of capitalism, 
for some movements against capital may demand higher wages and 
higher salaries. Capitalism always aims to minimize expenditure and 
maximize profit (accumulation depends on this formula), and profit 
margins are maximized in part by keeping wages and salaries (expen-
diture) far lower than incomes and revenues. A practical member of 
the precariat must, even if it is not her only initiative, pursue more 
wages and salary, while the logic of capital simultaneously requires 

110 From a dromological perspective, there is no escape velocity from precarity. This 
is, again, related to Virilio’s research on the relationship between high-speed and 
high anxiety.
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resisting such added costs. The central problem of this practical con-
flict of interest is that the precarious person often misidentifies the 
cause of her precarity in insufficient wages or salaries.

Even though job security is rarely related to wages and salary, the 
worker often accepts the misperception that higher pay will solve the 
problems of precarity. Since the life and times of Marx, working peo-
ple everywhere have sought to reconcile their precarity with the help 
of unions, labor laws, and other favorable legislation involving things 
like health benefits and ombudsmen. Marx understood the appeal of 
this pathway, and while he encouraged the improvement of working 
conditions, he was rightly suspicious of the premises underlying such 
initiatives. If we can always negotiate a better deal with our bosses, 
then our work (and our bosses) will become more tolerable, and if our 
work is more tolerable, then we will become less antagonistic. Why 
risk the danger of making revolution if one can safely accomplish one’s 
goals through contractual negotiations within the limits of the exist-
ing system? There are two major problems here, only one of which 
Marx observed. First, Marx understood that the worker “is allowed 
to live only in so far as the interest of the ruling class requires it.”111 
So, even if conditions are tolerable, the worker has no real autonomy 
from the demands of capital. Working life is made more tolerable only 
in so far as the interests of the employing class are not jeopardized by 
such provisions. Second, we have discovered that no amount of wages 
or salaries can eliminate the reasonable anxiety of precarious people, 
and that wages can go up alongside growing insecurities in the system 
of accumulation. More money does not, therefore, mean less anxiety. 
Growing anxiety and precarity are permanent features of the system.

In our societies, most (not all) work is a means to accumulate 
capital, and everyone knows it. Even if not directly, our work is ulti-
mately subjected to some market logic. If we are doing unpaid work 
on things that we are not selling, for example, certain forms of artist, 
activist, volunteer, or service work, we inevitably end up doing such 
work after some other form of work we call a job. Precarious com-
munists distinguish themselves from precarious capitalists in many 
ways, but foremost in that we do not happily accept work as a means 
to life. A full-time life of everyday work colonizes a person’s entire 
wakeful state, even for the unemployed, who are colonized by the 

111 Marx, op. cit., p. 24.
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material needs associated with not working. Precarious communists 
have a communist disdain for this situation and imagine a joyful and 
autonomous work, motivated (at least in part) by an interest in the 
radical transformation of the conditions and quality of everyday life.

Inasmuch as we have direct experiences with joyful and autonomous 
work today, they mostly take place in our leftover “spare time.” But 
leftover “spare time” is increasingly rare, in many cases non-existent 
until retirement, and retirement is all the time more postponed by, for 
example, laws in the spirit of austerity. While precarious communists 
have a communist disdain for this, they do not have any confident 
solutions. Precarious communists are communists without certainty, 
without any enduring political confidence, but this does not mean 
that they don’t know much. Their uncertainty about politics is itself a 
condition and reflection of knowledge. A precarious communist also 
knows in her most meaningful lived experiences – perhaps in love, in 
tragedy, in playing with a young child, in the creative moments of art 
or recreation, in the euphoria of musical bliss, in the awe of visual vis-
tas, and of human intimacy – that the logic of capital is absent there, 
for such experiences have a different logos altogether.

Any express interest in abolishing the capitalist organization of 
anything is wrongly viewed, from the point of view of capital, as 
“communist,” as some dangerous desire for huge government bureau-
cracy, as the abolition of individuality and freedom! But there is noth-
ing in the precarious communism of today that embodies a desire for 
government bureaucracies. Moreover, individuality and freedom are 
far more constrained – in some cases abolished – when everything a 
person does, or can do, is subordinated to the logic of capital.

The word and concept freedom have been degraded by capitalist 
distortion, and Marx understood this well when he wrote that, under 
capitalism, freedom means nothing more than “free trade, free selling 
and buying.”112 Today, this mutilated meaning remains central to the 
mythology of spectacular capitalism. For example, consider the right-
wing author Mark Levin who uncritically repeats the abuses that (1) 
all opposition to the free market must invariably come from the villain 
known as “the Statist” and that (2) freedom essentially refers to the 
freedom of businessmen to engage in capitalist exchange relations.113 

112 Ibid., p. 25.
113 See Levin, Mark, Liberty and Tyranny: A Conservative Manifesto (Simon & 

Schuster, 2009), especially Chapter 6 “On the Free Market.”
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Levin saw emergences like Occupy Wall Street as part of the Obama 
campaign, and thus scarcely understood the disaffection expressed 
there. For ideological reasons, Levin cannot recognize, and is perhaps 
incapable of understanding, the long history of anti-statist commu-
nism that was contemporaneous with Marx and developed through-
out the 20th century, let alone Marx’s own complex theory of the state. 
Levin’s defense of his own deranged notion of freedom can be found at 
the heart of capitalist mythology today, but it never escapes or refutes 
Marx’s old criticism: Freedom defined as the freedom to engage in 
capitalist exchange relations (or, more simply, the freedom of capital) 
is not freedom at all. In fact, freedom is exactly the opposite of Levin’s 
narrow conception. A real, substantive sense of human freedom would 
have to be defined by what we can do in the space and time beyond 
capitalist exchange relations. For example, we are much closer to the 
truth when we calculate our “free time” as the sum total of time that 
we are not working. This is partly acknowledged already in the com-
mon contention that we are “free” on the weekends, or that we are 
“not free” until after work.

We cannot continue to allow capitalism to make freedom mean 
nothing more than the freedom of capital. If freedom depends upon 
– or is defined by – the “freedom” of free market capitalism, then 
“capital” becomes a precondition for freedom. As long as freedom is 
defined by capital, the two terms, freedom and capital, are made mu-
tually dependent on one another.114

“Communism” still horrifies capitalists, because the acceleration 
of the capitalist form of freedom (i.e., the widespread deregulation of 
the private sector globally throughout the 1980s and 1990s) largely 
coincided with the movement against and the collapse of 20th century 
“communism.” Capitalists like Levin still express abject horror at the 
thought of any countervailing force to capitalism, even though the 
presence of real threats to the dictatorship of capital are few and far 
between. Capitalist horror thus takes the form of anxiety.115 The least 

114 This very relationship, of the codependency of capital and freedom, is what Mil-
ton Friedman argued in defense of, long before Mark Levin, in Capitalism and 
Freedom (The University of Chicago Press, 1962).

115 At this juncture, in the correlated paragraphs of the 1848 manifesto, Marx be-
gins writing “you” to address his adversaries, as in, “You are horrified…” and 
begins writing “we” to refer to the communists. I follow these turns as I see fit. 
First of all, unlike Marx, I have no confidence that my text will be read by my 
adversaries. That would be nice, but can by no means be counted on. Second, 
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precarious capitalists want total freedom, defined in their narrow way, 
and they want legal reassurances that would effectively ameliorate their 
minor anxieties. But in their society, the comfort of confidence and 
any real freedom (besides that of consumer choice) “is already done 
away with for nine-tenths of the population; its existence for the few 
is solely due to its non-existence in the hands of those nine-tenths.”116

In the famous quote above, Marx is talking about an issue of 
disparity that has recently been given new and widespread circula-
tion. The Occupy movements of 2011 and 2012 intensified Marx’s 
“nine-tenths,” moving to sharper invocations of “the 99%.” Macro-
economic data attests to this more radical thesis, and it is true that 
even Marx did not imagine the disparities that exist today in terms 
of property and wealth. But much of the Marxian sentiment reso-
nates still: Precarious communists want to do away with the ascen-
dency of the capitalist form of freedom, the necessary condition for 
whose existence is the global subordination of real human freedoms 
to the interests of capital.

Precarious communists would like to do away with a system that 
generates growing anxiety and precarity indefinitely. Precarious com-
munists understand that growing anxiety and precarity are inevitable 
features of the indefinite accumulation and acceleration of capital. As 
communists, we would destroy capitalism, but as precarious commu-
nists, we don’t know how.

From the moment that there is any imposition on the freedom of 
businessmen to do as they wish, from the moment that resistances from 
below destabilize their self-serving social order, capital’s loyal spokesmen 
speak of the end of freedom, the beginning of terrorism, the irrational-
ity of riots, and always once again, the threat of “communism.” 

By “freedom,” our opponents mean their own particular freedoms, 
the freedoms of the least precarious among us, and the potential free-
doms of hopeful precarious capitalists. The precarious capitalist is not 
entirely decided for capital, and he could be brought to the point of 
an ultimate precarity, to the point at which maintaining a capitalist 
worldview would become indefensible, and personally, impractical. 

Precarious communism deprives no one of anything, except that 
it strives to deprive capitalist mythology of its historic power to 

“we communists” are a fragmentary and heterogeneous assemblage, often dis-
sipated, so the consistent use of the inclusive pronoun is problematic here.

116 Marx, op. cit., p. 25.
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effectively rationalize all forms of unfairness (including exploitation) 
and alienation (including our own unhappiness). 

It is often objected that without a world organized by the logic of 
capital, all innovation will cease, and laziness will replace energetic 
hard work.

According to this, energetic hard work is what people bring to the 
capitalist workplace every morning! The history of human innova-
tion and hard work is typically imagined to have really begun with 
the mode of mass production associated with industrialization, for 
preindustrial subsistence production is far less ambitious. Anecdot-
ally, students in my classes on Marx commonly express an inability 
to imagine human survival without a mode of production that is 
really quite new, that dates only back the 18th century. It is easy to 
correct the problem because no one can gainsay that human history 
stretches back to far before industrialization. This does not mean we 
should long for the 17th century. It means we must think more criti-
cally about incentives, innovation, and laziness. Is anyone convinced 
that, without capital, people would never make experiments, would 
never explore new forms of art and communication, and only make 
love with dreadful laziness, because all of their passionate motiva-
tions derive from an interest in getting paid? Also, hasn’t the history 
of crime shown us that innovation often flourishes in the absence of 
capital, in the context of poverty? Plato understood this point well 
in The Republic, where Socrates claims that both luxury and poverty 
lead to the danger of innovation.117 But in the view from capital, 
“innovation” is given an uncritical normative endorsement, which 
assumes that all new (especially technological) developments are al-
ways good for the world. This position holds that, without the logic 
of capital to motivate and incentivize us, we would laze around or 
languish in a society that none could bear. One of the peculiarities 
of this normative position is that it portrays the most unbearable 
uncertainties of our present precarity, as not only perfectly bearable, 
but also, as clearly preferable to any alternative.

All objections levelled against communism in the early years of the 
millennium are in fact objections to “communism.” These objections 
are often expressions of a precarious capitalism that is worried about 
its own future.

117 The Republic of Plato: Second Edition (Basic Books, 1991), Book IV, 422a, p. 99.
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Marx’s materialism ensured that he wrote sparingly (though, not 
nothing) about capitalist culture. He held that capitalist culture was 
“for the enormous majority, a mere training to act as a machine.”118 
Culture consists of the whole discursive terrain on which valuational 
norms, social mores, and ethical obligations are inculcated, and on 
which ideology functions, including the intergenerational transmis-
sion of religious worldviews, national, sub-national, or ethnic self-
understandings. Culture is the cumulative and collective product of 
education by every means, formal and informal, good and bad. Cul-
ture provides the context of our relationality. Culture often obscures 
reality, because it is comprised of perspectives that accommodate the 
world as it is, that are not merely from but actively for this world. This 
was Marx’s concern, so he tried to cut through culture in order to get 
directly to reality itself, developing a method for the task. But capi-
talist culture also effectively shapes reality, making the world of facts 
what it is. This point was better understood by 20th century philoso-
phers, through the help of psychoanalysis, and from Georg Lukács to 
German and French critical theory.

Marx viewed culture as a superstructural phenomenon. He accused 
his adversaries thusly: “Your very ideas are but the outgrowth of the 
conditions of your bourgeois production and bourgeois property, just 
as your jurisprudence is but the will of your class made into a law 
for all, a will whose essential character and direction are determined 
by the economic conditions of existence of your class.”119 Marx was 
wrong to place structure and superstructure in a unidirectional caus-
al relationship, and this is old news. As many others have pointed 
out, including Gramsci, Lukács, Adorno, Horkheimer, and Debord, 
the real dialectic travels in both directions, often at the same time. 
Inasmuch as economic conditions are manmade, they are made by 
the conscious activities, policies, and other decisions of wilful human 
actors who are not simply motivated by the material conditions of 
life. Ideology always plays a role. Gramsci explained this in 1917 in 
his short essay on the ideological causes of the Russian Revolution, 
“The Revolution Against Capital.” “The Bolshevik Revolution consists 
more of ideologies than of events.”120 What Gramsci was highlighting 

118 Marx, op. cit., p. 26.
119 Ibid.
120 Gramsci, Antonio, “The Revolution Against Capital” in The Antonio Gramsci 

Reader: Selected Writings 1916 – 1935 (New York University Press, 2000), p. 33.
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in this essay was that historical materialism could be derailed, sped up, 
or impeded by ideological impetuses, and that ideology could really 
change human relations and things in the world, as was happening in 
Russia. This was one of the reasons why, shortly after Marx’s death, the 
next generation of Marxists could not maintain the view of culture as 
merely superstructural, as affect without effect.

The idea that capitalism is nothing more than the inevitable out-
come of the laws of nature, that capitalism is an expression of hu-
man nature itself, is a persistent misconception that should have been 
eradicated by sociology a long time ago. Humans always act in social 
contexts; how we act mostly reflects the nature of one social context 
or another, and not the nature of humanity as such. Some sociolo-
gists, including Marx, are suspicious of human nature to the point of 
questioning its existence – all we have are humans and their condi-
tions of life. Today, human nature has made a comeback by way of 
neuropsychology and cognitive science. For example, we can speak of 
what the body (or specifically, the brain) can do – how it does what is 
does – as a concrete human nature, as a substance that can only work 
in particular ways, which we can now understand empirically. We can 
speak of differently natured children and infants with renewed reas-
surance, that is, not only with sociology, but with biology too. Yet, 
what the body does in fact – what we are doing in the world – is always 
done within some social context or another. Much (even if not all) of 
the intersubjective, interpersonal, and perceived meaning of what a 
body does, of what bodies (and brains) are busy doing, belongs to the 
category of culture. Admittedly, culture cannot answer every question. 
Neither can ideology. Neither can the materialist discourses of natural 
and social science.

A family is, among other things, a small economy, complete with 
internal divisions of labor and its own distinctive culture. The family 
is, in part, a necessary microcosm of the society at large. Its smaller size 
allows us to see that the logic of capital is not totalitarian there. To be 
sure, the family is a capitalist sphere, as its internal affairs are inevita-
bly subjected to the capital at its disposal, how it utilizes its capital in 
the related markets, for example, in housing, utilities, food, entertain-
ment, security, insurance, education, and mobility. The affairs of the 
family are governed by capital, but never entirely.

In error, Marx wrote about “the bourgeois family” as a unitary form. 
There is perhaps nothing unitary about any class of family, except that 
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families tend to be the location of both the healthiest and the sickest 
social contexts in a person’s life. The family puts its members through 
some of the most traumatic lessons, many that are impossible to over-
come in a lifetime. At the same time, most families offer something 
better than trauma, a place of some belonging, and in the best case, of 
permanent love and reliable affection. Thus, a family could be a pecu-
liar kind of property, one that is not contingent upon capital – some-
thing that one has without having money. Marx oversimplifies the 
family unit as an arrangement based “on capital, on private gain.”121 
As mentioned, this is part of the story, but the family is more complex 
and paradoxical. The family is often the last refuge of the unemployed, 
the downsized, the imprisoned, or of those with severe disabilities. 
At the same time, much like in society, the family can turn against 
its own members, if a young adult openly claims a “despised” sexual-
ity or breaks too many of the house rules, or in cases of abuse. There 
are countless variations. The family imbricates its individual members 
with an intimate exposure to capitalist exchange relations in minia-
ture, but also, to the importance of a communist logic, where certain 
comforts and commitments are guaranteed by the ethical dimensions 
of Gemeinwesen, not by an interest in accumulation or acceleration.

The problems of family life cannot be solely attributed to its being 
as capitalism-in-miniature. It is unlikely that the end of capitalism 
would rid the family of its traumatic tendencies. Young children, in 
particular, are subjected to some of the worst nightmares by their par-
ents, and capital cannot be blamed for all that private terror. 

Jürgen Habermas has diagnosed other problems of what he called 
“familial-vocational privatism,” which refers to a narrow fixation on 
home life and careerism, acculturated by capitalism.122 Habermas de-
scribes how the bourgeois acculturations of family life have centralized 
an “achievement ideology” and various forms of privatism that make it 
a virtue to turn inward and limit concern to one’s own small sphere of 
affection.123 This stems from the emphasis on individuation and priva-
tization in the logic of capital. The family is a small community, with 
some actively communist dimensions, but it is also a highly privatized 
space that removes and protects us from the wider world of human as-
sociation, thus making only a small private allowance for communist 

121 Marx, op. cit., p. 26.
122 See Habermas, Jürgen, Legitimation Crisis (Beacon Press, 1975), pp. 75-79.
123 Ibid., p. 81.
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human relations: “Some communism for us,” the family seems to say, 
internally and defensively, but not with others elsewhere. On any 
given suburban street, in any given residential neighborhood, there 
is a good deal of communism within each family unit, but scarcely 
any between them. Especially in times of crisis, the bunker mental-
ity of familial-vocational privatism reveals itself, as every family home 
becomes a panic room.

Capitalist education! In existing society, there is a certain disservice 
in teaching young people about human solidarity, ethical obligations 
to others, and the necessity of interdependency. In present conditions 
of culture and economy, a student who goes from school into the ex-
isting society is far better equipped if she has learned to count on no 
one else, to be self-interested, and to fully secure one’s own well-being 
before getting side-tracked by voluntary aid to others. Thus, famil-
ial-vocational privatism and the achievement ideology are inculcated 
from a young age through the educational system. In many liberal 
arts colleges throughout the US, there has been a counter-movement 
trying to build into general education curricula such things as “en-
gaged citizenship,” “the virtues of service,” “global awareness,” “social 
responsibility,” and other noble orientations. These are just the old 
virtues of “public education,” and they have only become a counter-
movement in light of growing privatization. The problem is that such 
schools, though committed to a good idea of citizenship, do not ad-
equately recognize the incompatibility of their liberal mission with the 
capitalist world surrounding them.

But the logic of capital does not simply surround the university, 
for it reorganizes the university from inside. Increasingly, education 
is governed by the marketability of its courses and degree programs, 
and especially, by assessments of what those degrees can guarantee for 
graduates moving out into the capitalist lifeworld. David Horowitz 
has argued that universities are more and more overrun by commu-
nist revolutionaries who want to destroy capitalism, despite the fact 
that such imaginary institutions could not even survive in the exist-
ing world.124 Tuition has been replacing publicly subsidized education 
in the US since at least 1967 when then-Governor Ronald Reagan 
argued that public education was too expensive and that California’s 

124 Horowitz, David and Laskin, Jacob, One-Party Classroom: How Radical Profes-
sors at America’s Top Colleges Indoctrinate Students and Undermine Our Democracy 
(Random House, 2009).



- 82 -

universities should be privatized and shifted onto a tuition basis.125 In 
the 1980s, now as president, Reagan successfully worked to introduce 
tuition at public universities throughout the country. Today, through-
out Europe, the privatization of public education is on the austerity 
fast track.

Parents have begun to raise behavioral questions about young chil-
dren who can’t sit still for an hour to watch a television show. Parents 
may be alarmed if their children can’t navigate an iPad or send a text 
message by the age of 5 or 6 years old. They may have them tested for 
ADD or ADHD. The current parent-generation can hardly consider 
the possibility that their own distractions are a bore to the unruly 
interests of a child. So a new anxiety emerges, which is a complete 
reversal of the old one. Once, a parent would worry about too much 
TV (in the 1970s) and too much video games (in the 1980s), whereas 
today the concern is turned upside down, and is about not enough 
TV and not enough video games. The new parental anxiety is about 
the child’s too-slow integration into the accelerated world of cellular 
technology and all of its accoutrements. Precarious communists do 
not express nostalgia for the way that things were in the 1950s or in 
the 1990s, but that doesn’t prevent us from making critical diagnoses 
of the latest maladies.

Let us consider the relationship of precarious communism to 
feminism.

The precarious communist favors the more radical trajectories of 
feminism, preferring those of Valerie Solanas, Silvia Federici, Nancy 
Fraser, Judith Butler, Sheila Rowbotham, or bell hooks over thinkers 
like Betty Friedan, Susan Brownmiller, Naomi Wolf, or Susan Moller 
Okin. The latter group define the goals of feminism as achievable 
within the limits of capitalist society. Within communist theoriza-
tion, one always looks for the critique of and the relation to capi-
tal and its logic. Many radical feminists today are interested in what 
could be called “gender precarity,” which expresses an anxiety about 
gender and its historical, supposed certainty, and about our ability to 
perform at the level of gendered expectations. Judith Butler’s Gender 
Trouble and Michael Warner’s The Trouble with Normal, for example, 
are centrally concerned with the precarity of gender.126 Feminists and 

125 “Universities: Tuition or Higher Taxes,” Time Magazine, Friday, Feb. 17, 1967.
126 Butler, Judith, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (Rout-

ledge, 1990); Warner, Michael, The Trouble with Normal: Sex, Politics, and the 
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feminism have always been precarious from a political point of view, 
that is, always narrowly averting forms of cooptation on the one hand, 
and premature claims of a “post-feminist” irrelevance on the other. 
Feminism reveals that precarity is not simply a villain, not something 
only worthy of denunciation. Gender precarity, for example, makes 
possible new forms of becoming. This can be seen not only in Butler’s 
feminism, but also, in Nancy Fraser’s call for gender deconstruction, 
Drucilla Cornell’s call for transformations, and Félix Guattari’s call 
for becoming-woman.127 The uncertainty of precarity, from within 
the radical feminist imaginary, creates a space for productive subver-
sions, in which we can create and recreate ourselves. “Third-wave” 
feminism and queer theory, because they are especially focused on the 
precariousness of gender, are especially useful in this regard. But also, 
Silvia Federici’s feminist and autonomist Marxist attention to the ev-
eryday lives and unpaid labor of women, highlights other dimensions 
of precarity.128

In light of this, and on the whole, feminism deepens and enriches 
the theory of precarity and the position of precarious communism 
and should be autonomously integrated into the critical dispositions 
of precarious communists everywhere, inasmuch as such integration 
makes sense.

With the exception of certain apologists, everyone knows that sex-
ism and heterosexism persist. Capital continues its consolidation on 
the grounds of sexist and heterosexist worldviews and practices. Wom-
en continue to cost less than men because equal pay for equal work 
is only true de jure, not de facto, and so much of “women’s work” is 
not even paid for at all. The cultural mainstream in every country still 
assumes heterosexuality as the normative basis of plots and fictive nar-
ratives, although liberalism has allowed for more gay and lesbian situ-
ation comedies and movies, where homosexuals can prove themselves 
to be just as good at total obedience to capital as any other “minority” 
group. A popular US television show in the late 1990s and early mil-
lennium, Will & Grace, portrayed its principal gay characters as bour-
geois liberals whose main complaints were personal frustrations about 

Ethics of Queer Life (Harvard University Press, 2000).
127 Fraser (Routledge, 1997), Cornell (Routledge, 1993), Guattari (Semiotext(e), 
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keeping a clean apartment and the superficiality of clothing, social 
status, and home decor. Any feminist movement that aims to dem-
onstrate the happy felicity between all women and all gays and lesbi-
ans with the existing society, that aims to demonstrate their perfect 
compatibility, is a feminism that has nothing to offer communism. 
We naturally prefer Guattari’s vision in “Becoming-Woman,” where 
the subterranean existence of sexual minorities, and their rhizomatic 
capacities, is perceived as a real threat to the logic of capital – because 
it is.

To better grasp the relation of capital to human sexuality, we might 
consider, as just one measure, internet pornography statistics. In the 
US, internet pornography generates more revenue than all the rev-
enues of the NFL, Major League Baseball and NBA sports franchis-
es combined.129 The pornography industry has larger revenues than 
Microsoft, Google, Amazon, eBay, Yahoo, Apple and Netflix com-
bined.130 The precarious communist makes no puritanical objection 
to pornography. These statistics are not invoked for the purposes of 
condemning pornography, or of defending some moral fabric. Rather, 
these facts are invoked to expose the colonization of human sexuality 
by capital, how much money is made in a methodically private – in-
deed a secret and denied – economy of sexual desire.

The meaning and complexity of marriage cannot be given any 
structural explanation through class analysis. Marx went too far in 
his generalizations about “bourgeois marriage,” and couldn’t fore-
see the assimilation of liberal feminist demands into bourgeois, het-
erosexual marriages.131 Like capitalism, marriage has proven more 
dynamic and flexible than the structural analysis had indicated. In 
other words, marriage can survive innumerable permutations, and 
even get much-needed reinvigorations from recombination, as can 
be seen with the movement for same-gender marriage. Many people 
blockaded from marriage want to get in, which is inadvertently good 
news for the tradition of marriage because it helps to guarantee the 
indefinite lifespan of the institution, i.e., more people wanting and 
129 Cited at http://www.gulfbreezenews.com/news/2011-07-21/Opinion/Porn_ep-

idemic_threatens_countrys_moral_fabric.html (Accessed, 12/28/2012).
130 Ropelato, Jerry, “Internet Pornography Statistics” cited at http://internet-fil-
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seeking to be married. Feminist and queer incursions into the do-
main of monogamous marriage are not the same as the abolitionist 
cause of ending marriage altogether. But, precarious communists are 
resolutely uninterested in standardizing an approach to the various 
problems of marriage. The problems of marriage cannot be solved 
programmatically or categorically, and for that very reason, they are 
problems that call for an autonomist politics that understands the 
necessity of making – and keeping – common cause with people of 
multifarious lifeways. As there is no precarious communist party, 
there is no party line on marriage.

Precarious communists have no faith in the official politics of na-
tions, and cannot be chauvinistic patriots. The national identity of a 
communist is either an accident of birth or the result of migrations 
and movements made by other causes than nationalism.

Precarious communists hew close to cosmopolitanism, and there 
can be no doubt that the cosmopolitan hospitality discussed by Im-
manuel Kant, the cosmopolitan solidarity discussed by Jürgen Haber-
mas, and the cosmopolitan education discussed by Martha Nussbaum 
capture much in the internationalist spirit of communism, both old 
and new.132 But precarious communists maintain at least two reserva-
tions about cosmopolitanism (which means that we are also precarious 
cosmopolitans) for two distinct reasons: (1) First, precarious commu-
nists have anarchist sensibilities, which is to say that we are suspicious 
of all scaling-up and consider the liberatory prospects of de-scaling, 
or scaling down. (2) Second, precarious communists may engage in 
micropolitical projects of such a localized nature that neither patrio-
tism nor cosmopolitanism is relevant to our work. For us, it is not at 
all true that precarious communists “must first of all acquire political 
supremacy, must rise to be the leading class of the nation,” or that the 
precarious communist class “must constitute itself the nation,” because 
autonomous movements are not coordinated by any cohesive agenda, 
cannot be coordinated as such, and have a healthy anarchist allergy to 
the trappings of moving through national channels.133

Of the crucial things that Marx underestimated, the resilience 
and significance of nationality and nationalism is chief among them. 
Capital and state continue to make important uses of nationalism 

132 Kant (Cambridge University Press, 1999), Habermas (The MIT Press, 2001), 
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and international distinctions, and patriotism continues to show its 
capacity to flare up in the midst of terrorism, war, and economic cri-
sis. Many Germans and French have felt a bit less “European” in the 
context of the capitalist crisis of the Eurozone (the British are happy 
to have kept the Pound) and the richest members of the EU are less in-
clined to uphold any obligations to the peoples of Greece, Spain, and 
Italy. Years before, many Americans who had no visible patriotism on 
September 10, 2001, expressed an inflamed patriotism stoked by the 
following day’s attacks that still remains tender today, over eleven years 
later. As it turns out, the growing freedom of commerce throughout 
the world market that characterizes the current phase of globaliza-
tion appears to develop without overturning or erasing national and 
patriotic identities that continue to thrive and survive in political-
economy. Analysts still speak incessantly of national economies as if 
the whole network of exchange relations, the global division of labor, 
and monetary and market interdependencies didn’t exist.

What is the supremacy of the precariat, if any at all? The world’s 
precarious people, as an entire collectivity, have no clear advantage 
over the defenders and beneficiaries of capital, despite their over-
whelming numbers. There are innumerable internal differentiations 
within the world precariat, too many to make anything cohesive for 
them, aside from their generalized precarity. However, if we specify 
precarious communists in particular, we can at least identify a shared 
contention, a shared aspiration. If precarious communists have any 
starting advantage it will be seen in the readiness of our expectation 
that capitalism is ultimately unliveable, and our conscious desire for 
something else.

In the 21st century, nation-states are finally disproving themselves 
as the inevitable or ideal political forms, and the truth of the second 
great contention of anarchism is being borne out.134 In so many ways, 
the 20th century has already substantiated the validity of the first and 
most defining anarchist contention. That is, the anarchist contention 
about the invariable corruptibility of centralized power and hierar-
chical governance was a hard conclusion to resist in the light of to-
talitarianism. Mussolini, Hitler, Stalin, Ceauşescu, and many others 

134 The first great contention of anarchism regards the rejection of centralized, hi-
erarchical power, especially (but not only) pertaining to state power. The second 
great contention of anarchism regards the scale of the human community and 
the importance of self-rule over and against representation.
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contributed to the effective devastation of good faith in hierarchical 
and authoritarian power structures. And now, few remain who could 
reasonably accept the notion of a temporary and withering proletar-
ian dictatorship. Trusting one’s government is a kind of universal joke, 
and this has been true for a long time. But, still alive well into the 
21st century, another old mythology persists, that of capitalist repre-
sentative democracy. Anarchists have for a long time pointed to the 
impossibility of the paradoxical notion of “representative democracy,” 
arguing that representation is established in lieu of democracy, in fact, 
that representation is established deliberately to prevent democracy 
from taking place, safeguarding power. Anarchists from Charlotte 
Wilson and Errico Malatesta, to Fredy Perlman and David Graeber 
have argued this point well.135 And, recent upheavals such as the 
“Arab Spring” (particularly the second wave of contestation against 
Mohamed Morsi in 2012), Occupy Wall Street, and the Greek and 
Spanish revolts are now removing the last stubborn obstacles to the 
vindication of anarchism’s critical contention about political repre-
sentation. Anarchist critique may well have needed 200 years to dem-
onstrate its profundity, but these vindications (especially now, of the 
second great contention) are well underway. This will not make us one 
and all anarchists. Everyone is a bit of an anarchist, just as everyone 
should be, but anarchist recommendations have never been as good as 
their criticisms, and some anarchist positions have been ideologized to 
the point of pathology. For a properly serious reflection on anarchism, 
see Part III, Section 3, below.

Arguments against communism made from a religious or ideologi-
cal standpoint (and there are great similarities between these stand-
points), are quite absurd, but cannot be passed over in silence. Marx 
did not adequately attend to the difference and distance between ide-
ology and philosophy. He continued, well after The German Ideology, 
to think of ideology and philosophy as a kind of tautology. To the con-
trary, we must always point out the differences between communism 
as ideology and communist philosophy.136

Marx’s materialism made his own atheism an obvious and necessary 
conclusion. Marx might have liked the anti-theism of Christopher 

135 Wilson (Freedom Press, 2000), Malatesta (Freedom Press, 2005), Perlman (Fac-
tory School, 2007), Graeber (AK Press, 2009).

136 I clarify these distinctions in Spectacular Capitalism (Minor Compositions/Au-
tonomedia, 2011), pp. 12-29, and Chapter 3.
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Hitchens, and certainly would have appreciated the popular atheist 
challenges of Sam Harris, Richard Dawkins, Peter Singer, and Daniel 
Dennett. What would have rightfully perplexed Marx is the fact that 
these critics of religion make no critique of capitalism (Peter Singer 
comes closest to such a critique, but does not have any problem with 
capitalism per se), and espouse a materialist science that claims, at 
least implicitly, capitalism as an ally.137 The materialism of the new 
atheist or anti-theist wave of books and debates appears to accept capi-
talism as an irreversible and satisfactory fact of the world. Commu-
nism is treated as just another religious faith worthy of a similar scorn 
as Christianity, or, for the theistic side of the argument, as an example 
of why the absence of God is so dangerous.

Marx was right to declare that “[t]he ruling ideas of each age have 
ever been the ideas of its ruling class.”138 It is amazing that the scien-
tific atheists and anti-theists of today’s “new atheism” can so elegantly 
impale the religious pathologies of Christians, Muslims, and Jews, and 
yet find no pathological religiosity in their own continued faith in 
capitalism, which they take for granted far more uncritically than their 
opponents in the religious world have taken for granted the existence 
of God. At least the faithful theological scholars have been engaged in 
the consideration of arguments for and against the existence and good-
ness of God, or have had to rationalize their belief with philosophy 
or with history, or with capitulations to holy texts. For the faithful 
capitalist, on the other hand, it is not clear that the question of the 
continued existence or goodness of capitalism is ever actively asked. 
Indeed, “belief ” in capitalism is not placed on the order of faith, but 
rather, on the order of accepting the immediate facts of the world, on 
the order of observing the color of the sky or the wetness of the water.

This point is critical. It is no longer the case that atheism and com-
munism go together logically or inevitably. Marx insisted that reli-
gious faith served the capitalist world order and that atheism would 
serve the communists. But atheism can be, and has been, made to 
serve capital too. For many atheists, capitalism is a relatively unprob-
lematic feature of the natural world of human beings, and while eco-
nomic crises can be studied with scientific rigor, these economic crises 
are just like the environmental crises of earthquakes and tornadoes; 

137 See, for example, Singer, Peter, Practical Ethics: Second Edition (Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1993), Chapter 8.

138 Marx, op. cit., p. 29.
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that is, economic crises are studied only to be understood, and not to 
throw into question the viability of the system that gives rise to them.

Ideas do not always follow, or keep even pace with, the changing 
conditions of existence. Human imagination has been one of the big-
gest challenges to Marx’s materialism. Imagination is not ideology, 
just as ideology is not philosophy, even though all three (imagination, 
philosophy, ideology) are powers of human thought. The ideational 
content of world religions was originally a great feat of human imagi-
nation, to be able to imagine a world that is not one’s present world, 
to think through metaphysical origins stories imbued with moral and 
ethical teachings. But for all the subsequent generations who inherited 
their religion as an accident of birth, religion is far more ideologi-
cal than imaginative. True, there are religious leaders and institutions, 
including, for example, the Vatican, that must always re-imagine reli-
gion in order to make old traditions speak to the future. And, religion 
as ideology is susceptible to philosophy, which can be seen whenever 
one throws the presuppositions of one’s inherited religiosity into ques-
tion. It is necessary to recognize that religion can be imaginative, ideo-
logical, or philosophical. A critique of capitalism and its culture often 
comes from synagogues, mosques, and churches: we could speak of 
the critique of pathological consumption, the ethical obligation to 
others (i.e., Hegel’s notion of Sittlichkeit), or liberation theology. This 
is not to say that precarious communists must have some specific use 
for religion, but rather, that we cannot adopt a categorical rejection of 
all religiosity, and that we cannot treat all religion as equally preposter-
ous from some unitary atheist perspective.

Marx’s dialectical understanding of human history helps us to imag-
ine the erasure of the current conditions of life by the emergence of 
new demands and new conditions of life. Marx sees a history in which 
the ancient religions were defeated and replaced by Christianity, and 
then, in the context of 18th century enlightenment, when Christianity 
loses ground to rationalism. Two points are worth noting here. First, 
much from the ancient world religions was absorbed into Christianity, 
and much of Christianity was absorbed into rationalism, so these tran-
sitions are, to say the very least, variegated and contaminated, each 
new development carrying much of the previous incarnations within 
it. Second, what did rationalism give way to? Is this how we arrive 
at postmodernity, by way of rationalism’s giving way to a postmod-
ern critique of reason and rational choice? We can see its beginnings 
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already in Max Horkheimer’s “The End of Reason.”139 Has rationalism 
given way to irrationalism, or perhaps, it is simply to ideology, which 
is both rational and irrational at the same time. Ideology is rational in-
asmuch as it enables us to rationalize the world, and provides us with 
a practical worldview that helps us to interpret events and to make 
sense of our place in the world. Ideology is irrational inasmuch as it 
functions without its philosophical precursors, that is, that people end 
up utilizing and embodying worldviews that they themselves did not 
think through. The conservatism of their parents has determined their 
own conservatism, for example, and without any separate or serious 
philosophical consideration, the question on every policy or political 
proposal is always to ask what a conservative must do.

But in light of the point about dialectical contaminations, the 
ideological and irrational dimensions of everyday life today contain 
within them more than a few traces of world religions and enlight-
enment rationalism. Dialectical change does not result in one state 
of total clarity or another. Dialectics makes mud. The transition 
from one state of affairs to another is always very muddy, and no 
antithesis is ever fully, or cleanly, triumphant. This is why we are 
able to speak honestly about Lenin and the “communist” revolution 
as not exactly a total negation of an industrial capitalist lifeworld 
(which did not yet exist in Russia), and as not being communism 
victoriously, clearly, or cleanly.140

Marx repeats his central claim: “The history of all past society has 
consisted in the development of class antagonisms, antagonisms that 
assumed different forms at different epochs.”141 This claim cannot be 
gainsaid. The problem is not its truth, but its centrality within Marx’s 
system. Antagonisms are always present in human history, and their 
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changing nature does define the main disputes of each epoch. But an-
tagonisms are not the only unit of analysis for historical understand-
ing, nor should they be. For example, the absence of antagonisms is of 
equal or greater importance. The history of subordination and acqui-
escence can also be told, as can the history of alienation, the history of 
anxiety, and the history of certain phases of dominant ideology.

It is true that exploitation and social stratification are consistent 
facts of every era, but no communist today can reasonably look 
forward to “the total disappearance of class antagonisms.”142 Non-
ideological communism is too precarious to count on totalities of 
any kind.

On some occasions, Marx wrote directly about “the communist 
revolution,” which must today be replaced with a more pluralistic and 
precarious term.143 “Communist insurrections” are the more likely 
(though not the only possible) eventuality, and could involve riots 
and other social upheavals that throw into question existing property 
relations and the logic of capital, among other things.

But let us have done with “communist” impediments to 
communism. 

We cannot proclaim the first, second, or third steps in making rev-
olution, but we can nonetheless be more concrete about the demands 
of precarious communists.

Jacques Rancière wrote a beautiful little book called Hatred of 
Democracy, in which he theorizes democracy in line with anarchist 
conceptions of a directly and self-governing demos. “Strictly speak-
ing, democracy is not a form of State. It is always beneath and be-
yond these forms. Beneath, insofar as it is the necessarily egalitarian, 
and necessarily forgotten, foundation of the oligarchic state. Beyond, 
insofar as it is the public activity that counteracts the tendency of 
every State to monopolize and depoliticize the public sphere. Every 
State is oligarchic.”144 Rancière argues that those who are the most 
vocal proponents of democracy today tend to be the most fearful of 
its actual emergence in the world. The most prominent defenders of 
democracy tend to be defenders of the State, procedural politics, con-
testation by elections alone, in short, the present state of affairs. Those 
who proclaim to love democracy the most secretly harbor the greatest 

142 Ibid.
143 Ibid.
144 Rancière, Jacques, Hatred of Democracy (Verso Books, 2006), p. 71.
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contempt for the idea of everyday people in direct and assertive con-
trol of their lives. When precarious communists engage in a battle over 
democracy, it is not to establish democracy of one form or another, 
not to make a so-called democratic state, but rather, to destroy the 
conceit of self-proclaimed democracies everywhere, pointing out the 
hostile incompatibilities of capitalism and democracy.

The precariat has no political supremacy because political power 
rests on capital and not on sheer numbers of people. So the precariat 
cannot take the state, or organize itself as the ruling class. But the 
state and the ruling class do become more precarious the more that 
the whole social order does. In 2011 and 2012 we saw this in Egypt, 
in 2012 we saw this in Syria, and in 2013 we saw this in Turkey and 
Brazil. The precariat can and must, therefore, share its precarity, un-
dermining the security of the least precarious. The chief power of the 
precariat is its ability to make the systems responsible for its precarity 
aware of their own uncertain future.

Assuming the political supremacy of the proletariat, Marx allowed 
for the temporary use of despotic means to reverse the backwards condi-
tions of bourgeois production, to safeguard revolutionary changes, and 
to help create the conditions under which despotic means are no longer 
necessary. But precarious communists do not need to worry about the 
uses of despotism. We are incapable of despotism because we have no 
grand plan to carry out, we are unskilled in bureaucracy, and would seek 
the negation of any supreme power as a matter of dialectics, distrust, 
or subversive inclination. Precarious communists know too much his-
tory to look for answers in state power. As has been discussed, we have 
healthy anarchist sensibilities. Our capabilities are for autonomy, not for 
autocracy. Precarious communists are autonomists.

The concrete measures of precarious communists are different 
everywhere.

Nevertheless, some general aspirations may be outlined.

1. According to the logic of capital, all land, natural and human 
resources and every inhabitable, usable space – indeed, all of 
space and time – is either private or subject to privatization. 
The logic of capital is not the logic of shared interest and 
public well-being. (When we say “public,” we do not mean 
“public institutions of governance.”) We pursue alternative 
logics to the logic of capital.
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2. We understand that gross disparities of income and property 
are endemic to capitalism, and that practically, they translate 
into gross disparities of opportunity within the existing soci-
ety. While precarious communists oppose the logic of capital, 
and thus the society organized by that logic, we can demand 
reversals of disparity within the limits of existing society in 
the name of “damage control” in the here and now. This only 
means that we do not limit our demands to the greatest aspi-
rations of communist desire in the promise for some uncer-
tain future.

3. For too many, wealth, property, and opportunity (and the 
lack thereof ) are accidents of birth, determined by class, in-
heritance, and luck. Precarious communists understand the 
fact that most infants are established at birth as rich or poor, 
that upward mobility is a demonstrable lie, and that the av-
enues facing the very young are either opened or closed from 
the start, not determined by personal responsibility. If we 
would speak of injustice, the radical disadvantage of human 
beings from infancy is a noncontroversial case. On normative 
grounds, we take sides with those on the losing end of this 
equation.

4. We cannot effectively punish or pre-empt the autonomous 
actions of others. We can of course criticize the arguments 
and actions of precarious communists, with respect for the 
manifold of communist desire, and with respect for the de-
structive and constructive aspirations of communism. For 
example, is there any doubt that communists will dispute 
these enumerated aspirations? On the other hand, we seek to 
criticize capitalism with the comportment of negation in as 
many diverse and creative ways as possible, including by ways 
of revolt.

5. Contestatory presence (occupy when and where uninvited) 
and contestatory absence (strike when and where expected) 
are good oppositional principles. Other oppositional prin-
ciples of non-working and other-doing can be imagined and 
explored. John Holloway defines other-doing as “an activity 
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that is not determined by money, an activity that is not shaped 
by the rules of power.”145

6. De-privatize (or publicize) the means of communication, 
everywhere opposing control by commercial interests of 
planning and content. Familiar modalities such as social me-
dia, alternative media, and even culture jamming are inad-
equate because they presuppose their own marginality and 
are most effectively utilized by a small coterie of celebrities. 
The catalogue of subaltern and subversive cultural and artis-
tic projects discussed by Brian Holmes in his Unleashing the 
Collective Phantoms: Essays in Reverse Imagineering points out 
more promising directions.146 The democratization of com-
munication depends upon new precedents of thought and 
action. Consider a prominent case of the backwards logic of 
social media: If Facebook depends on its users to thrive and 
survive then Mark Zuckerberg depends on the world of us-
ers for his fortunes. Instead, when Facebook became “pub-
licly tradeable,” investors were asked to purchase company 
shares in order to convert some share of the company’s wealth 
into their legal property. Inasmuch as Zuckerberg’s wealth 
depends upon the voluntary activities of more than one bil-
lion Facebook users worldwide, and inasmuch as this volumi-
nous active base is the necessary precondition for Facebook’s 
exchange-value, Facebook users are, in fact, Zuckerberg’s 
unpaid workforce. We should consider the expropriation in 
that relationship. According to the logic of capital, one might 
retort: “But he provides a free service!” That is an inverted 
logic. It is the users who provide a free service to Zuckerberg. 
In fact, Zuckerberg could be seen as an iconic case of the “free 
rider.” Zuckerberg gives nothing for free. If Facebook was free, 
how could it have happened that, as of March 2012, Forbes 
Magazine valued Zuckerberg’s net worth at $17.5 billion? 
Forbes lists the source of Zuckerberg’s wealth as “self-made,” 
but Zuckerberg’s partially self-made technological innovation 
made him no money at all – it was the voluntary active base 

145 Holloway, John, Crack Capitalism (Pluto Press, 2010), p. 3.
146 Holmes, Brian, Unleashing the Collective Phantoms: Essays in Reverse Imagineering 

(Autonomedia, 2008).
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of Facebook users who accomplished that for him. Without 
those one billion plus, Zuckerberg and company would not 
command a voluntarily populated and autonomously updat-
ing database of so much of the world population. In a cer-
tain sense, we possess a latent power over all those fortunes, 
which could be exercised, for example, in a kind of general 
cyber-strike, a mass closure of accounts. To be clear, I am not 
suggesting anything particularly malignant or offensive about 
Facebook. I am not suggesting that such a strike would ac-
complish any concrete goal (although, under imaginable cir-
cumstances, it might). Technological phases have histories, 
and the terms of this example can and will change. What is 
true about Facebook in the present discussion has nothing to 
do with Facebook substantively or intrinsically. The example 
is given to illustrate the formal inversion of communist logic 
in existing social media, and the lines of thought required to 
reverse the privatization of communication.

7. Human production and social organization are today capable 
of understanding ecology. Following this, it is increasingly 
necessary to counterpose the logic of social-ecology to the log-
ic of capital, to consider their ultimate incompatibilities, and 
not to accept the new mythologies of “green” capitalism. This 
can be done in an anarchist way, or following the analysis and 
recommendations of Murray Bookchin or James O’Connor, 
but it need not follow any such blueprint or thinker.147 Other 
examples include agriculture in Cuba after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union and, on a smaller scale, community gardening.

8. Creativity outside of (and against) “work” is a human right, 
and should be treated as such regardless of the law.

9. Free education for all children and adults, that old anarchist 
and communist refrain, must be defended, and it is an idea and 
practice under greater threat today than at any point in human 
history. Educational planning must not be determined by what 

147 See Bookchin, Murray, Social Ecology and Communalism (AK Press, 2007) and 
O’Connor, James, Natural Causes: Essays in Ecological Marxism (The Guilford 
Press, 1998).
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kind of education will make the graduate the most money. At 
its best, education cultivates other values and other-doing.

10. There are resources for all of the above. We do not regard 
“capital” as synonymous with “resources.” But scarcity is one 
of the most cherished lies of capitalist mythology. There are 
always adequate financial resources for the projects of capital, 
especially for wars and bank bailouts. If our aspirations seem 
impossible, that is all the more reason to pursue them. Let us 
leave what is readily possible to the efforts of liberal reform-
ers. They do not need a manifesto.

This list is by no means exhaustive. It is not even ideal. It is a dé-
tournement of Marx’s list. In Marx’s list, certain tasks were concrete-
ly given to the communist state, including taxation, confiscation of 
bourgeois property, banking, communication, and transportation. It 
is in the paragraph following this list that Marx explains his famous 
notion of the withering state:

When, in the course of development, class distinc-
tions have disappeared, and all production has been con-
centrated in the hands of a vast association of the whole 
nation, the public power will lose its political character. 
Political power, properly so called, is merely the orga-
nized power of one class for oppressing another. If the 
proletariat during its contest with the bourgeoisie is com-
pelled, by the force of circumstances, to organize itself as 
a class; if, by means of a revolution, it makes itself the rul-
ing class, and, as such sweeps away by force the old con-
ditions of production, then it will, along with these con-
ditions, have swept away the conditions for the existence 
of class antagonisms, and of classes generally, and will 
thereby have abolished its own supremacy as a class.148

Here, Marx is arguing that the proletariat may need to seize the 
public institutions of power (i.e., government) in order to ensure the 
implementation of those tasks that the state must carry out, and also, 

148 Marx, op. cit., p. 31.



- 97 -

in order to keep down counterrevolutionary forces of the domestic 
and international bourgeoisie. But the aspirations of communism, for 
Marx, could not possibly end in the tenuous state of revolutionary 
insecurity, and so he imagined a state that would help to create the 
conditions under which the state would no longer need to exist. If 
the state, as Marx says above, “is merely the organized power of one 
class for oppressing another,” and if the end of class oppression is a 
classless society, then Marx cannot be calling for a permanent state. It 
is logically impossible. Thus, Marx insists on a transitory and wither-
ing state. This is central to the complexity of Marx’s theory of state 
power. The anarchists of the 19th century were already worried about 
Marx’s theory of the withering state, especially Mikhail Bakunin.149 
Honest Marxists today must confess that the anarchist anxiety about 
state power was vindicated in the 20th century, not Marx’s hopeful 
contentions. This is also why the communist currents of the 21st cen-
tury must be precarious.

149 See Bakunin, Mikhail, Statism and Anarchy (Cambridge University Press, 1990), 
p. 179.





iii.

Excurses

1. 
Principles

A. Dignity

Is there a person anywhere who does not want dignity? We are 
suspicious of universal principles, and we know that dignity may be 
defined differently by different people. Some men continue to think 
that patriarchy is necessary to their dignity. The wife may be a feminist 
who denies that the man’s dignity is contingent upon her subordina-
tion, but she too wants dignity. What is dignity?

The word and concept have problematic moorings, encrusted from 
the 13th century with connections to privilege, nobility, and social 
rank. But its more general conceptualization includes notions of wor-
thiness, fitness, recognition, and respect. A human person wants her 
worth to be recognized, wants what she does to be properly appreci-
ated by others, wants to do what she feels most fit to do, and this 
whole constellation of things necessary for human dignity depends 
upon self-respect. If a person has little or no self-respect, then she 
cannot feel her worth, she will not trust the affirmative recognition of 
others, she will not understand what she is fit to do, and she may not 
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know how to distinguish practical necessity from actual desire. In this 
way, human dignity is inextricably linked to human psychology.

The subjective basis of a demand for dignity is, in another way, 
what makes the affective position of the undignified so powerful. If 
a person does not feel that they have their dignity, no one can tell 
them otherwise. Dignity is a strange kind of property. Whether or not 
one has their dignity can only be assessed on an affective level. The 
Mexican government could not tell the Mayan population of Chiapas 
in the mid-1990s that they were well respected and being treated in 
accordance with their worth. When white US football fans insist that 
their Native American team mascots are meant to dignify, and not 
to degrade, their claim is totally irrelevant. What matters is only the 
extent to which Native Americans feel dignified or not by the icons. If 
the “housewife” is reassured by her husband that she is doing what she 
is most fit to do, and is duly appreciated, rewarded, and recognized, 
one question still remains: How does she feel about it? The Chick-fil-
A restaurant chain cannot claim that they are all for the dignity of ho-
mosexuals while publicly expressing their confident belief, grounded 
in the bible, that gays and lesbians are destined for the lake of fire. 
If human dignity means anything to you, then you cannot defer the 
question to those who are in the position of reassuring the ones they 
offend that they should not be offended. If we make the assumption 
of self-respect, then only the affectations of the person can be the 
measure of her dignity.

The problem is that we cannot assume self-respect. The precariat 
is anxious, and from a clinical perspective, anxiety is very closely re-
lated with depression and a lack of confidence. This feature of capi-
talist societies today has been deeply explored by Zygmunt Bauman 
(2007), Paul Virilio (2012), Franco Berardi (2009), and Paolo Virno 
(1996).150 These authors analyse the condition of our uncertainty, pre-
carity, fear, and disenchantment with such depth and precision, that 
their works provide the substantive basis for understanding the prob-
lems facing human dignity today.

We shall only touch on a couple of points from these sources here.

150 See Bauman, Zygmunt, Liquid Times: Living in an Age of Uncertainty (Polity 
Press, 2007); Virilio, Paul, The Administration of Fear (Semiotext(e), 2012); 
Berardi, Franco, The Soul at Work: From Alienation to Autonomy (Semiotext(e), 
2009); Virno, Paolo, “The Ambivalence of Disenchantment” in Radical Thought 
in Italy: A Potential Politics (University of Minnesota Press, 1996).
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Bauman suggests that “[f ]ear is arguably the most sinister of the de-
mons nesting in the open societies of our time. But it is the insecurity 
of the present and uncertainty about the future that hatch and breed 
the most awesome and least bearable of our fears.”151 If we have no se-
curity today, and no certainty about tomorrow, and if this causes us an 
awesome and almost-unbearable fear, then the demand for a dignified 
life is not easily on the horizon. We might first worry about achieving 
some level of security and certainty, which are not the same thing as dig-
nity. Security and certainty may be more pressing than dignity from the 
standpoint of immediate practical needs, but they guarantee nothing by 
way of dignity. Pornography, for example, is among the least precarious 
industries, and among the most anonymous and secretive. Why? There 
is a lot of security and certainty in the present and future of the pornog-
raphy industry, and its precarity mainly derives from the possibility of 
regulative legislation. But those involved in every level of its production, 
distribution, and consumption, prefer anonymity, pseudonyms, or out-
right secrecy, on the basis of a shared consensus – even internal to the 
industry – about the dignity of the work.152

Marx had a rather strong understanding of the importance of dig-
nity, which he articulated early on in his Economic and Philosophic 
Manuscripts of 1844. “A forcing-up of wages (disregarding all other dif-
ficulties, including the fact that it would only be by force, too, that 
the higher wages, being an anomaly, could be maintained) would 
therefore be nothing but better payment for the slave, and would not 
conquer either for the worker or for labour their human status and 
dignity.”153 This is illustrated in any case where, when the content of 
one’s everyday life activity is felt to be undignified, a raise in wages 
may be welcome for practical purposes, but does nothing to amelio-
rate the problem of dignity. 

151 Bauman, Zygmunt, Liquid Times: Living in an Age of Uncertainty (Polity Press, 
2007), p. 26.

152 This issue is explored rather well in “Chapter II: The Illusion of Love” in Chris 
Hedges’ Empire of Illusion: The End of Literacy and the Triumph of Spectacle (Na-
tion Books, 2009). Also, it should be noted that when I speak of the security and 
certainty of pornography as an industry, I am not speaking of the so-called “porn 
stars,” for they are precarious and exploited in too many ways to catalogue here. 
I am speaking of the industry from the point of view of its continued existence, 
its capitalist security, and the permanence of its consumer base.

153 Marx, Karl, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, (Dover Publications, 
2007), p. 81.
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Paolo Virno has done one of the best jobs of diagnosing the prob-
lems of a generalized disenchantment. The disenchantment Virno de-
scribes creates obstacles to, and sets the stage for, dignity’s revolt.154

Virno writes:

The phantasmagoria of abstract possibilities in which 
the opportunist acts is colored by fear and secretes cyni-
cism. It contains infinite negative and privative chances, 
infinite threatening “opportunities.” Fears of particular 
dangers, if only virtual ones, haunt the workday like a 
mood that cannot be escaped. This fear, however, is trans-
formed into an operational requirement, a special tool of 
the trade. Insecurity about one’s place during periodic 
innovation, fear of losing recently gained privileges, and 
anxiety over being “left behind” translate into flexibility, 
adaptability, and a readiness to reconfigure oneself.155

Precarious workers have no choice but to become more opportu-
nistic, and they do so with a good deal of fear and cynicism. Virno sees 
that this comportment perfectly suits capital, because the opportunist 
must become increasingly flexible and adaptable in order to safeguard 
gains, to be poured into any mold required by his or her employer, 
and thus to hopefully be retained indefinitely into the future. The 
situation Virno describes is dissuasive to demanding dignity. In that 
context, a demand or expectation for dignity would seem to indicate 
inflexibility, or a reluctance to reconfigure oneself, and so the happi-
ness of the precarious worker is indefinitely relegated to the realm of 
the risky and impractical.

But Virno sees the other side of this. He points out that the whole 
assemblage of features of everyday life at work “make that situation vis-
ible as an irreversible fact on whose basis conflict and revolt might also 
be conceived.”156 Thus, Virno speaks of worker defection and exodus. 
Occupation is another modality of revolt, an alternative oppositional 
154 The term “dignity’s revolt” comes from the title of an essay by John Holloway, 

which describes the Zapatista revolt in the context of demands for dignity. See 
Chapter 8 of Zapatistas! Reinventing Revolution in Mexico, edited by John Hol-
loway and Eloina Peláez (Pluto Press, 1998).

155 Virno, Paolo, “The Ambivalence of Disenchantment,” in Radical Thought in 
Italy: A Potential Politics (University of Minnesota Press, 1996), p.17.

156 Ibid., p. 33.
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logic to that of flight (i.e., strike, defection, and exodus). Despite capi-
talist dissuasion, dignity is capable of revolt. No one wants a life with-
out dignity, and a prolonged acceptance of the absence of dignity, or 
its prolonged suppression, is always maintained against countervailing 
social and psychological forces, possibly even, against a universal hu-
man aspiration.

B. Autonomy

Long before the tumultuous decade in Italy, “autonomia” was given 
its meanings in Greece in the 17th century. The word’s etymological 
and conceptual content have always indicated the subject, pointed 
toward the self, and have always implicated a kind of independence of 
the subject from external coercions, including those of law, of state, 
and of the expectations (including habit, custom, and culture) of 
everyday life. Autonomy rests on the subjective position of the self 
(“auto”), and isolates the human will, whether individual or general, 
as central to the meaning of freedom. In many ways, the question of 
the self is the question of the will. Does freedom exist if one is only free to 
do those things that one does not want to do? If you cannot do what you 
really desire to do, for example, we might say that you lack autonomy. 
Autonomous action follows the will, and even where doing so is quite 
difficult, say, because one does not even know what one really wants, 
autonomous action cannot negate the will of the subject. This is be-
cause the maximum of autonomy is self-governance.

Following this, we could say that autonomy was the overarch-
ing and central theme of struggles against colonization throughout 
the 20th century. Decolonization, and its theoretical counterparts in 
postcolonial studies, is fundamentally about autonomy. It is critical 
here to note that autonomy can be communist, in the sense of a self-
governing community acting in the interests of its own will, against 
the opposing will of the colonial power. In this way, decolonization is 
a movement of communist autonomy, autonomy of/for a particular 
human community.

Despite Antonio Negri’s many decades of important and influen-
tial work to rethink class and revolution beyond Marx’s own lexicon, 
Negri could report the following frustration: “As recently as 2003, 
during a European Forum for the movements in Paris, I had to debate 
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with an English Trotskyist, who spoke of the working class as though 
we were still in the nineteenth century and, of course, of the revolu-
tion, as though the twentieth had never existed.”157 This shows us that 
the working class has been ideologized within communist discourses 
to the point where communists have scarcely noticed that the working 
class, as the inexorable revolutionary subject, does not exist. Indeed, 
Marx’s more “scientific” articulations did identify the working class 
as an objectively real revolutionary subject-in-process. The objective 
existence of the proletariat as such could be measured by empirical 
analysis, and its behavior as a transnational class could be explained 
within the context of the class analysis. Negri uses the notion of au-
tonomy to develop new ways of theorizing Marxism beyond Marx’s 
fixation on the proletariat as the revolutionary subject position.

Autonomy implicates governance in the sense of “self-gover-
nance,” not as external institutions governing the self from outside 
of or even against the self. Therefore, autonomy has some necessary 
implications for politics. Negri explains this as follows: “Our prob-
lem is one of establishing the autonomy of the political - not where the 
political is emancipated from the social, but where the political entirely 
and independently reassumes within itself the social... In the theoreti-
cal situation in which we are acting, the political is not, in fact, an 
abstraction of the social, but is, rather, a social abstraction. The po-
litical is communication; it is the symbolic; it is the material which 
establishes social, productive cooperation and allows the latter to 
reproduce itself and produce value.”158

In other words, autonomy does not separate the social from the 
political, making each side autonomous from the other. Instead, we 
understand the political as something that emanates from the social, 
and occurs throughout the social body. The political is not merely 
legitimized by the social (as in the conceit of institutions of “repre-
sentative democracy”), but rather, is carried out by and though the 
social directly. In earlier generations of political theory, including in 
the works of Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, political institutions were 
abstract embodiments of the social, as, for example, could be seen in 
the frontispiece illustration of Leviathan. Today, we must finally un-
derstand that the political forms of the state possess a symbolic value 

157 Negri, Antonio, The Politics of Subversion: A Manifesto for the Twenty-First Cen-
tury, p. X.

158 Ibid., p. 146.
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or embody general sentiments, which are communicated and reified 
throughout the social, as one can see during any national election 
cycle. The state is one location where the political becomes readily vis-
ible, where we can see political phenomena in the world, but it is nei-
ther the formative nor substantive location of politics. The autonomy 
of the political from the social, the idea of the political as above and 
beyond the social, rests ultimately on the imagination of the social. 
But we are also capable of new realizations, new values, and most 
critically, new self-recognitions of ourselves as subjects. What this 
means is that autonomy depends upon particular self-recognitions, 
which are often expressed in and by social movements, riots, rebel-
lions, various moments of exodus or occupation, and in other creative 
modes of revolt. In this way, Negri is an autonomist thinker who does 
not theorize autonomy as post-political or non-political, but rather, as 
counter-political.

In regards to the relation of autonomy to the will, Franco Berardi 
unpacks the general meaning well: “In the framework of autonomous 
thought the concept of social class is redefined as an investment of 
social desire, and that means culture, sexuality, refusal of work... In 
this view autonomy means that social life does not depend only on 
the disciplinary regulation imposed by economic power, but also de-
pends on the internal displacement, shifts, settlings and dissolutions 
that are the process of the self-composition of living society; struggle, 
withdrawal, alienation, sabotage, and lines of flight from the capitalist 
system of domination.”159

With Berardi’s definition in mind, we can say that autonomy re-
lates to the will in that it shifts attention from a purely economic 
self-understanding to the psycho-social understanding of our desires, 
including our sexual desires, and even the desire not to work. Within 
the context of wanting to be a saboteur, or wanting to flee from the 
everyday life of capitalist work and from the logic of capital (the latter 
of which extends just as much to the unemployed), the question of 
what one wants (what one wants to be or wants to do) is unavoidable. 
We can know that we want dignity, and we know what dignity feels 
like, but we do not want dignity for its own sake. If we want a digni-
fied life it is because we want our own lives, we do not want to place 
our entire life in the service of capital, into the ownership of money. 

159 Berardi, Precarious Rhapsody: Semiocapitalism and the Pathologies of the Post-alpha 
Generation (Minor Compositions/Autonomedia, 2009), pp. 74-75.
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This is indeed a question of human will, for our wills, individual and 
collective, cannot be left in abeyance forever.

It bears repeating that autonomy neither abides by nor is nurtured 
by the logic of capital. Capital only allows for autonomy in the service 
of its accumulative aspirations. You can do what you will on holiday, 
assuming that you have the money to do what you will, but you have 
to come back soon, as workers always say “much too soon.” But you 
come back nonetheless because you understand the nature of your 
precarity and its practical stakes, and you know that there are oth-
ers who do not take all of their vacation days and who are therefore 
deemed “more flexible” or “more hard-working.” If you are among the 
unemployed, the demands of capital outstrip all other aspects of your 
will, except for the will to live, that most primordial bit of will that 
you follow up to the point of total resignation or suicide. In short, 
self-recognition and self-realization are pursued within the limits of 
capitalist commitments, contingencies, and arrangements, that is to 
say, mainly within the space of an endangered species called “free 
time.” In this setting, autonomy remains for us a principle and a pos-
sibility, but is more often than not, a casualty.160

C. AssoCiAtion

What is association, how does it relate to sociality, and what does 
it do?

First, we consider the meaning from the 16th century, very gener-
ally, the action of coming together. Involved in this conception are 
therefore multiplicity and activation. Associations do not passively 
exist. They form and dissipate by way of action and inaction, respec-
tively. They are agonistic in the conventional sense, voluntary eventu-
alities created by coming together for certain purposes. Associations 
are thus purposive, as in the 17th century, the concept of association 
came to mean specifically a body of persons with a common purpose. 
Actually existing associations in the world depend upon a formative 
“mental connection,” through which we associate for specific purpos-
es, in the name or the idea of something. Since association is agonistic, 

160 For a more thorough analysis of the antagonistic relation of capital to autonomy, 
see Gilman-Opalsky, Richard, “Beyond the Old Virtue of Struggle: Autonomy, 
Talent, and Revolutionary Theory” (Rhizomes Journal, Number 24, 2012).
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it includes the notion of a voluntary and cooperative action, and al-
though people may associate on the basis of a feeling that they must 
now do so, that they are compelled to do so by material circumstances, 
they cannot be coerced into association. People can indeed be forc-
ibly organized, unionized, incorporated, or otherwise thrown together 
against their wills. History is full of examples. But the key to differ-
entiating association from such other modes of coming together is to 
understand association as a voluntary relation, not a relation of force.

Second, no formal institutions are necessary for association. As-
sociation is the substantive action of what Hannah Arendt and Jürgen 
Habermas theorize as the public sphere.161 The voluntary agonistic 
collective and communicative action that creates the public sphere 
(a specifically political association) enables us to understand the to-
tal compatibility of association in general with autonomous action. 
What distinguishes association from the public sphere is that associa-
tion is the broader term, and can indicate pre-political or non-political 
comings together. Thus, every public sphere is an association, but not 
every association is a public sphere. Most importantly, there must be 
some autonomy in order to associate.

In Article 20 of The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, lines 
(1) and (2) state: “Everyone has the right to freedom of peaceful as-
sembly and association” and “No one may be compelled to belong to 
an association.” Article 11 of the European Convention on Human 
Rights also protects the right to freedom of association. Thus, liberals 
have long understood that association is not a coerced relation, and 
also, that association is a human activity that governments might try 
to disallow. The liberal tradition views association as a human right, 
as a part of already-existing “democracy,” whereas precarious commu-
nists see association as the modality through which collective expres-
sions of disaffection against the existing state of affairs are made. In 
short, liberals view association as a means of legitimation, whereas 
precarious communists view association as a means of contestation, 
of the delegitimation of power. And there are other dimensions of 
association.

Association also functions on an affective level that cannot be 
overlooked. When a person is sick and locks themselves up from the 

161 See Arendt, Hannah, The Human Condition (University of Chicago Press, 
1958), and Habermas, Jürgen, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: 
An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society (The MIT Press, 1989).
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world, sometimes the sickness hangs on, and the isolation of quaran-
tine grows deeper every day. The absence of sociality is felt in such mo-
ments, using Marx expression, as alienation from species being, from 
one’s sense of what it means to be human. Sometimes, it doesn’t take 
much to feel cut off from one’s own self and from others. There are 
better examples than sickness, but everyone’s been sick. Isolation in 
our world has given rise to a whole host of psycho-social maladies, 
diagnosed and treated on epidemic levels through psychotropic drugs. 
Depression and anxiety are closely related from the standpoint of 
clinical psychology and, as discussed previously (Part I. More or Less 
Anxious), Kristeva considers national depression as the social condi-
tion of feeling cut off from others, including from your closest friends 
and family. It is precisely within this context that association functions 
as a countervailing force to isolation. Within association, we find hu-
man solidarity, we find moments of its realization and expression. It 
is not much of a secret that activists often go to political demonstra-
tions, not because they suffer the delusion that they are changing the 
world, but because they find human solidarity there that mitigates 
the sense of being alone. Radicals in academia attend small thematic 
conferences, partly to learn and to engage in peer-review, but also to 
make meaningful associations with others like them for informally 
therapeutic reasons.

Hikikomori is an interesting condition that has drawn the atten-
tion of countless scholars across many fields. The Japanese word itself 
means pulling inward, being confined, and refers to manifestations 
of acute social withdrawal. Hikikomori refers to the phenomenon of 
mostly adolescent and young adults who cannot handle human as-
sociation, who reject all expected forms of sociality, and even seek out 
and defend their isolation. According to the Japanese government, 
there were 700,000 individuals living as hikikomori in 2010. But the 
government estimates 1.55 million people to be on the verge of be-
coming hikikomori.162 The intensity of the cases of hikikomori varies, 
but in the most extreme cases, people remain in isolation for years or 
even decades.

The Japanese Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare defines 
hikikomori as people who refuse to leave their house and who isolate 

162 Hoffman, Michael, “Nonprofits in Japan help ‘shut-ins’ get out into the open” 
cited at The Japan Times (Online) at http://www.japantimes.co.jp/text/fd-
20111009bj.html (Accessed, 12/28/2012).
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themselves from society for a period exceeding six months.163 Here, it 
is critical to see that association is not the same thing as society. Soci-
ety, the social world outside, consists of a web of human relationality 
that can be both involuntary and purposeless. The comings together 
of human bodies in trains, shopping malls, traffic jams, schools, and 
workplaces is not agonistic in the sense of autonomous, voluntary, 
meaningful association. Thus, association is often absent in society, 
and the two can even be opposed, such that association mitigates the 
isolation of the social world. There is that famous saying about being 
alone in a crowd, also often experienced at parties or pubs, which has 
become the generalized condition of life in a privatized mass society. 
Loneliness is better remedied with association than with society. Soci-
ety often exacerbates feelings of loneliness.

It is worth noting that hikikomori often starts out in the form of 
school refusals. The Japanese education system places high demands 
upon its youth, giving rise to extreme forms of anxiety. A multitude 
of expectations, and notably, an overarching emphasis on individua-
tion and competition, accompanied with rote memorization of facts 
and figures for the purpose of passing entrance exams, leads young 
people to the breaking point of stress. In this way, hikikomori may 
be a defense mechanism, a retreat from the anxiety of the everyday 
life of young people in an increasingly competitive, individualistic, 
and precarious lifeworld. Predictably, the main disposition of clini-
cal psychology toward hikikomori has been to integrate the isolated 
and the anxious into society, not to transform the competitive logic 
of the conditions that create it. Hikikomori is a Japanese term, but 
not an exclusively Japanese phenomenon. It has begun to show up 
in France.164 In other countries, the same impulse can be found ev-
erywhere, in different forms, for example, in the social withdrawal of 
social media or in the world of gaming, which are perhaps more sus-
tainable because they allow for an isolation interrupted by simulated 
associations that compensate for some of the affective deficits of soci-
ety. The now-regular occurrence of mass killings in the US carried out 

163 Itou, Junichirou, “Shkaiteki Hikikomori Wo Meguru Tiki Seisin Hoken Katu-
dou No Guideline - Mental Health Activities in Communities for Social With-
drawal” (Tokyo: Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, 2010) cited at http://
www.squidoo.com/japan-and-hikikomori (Accessed, 12/28/2012).

164 Gozlan, Marc, “Des cas d’hikikomori en France” in Le Monde, Science and 
Technology Section, 09 June, 2012, p. 3.
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by profoundly disturbed young men who have opened fire in movie 
theaters (i.e., Colorado, 2012), shopping malls (i.e., Oregon, 2012), 
temples (i.e., Wisconsin, 2012) and schools (i.e., Connecticut, 2012) 
is not diagnosed as part of a generalized psychological crisis linked 
to an increasingly precarious lifeworld, but it should be. Looking at 
these killings as problems of gun control and/or as the failures of the 
mental health system are the prominent red herrings that relieve us of 
the burden of having to think much about the social system and its 
attendant pathologies.

The relationship of association to communism can now be ap-
proached more concretely. It is difficult to resist the clear resonances 
between disassociation and capitalism, on the one hand, and between 
our associational aspirations and the communist idea, on the other.

Jacques Camatte contrasted two possible meanings of Gemeinwe-
sen. What Camatte refers to as the true Gemeinwesen is the really exist-
ing community of human persons, whereas the capitalist Gemeinwesen 
constructs a community of exchange relations which could even exist 
without the human person. “The question of alienation can only be 
treated exhaustively if linked with the question of Gemeinwesen... In 
fact, the concept of alienation implies the process, at once historical 
and contemporary, or, if you like, diachronic and synchronic, through 
which the human being (being for itself ) becomes another being, who 
is not or who is no longer present as Gemeinwesen... He behaves, for 
example, as a worker... So at the beginning there are beings who domi-
nate things; at the end things become beings.”165

What, exactly, does Camatte mean, and how does this help us 
understand the relationship between association and communism? 
Beneath the idea of communism lies the idea of the human com-
munity, the commons, or the commune, and Gemeinwesen, the real 
human community, is the name given to actual embodiments of com-
munist spirit. Camatte reads this conception of communism directly 
in Marx’s texts, particularly in Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts 
of 1844, Grundrisse, and Capital. Gemeinwesen, in the communist 
sense, is the opposite of alienation and isolation, and therefore directly 
positions human association as an antidote. The human person, Ca-
matte observes, becomes something other than herself, becomes a stu-
dent, a waitress, a worker, a representative, she comes to be an active 

165 Camatte, Jacques, Capital and Community (Prism Key Press, 2011), pp. 240-241.
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representative of something or someone other than herself. Becom-
ing (and with it, being) in the capitalist lifeworld means becoming/
being operational within the community of capitalist exchange rela-
tions. Your lover or your closest friend knows who you are, but within 
everyday life, that is not your state of being. The sense of liberation 
one may experience at the end of the workday (before the next work-
related seizure of consciousness) is understandable within the context 
of a movement from being-for-capital (i.e., as a worker), to another 
modality of being, being-for-itself, or being-for-some-other-doing.

In the example of hikikomori we could see very sharply that the 
normative expectations of everyday life call upon a mode of being 
that is not desirable to many young people, which they want to flee 
from, to radically reject (i.e., as hikikomori). Other, more widespread 
pathological behaviors of withdrawal, privatization, social anxiety, and 
depression, only strengthen this thesis. The problem is not human 
association per se, but rather, that a healthy and desirable form of 
human association is not easily available to those who most need an 
antidote to everyday alienation. Thus, in the case of hikikomori, as 
with other pathological forms of isolation, social withdrawal appears 
to be a more practical (and immediate) avenue than human associa-
tion. In contrast, the communist discourse recommends associational 
defensive and offensive responses to alienation, that is, the pursuit and 
construction of real Gemeinwesen, instead of social withdrawal. Social 
withdrawal is not only dangerous for politics, for the health of the 
demos, but aids and abets privatization trends. Part of the problem is 
that personal acts of social withdrawal are far easier to carry out than 
the collective action of Gemeinwesen. Too often, therefore, Gemeinwe-
sen is the last refuge of the disaffected.

Camatte writes of the communist aspiration for Gemeinwesen as 
follows: “Humanity will constitute itself in a collective being, the 
Gemeinwesen... communism is the affirmation of a being, the true 
Gemeinwesen of man. Direct democracy appears to be a means for 
achieving communism. However communism does not need such a 
mediation. It is not a question of having or of doing, but of being.”166 
The central importance of a healthy mode of human association to Ca-
matte’s conception of communism is quite clear: Human association 
must be understood on the level of human being, of being human. 

166 Camatte, Jacques, The Selected Works of Jacques Camatte (Prism Key Press, 2011), 
pp. 95-96.
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In a world so obedient to capital, our collective being, the Gemein-
wesen, scarcely has the space and time to express its self, because the 
nature of everyday life, of human relationality, has been so ruthlessly 
privatized.167 Nonetheless, communist relationality cannot be totally 
extinguished for as long as human life persists, and thus the Gemein-
wesen asserts itself in therapeutic human gatherings, whether planned 
or spontaneous, in the fleeting-yet-most-affirming moments of a life.

I have been drawing on Camatte for two reasons here. First, few 
thinkers have theorized communism as the movement of and for a hu-
man community, as a particular mode of being-in-the-world, as well 
as Camatte has done. Second, and related to the first point, Camatte 
understood profoundly that communism is not a form of govern-
ment. Indeed, one could show that Marx also understood commu-
nism as an interminable process, and not as a government or as end 
state, in light of his definition in The German Ideology, for example, 
that communism is “not a stable state which is to be established, an 
ideal to which reality will have to adjust itself. We call communism the 
real movement which abolishes the present state of things.”168 In this 
way, we could argue that Camatte simply reads Marx correctly. In any 
case, Camatte’s conception coincides well with the conception I have 
insisted upon in the present manifesto. In a beautiful essay from 1974, 
“Community and Communism in Russia,” Camatte juxtaposes the 
claims of communism in Russia to the absence of community there, 
as a way to expose the fundamental contradiction:

The Russian revolution and its involution are indeed 
some of the greatest events of our century. Thanks to 
them, a horde of thinkers, writers, and politicians are not 
unemployed. Among them is the first gang of specula-
tors which asserts that the USSR is communist, the social 
relations there having been transformed. However, over 
there men live like us, alienation persists.169

167 We have been considering the privatization of social life variously throughout 
this book, but especially recall our analysis in Part II in relation to Habermas’ 
theories of privatism from his Legitimation Crisis (Beacon Press, 1975).

168 Marx, The German Ideology, in The Portable Karl Marx (Penguin Books, 1983), 
p. 179.

169 Camatte, “Community and Communism in Russia” in The Selected Works of 
Jacques Camatte (Prism Key Press, 2011), p. 179.
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This point calibrates the discussion well. We must speak of asso-
ciation beyond institutional forms, of association as a positive prin-
ciple for the multifarious agendas of precarious communists. Why? 
Because, despite other differences, we understand that alienation and 
privatization are inextricably linked to the capitalist lifeworld, we un-
derstand that the social body has been deformed by the pathologies 
of withdrawal and disassociation. Following Camatte, no alienated 
lifeworld can be called “communist” because alienation is antithetical 
to community. Whereas, association in the form of voluntary, ago-
nistic, therapeutic, and even joyful comings together can substantiate 
real moments of the Gemeinwesen, real communist moments. The real 
historical problem for communism has been its fleeting existence in 
saturnalias of Gemeinwesen, which form and dissipate too quickly.

And yet, the ideologically embroidered narrative about the grand 
old “communist” standoff against capitalism, survives in a more insid-
ious form now than during the Cold War, because it has become part 
of a public consciousness that capitalists can safely take for granted, 
a public consciousness that assumes that the way forward will always 
take place within the limits of capital.

However, if the communist idea is recognized in those temporary 
human associations that have the affective effect of affirming or restor-
ing our sense of dignity, then we can come into touch with commu-
nism as a possibility, as a desire. The psychic breakthrough we need 
might take the form of a question, or an epiphany: Is there any person 
who does not want, who does not cherish, communist human rela-
tions? If so, what would that mean, who would that be?

What does it mean to be a communist today? If this is imagined 
as some villainous thing, that a communist seeks to destroy your life 
as you know it, whether you like it or not, then what it means to be a 
communist would be defined as the exact contrary of the communist’s 
real character. Now, we should confess the communist’s destructive 
desires, even her or his desire to be brutally destructive when it comes 
to a life of increasingly fragile dignity, fleeting autonomy, and no en-
during human associations. A communist is indeed unkind to such a 
state of affairs, wants to destroy alienation, and may well be an enemy 
of life as we know it, inasmuch as this is our life. But the most impor-
tant qualification is our precariousness, for we are far too uncertain to 
try our hand at rearranging your life. So what does a communist do? 
We are active critical agents who can only entreat you – in as many 
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creative ways as possible – to consider the conditions of life governed 
by capital. Yes, the conditions of such a life will also entreat you to 
condemn them, but a communist helps with the process.

2. 
(Neo)Liberalism

It has become a commonplace amongst Leftists and radicals to criticize 
neoliberalism. Neoliberalism is a real movement, distinct from classical 
liberalism, and must indeed be criticized as a particular historical phe-
nomenon. However, the fixation of the social sciences on the neoliberal 
restructuring of capital in the decades after World War II, particularly 
from the 1970s to the present, obscures the fact that classical liberalism is 
also a problem. We may well prefer liberalism to neoliberalism, and there 
are good reasons for such a preference, but a critique that singles out neo-
liberalism exculpates liberalism with too many pardoning distinctions.

Classical liberals from John Locke to John Rawls were not neolib-
erals. These philosophers bookend a long history of liberalism that 
called for clear limits to accumulation in the name of some conception 
of the common good or public justice.170 In short, for classical liberals, 
the freedom of capital was neither the only nor the most important 
freedom. Nonetheless, liberals like Locke and Rawls accepted the pos-
sibility of achieving the common good or justice as fairness within the 
limits of capital and thus considered that the pursuit of justice was 
fully compatible with the pursuit of private property and wealth. The 
fact that “fair capitalism” is a contradiction in terms is never properly 
registered in the work of Rawls.

We could say that liberalism has neither understood the logic of 
capital, nor the history of capitalism. Marx sought to demonstrate this 
himself in his thoroughgoing critique of David Ricardo and Jean-Bap-
tiste Say. In the 20th century especially, liberals rarely sought to study 
capitalism with any sustained critical attention, and typically began 
from a premise that accepted it. Already for Locke, the individual’s 
conversion of common property into private property was a necessary 
precondition for the continuation of human life.

170 See Locke’s Chapter 5 “Of Property” in Two Treatises of Government (Cambridge 
University Press and Mentor Books, 1965) and Rawls’ Part II in Justice As Fair-
ness: A Restatement (Harvard University and Belknap Press, 2001).
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Was it a Robbery thus to assume to himself what be-
longed to all in Common? If such a consent as that was 
necessary, Man had starved, notwithstanding the Plenty 
God had given him. We see in Commons, which remain 
so by Compact, that ’tis the taking any part of what is 
common, and removing it out of the state Nature leaves 
it in, which begins the Property; without which the Com-
mon is of no use.171

There are, of course, other problems, but liberalism’s historic and 
ongoing assumption that first, life itself depends upon private prop-
erty, and that second, fairness, equality, freedom, and other abstract 
virtues, are all perfectly compatible with or advanced by capitalism, is 
enough to make the exoneration of liberalism inexcusable.

Neoliberals rarely call themselves “neoliberals.” The more common 
self-identifications are “liberal,” “conservative,” or even (especially in 
the US) “libertarian.” All of these are typically “neoliberal.” One of 
the most fascinating things about neoliberalism is that it is wholly ac-
cepted by representatives of supposedly opposing political parties. To 
be precise, then, I shall speak in this section of liberalism, by which I 
mean to include classical liberals from Locke to Rawls as well as “neo” 
variations on the theme.

Liberalism seeks to redress social and political grievances in ways 
that demonstrate the merits and secure the continued existence of 
the current social and political system. Classical liberals pursue more 
change, more reform, than classical conservatives do (we have to ex-
clude neoconservatives here), but nothing revolutionary, illegal, riot-
ous, or too contentious is ever really necessary from the liberal point of 
view. Liberalism already holds sway within the institutional and ima-
ginal spaces of present-day capitalist societies. From the perspective of 
liberals and neoliberals, every reasonable demand is already a possible 
inroad, and “extremists” should be (or will eventually be) brought to 
recognize this practical fact.

Liberals and neoliberalism dominate the fields of economists, phi-
lanthropists, humanitarians, unions, ecumenical evangelical Chris-
tians, women’s rights groups, LGBTQ activists, and reformers of every 
kind. Liberals are everywhere, and are increasingly conservative. As 

171 Locke, John, Two Treatises of Government (Cambridge University Press and Men-
tor Books, 1965), Chapter 5, “Of Property,” Section 28, p. 330.
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a general rule, neoconservatives defend and follow the expansionist 
growth-logic espoused by neoliberalism, which is one of the best ways 
to distinguish neoconservatism from the classical conservatisms of 
Edmund Burke and Michael Oakeshott (i.e., Burke and Oakeshott’s 
conservatism was not neoliberal).172 Today, the free market fundamen-
talism of most conservatives is guided by neoliberalism.

Liberals want to keep everything that they are accustomed to with-
in present-day society, and call for the improvement of the world only 
inasmuch as such improvement affirms the basic structure of the exist-
ing state of affairs. This is the conservative impulse of liberalism. As 
so-called “progressives,” liberals call for change, but always and only 
change through existing legal channels, that is to say, change with-
out structural transformation. To be fair, there is much sincerity in 
the liberal tradition, and liberals cannot one and all be accused of 
stupidity, malice, or deception (unlike so many of their right-wing 
counterparts); liberals really want the reforms they call for, sometimes 
they win them, and those reforms do make a difference in the lives of 
certain subsets of the affected populations.

Aside from its historical misunderstanding of capitalism, a history 
of apologetics, the greatest problem with liberalism is its unacknowl-
edged utopianism and impracticality. The liberal ideology proliferates 
an understanding in which liberalism appears as the practical alterna-
tive to radicalism. If liberals can be accused of anything else, therefore, 
it would have to be of ideology.

It is counterintuitive to point out the utopianism and impracti-
cality of liberalism, for these are the very charges that liberals usually 
level against their radical critics. Liberals have long viewed anarchists 
and communists as impractical utopians. But what are the realistic, 
practical goals of liberalism? On one major field of action, liberals 
seek to address problems by way of electing “better” men to solve 
them. If the present man is a good man, but ineffectual, then maybe 
he lacks resolve, fortitude, is being stymied by an oppositional con-
gress, or is just bound up in a re-election campaign. The liberal thus 
holds out hope that his representative’s last term will be the one 
where he will make the difference. Politics is not only about elec-
tions and institutional representation for liberals, but that is their 

172 See Burke, Edmund, Reflections on the Revolution in France (Oxford University 
Press, 1993) and Oakeshott, Michael, “On Being Conservative” in Rationalism 
in Politics and Other Essays (Basic Books, 1962).
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primary battlefield. If only we could get everything in place within 
the structures of governance, liberals believe, we could regulate, leg-
islate, and acculturate our way out of racism, sexism, heterosexism, 
and classism, and into a world of social and economic justice. The 
cultural politics of liberalism is about increasing the resonance of 
liberal ideas, yet mostly in relation to recalibrating the electorate 
for the acceptance or rejection of executive and legislative action. In 
this way, the cultural politics of liberalism is always already a part 
of the campaigns of professional politicians, even when it appears to 
be non-institutional and autonomous. Is it really unfair to wonder 
if all these liberals who pine away for the liberatory achievements 
of professional politics have been paying any attention at all? They 
don’t seem to notice the utopianism of their faith or the abysmal 
limitations of their political praxis, even in relation to the relative 
smallness of liberal aspirations, none of which are truly achieved by 
their methods. In light of these rather noncontroversial observations 
we can say that liberalism is impractical and utopian. Utopianism is 
not so bad, and could indeed be defended, when it is conscious of 
itself as utopian, but that is not the case with the liberal delusion.

There is enough variation among liberals to where one can find 
many who confess the frustrating limitations of their own theory 
and practice. Unfortunately, acknowledgement of these limitations is 
hardly dissuasive, and tends to lead down new avenues of unconscious 
utopianism. For example, many liberals readily acknowledge the long 
history of growing income inequality in capitalist societies, and many 
liberals understand that electoral methods of procedural democracy 
have been hijacked by moneyed interests. Yet, the liberal recommen-
dation is to create a capitalist democracy uncorrupted by money. But 
isn’t a capitalist democracy uncorrupted by money a contradiction in 
terms, and hasn’t capitalist democracy been showing us this concretely 
since at least the Industrial Revolution?173 Of course, liberals will cite 
efforts at campaign-finance reform, movements for public funding, 
and all kinds of convenient microscopic precedents, mostly failures, 
that pale by comparison to macropolitical trends, most recently de-
marcated by the signposts of accelerated privatization, super PACs and 
Citizens United vs. Federal Election Commission. Such persistence 

173 An important contribution to answering this question was published in Charles 
A. Beard’s classic study, An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the Unit-
ed States (The Free Press, 1986).
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reveals the liberal ideology. If it weren’t for ideology, liberals would 
have to confront the utopian impracticality of their position.

As mentioned in passing, utopianism is not to be condemned. 
Properly situated, utopianism can be a theoretical North Star. Utopian 
thought can liberate the social and political imagination, helping us to 
imagine the best of all possible worlds, without the delusion that we 
could make such worlds a reality, but rather, to measure our actual di-
rections. When precarious communists are utopian, we are regulated 
by a countervailing realism; the utopianism of precarious communists 
is haunted by the facts of our own precarity. To the liberals we say: Be 
realistic, be communist!

3. 
Anarchism

We cannot reduce a long history of oppositions between anarchists 
and communists to nothing. This is a history with consequence. The 
disagreements between Marx and Proudhon and between Marx and 
Bakunin, raised critical issues in the debates of the 19th century that 
would take all of the next century to settle, and they have not yet been 
finally settled. But there is another long history, less sordid and less 
scandalous, which has been eclipsed by strong personalities and ideo-
logical bluster. Something must be said about it here.

Marx made some dangerous errors, among the worst of them his 
“Demands of the Communist Party in Germany,” in addition to the 
others discussed in this book. But Marx also gave us the most system-
atic, rigorous, and exhaustive analysis of the history and tendencies of 
capitalism that he was capable of producing in a single lifetime, all of 
his intellectual energies ultimately given over to that task. Beginning 
at the age of 26, with the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 
1844, with an exploration of the basic building blocks of capitalism, 
until the posthumously published volumes of Capital, Marx invested 
a lifetime of attention to understanding capitalism with an overarch-
ing interest in its destruction, in the total reversal and replacement 
of its operational logic. When one reads the anarchist literature con-
temporaneous with Marx and with the early Marxism of the early 
20th century, certain things are undeniable, assuming we are honest. 
Proudhon, Bakunin, Kropotkin, Malatesta, Goldman, and so many 
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others, made dependable use of Marx’s analyses of capitalism, so much 
so that one could find them fully agreeable on three major grounds: (i) 
the impossibility of an acceptable capitalist lifeworld; (ii) the possibil-
ity and desirability of a new world organized on other principles; (iii) 
the necessity of revolution (although, many different and incompat-
ible conceptions of revolution are at play in this history).

When, for example, one reads Errico Malatesta’s small treasure of 
a book, At the Café: Conversations on Anarchism, the analysis of capi-
talism and class follows Marx right up to the question of revolution, 
at which point Malatesta distinguishes anarchism from communism 
through a discussion of “free communism.”174 The first Russian edi-
tion of the Communist Manifesto was translated and widely circu-
lated by Bakunin in the 1860s, and Bakunin openly credited Marx’s 
intelligence and skill as a propagandist, even agreeing with Marx’s 
critique of Proudhon. Bakunin, of course, also had a complex rela-
tionship with Marx and Marxism. Bakunin joined the Geneva sec-
tion of the First International, helped to create new branches in Italy 
and Spain, and translated many of Marx’s other works into Russian, 
but was ultimately expelled from the International over disagreements 
with Marx. Yet, only one year after his expulsion, Bakunin would ad-
mit: “Rarely can a man be found who knows so much and reads so 
much, and reads so intelligently, as Marx... It goes without saying 
that Marx read all the French socialists, from Saint-Simon to Proud-
hon, and it is well known that he hates the latter. Undoubtedly there 
is a good deal of truth in the merciless critique he directed against 
Proudhon.”175 We must acknowledge the existence of a long line of 
fallings out, too, especially between Marx and Bakunin, and between 
Marx and Proudhon, i.e., following Proudhon’s explicit rejection of 
Marx’s insistence on “revolutionary action” in his letter to Marx of 
May 17, 1846. At the same time, Proudhon advocated a very different 
conception of revolution, in terms of a social transformation, which 
he thought would be more enduring, albeit much slower: “I would 
therefore prefer to burn property slowly with a small fire than to give 
it new strength by carrying out a Saint Bartholomew’s Night of the 
Proprietors...”176 In those days, anarchists were capable of critiquing 

174 Malatesta, Errico, At the Café: Conversations on Anarchism (Freedom Press, 
2005), p. 65.

175 Bakunin, Statism and Anarchy (Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 142.
176 See Proudhon, Pierre-Joseph, “Letter to Karl Marx” in Property Is Theft! A 
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Marx, while also crediting him for building the foundation on which 
anarchism could find a firmer footing.177

While disputes between communists and anarchists are undeniable 
and important, communists and anarchists have always had much 
agreement, much crosspollination in analysis and praxis, as well as 
theoretically formative relationships grounded in a broad normative 
consensus on the basic questions of capital. Today, the impetuses for 
the dissolution of old dichotomies are stronger than ever. There is an 
antidote to the categorical allergy of anarchists to communists and of 
communists to anarchists, and it is called philosophy, or if you prefer, 
the antidote is thinking-beyond-the-limits-of-ideology.

Despite this, the stubborn old allergies persist. The good news is 
that they cannot be taken very seriously. Let us consider a prominent 
example. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, who have made impor-
tant contributions to the articulation and revitalization of Marxism, 
have retained a strange insistence on distinguishing an ideological di-
vide that dissolves in their own work. They declare that it is their 
time, as communists, to give voice to the cry “Big government is over!” 
They acknowledge the old socialistic aspiration to use government to 
redistribute wealth, and they confess: “Today, however, those times are 
over.” A few passages later, Hardt and Negri define the quest of the 
multitude, the new revolutionary subject position, as being a quest 
for “autonomous self-government.”178 No anarchist would disagree with 
this declaration from the two communists. Indeed, anarchism finds 
much resonance in many dimensions of Hardt and Negri’s work, 
and many anarchists have made use of it. Hardt and Negri know this 
well enough to immediately anticipate the accusation that they are 
anarchists. They imagine the accusation and make the following pre-
emptive rebuttal:

That is not true. We would be anarchists if we were not 
to speak (as did Thrasymachus and Callicles, Plato’s im-
mortal interlocutors) from the standpoint of a materiality 
constituted in the networks of productive cooperation, in 

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon Anthology (AK Press, 2011), p. 164.
177 See also “Bakunin’s Reminiscence” of Marx in The Portable Karl Marx (Penguin 

Books, 1983), p. 26 and Emma Goldman’s My Disillusionment in Russia (Dover, 
2003).

178 Hardt and Negri, Empire (Harvard University Press, 2001), p. 349.
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other words, from the perspective of a humanity that is con-
structed productively, that is constituted through the “com-
mon name” of freedom. No, we are not anarchists but com-
munists who have seen how much repression and destruction 
of humanity have been wrought by liberal and socialist big 
governments.179

What is “the standpoint of a materiality constituted in the networks 
of productive cooperation?” What is “the perspective of a humanity that 
is constructed productively?” Do Hardt and Negri mean that they are 
not anarchists because they accept the materialist premises of Marx’s 
political-economy? Have they not read the rich history of anarchism 
in which those very premises are also accepted, a history in which 
such premises are often accepted with a self-conscious debt to Marx? 
The perspective of a humanity constructed productively can be found 
throughout the history of anarchism, in the diverse writings of Lucy 
Parsons, Errico Malatesta, Peter Kropotkin, Charlotte Wilson, and 
Rudolph Rocker, just to name some obvious examples.

To be fair, many anarchists have made mistakes just as bad as (and 
worse than) Hardt and Negri’s when it comes to ideologizing the di-
vide between forms of communism. I say “and worse than” because 
many anarchists have become so sectarian amongst themselves, espe-
cially in the latter half of the 20th century, that they have produced a 
subaltern cottage industry of anarchist broadsides against anarchists. 
Anarchists have happily gotten lost in rather visceral attacks against 
those who share the rare distinction (rare when we consider the pub-
lic sphere more widely) of radical aspirations against both the state 
and capital.180

The position that must be made clear here is that there is nothing 
to take seriously in Hardt and Negri’s peculiar insistence that they 
“are not anarchists but communists who have seen how much repression 
and destruction of humanity have been wrought by liberal and social-
ist big governments.”181 From Bakunin and Malatesta to the present, 

179 Ibid., p. 350.
180 I am not going to catalogue this little cottage industry for readers, which would 

be no less a diversion here than it is in itself. But one can find it in many loca-
tions, i.e., in the published record of disputes between Murray Bookchin, John 
Zerzan, Bob Black, Hakim Bey, etcetera.

181 Hardt and Negri, op. cit., p. 350.
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anarchists have always been communists who have seen how much 
repression and destruction of humanity have been wrought by gov-
ernments. Indeed, the anarchist prescience about such repression and 
destruction by liberal and “socialist” governments defined them in the 
19th century, when their theory of power only looked like a fearful 
wager. That very same theory vindicated the anarchists in the 20th 

century when it looked like a prophecy.
Today, we must understand that a communist who distrusts and 

rejects state power as destructive and repressive is very much an anar-
chist, just as every good anarchist is also much of a Marxist. No seri-
ous Marxist philosopher has ever accepted and defended every tenet 
of Marx’s works, and many have even rejected major features of Marx’s 
arguments, a tradition that goes back at least to Gramsci’s essay “The 
Revolution Against Capital” and Lukács’ denouement of orthodox, 
vulgar Marxists.182

If you want the anarchists to renounce Marxism and if you want 
the communists to renounce anarchism, get over it! We are too pre-
carious for all of that.

In the name of autonomy, you can call yourself whatever you like, 
and by all means, explain yourself. Mis/recognition is often a serious 
political problem, and words do matter, but who has the power to 
permanently fix an identity to an ideologized concept and its name? 
Parents and states and Nazis and racists of every kind have tried, but 
their successes have inevitable, often catastrophic, expiration dates. 
We are slippery. We should not be in a rush to settle planes of becom-
ing, planes of indeterminacy.

In Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Deleuze and Guat-
tari famously discuss the body without organs (BwO), an idea bor-
rowed from Antonin Artaud, expounded to mean a plane of inde-
terminacy, open possibilities, and the terrain of our becoming, of 
our fighting, of our losing and winning, a terrain on which we see 
ourselves as a body without organs. “Every coupling of machines, 
every production of a machine, every sound of a machine running, 
becomes unbearable to the body without organs. Beneath its organs it 
senses that there are larvae and loathsome worms, and a God at work 

182 See Gramsci, Antonio, “The Revolution Against Capital” in The Antonio Gramsci 
Reader: Selected Writings 1916 – 1935 (New York University Press, 2000), and 
Lukács, Georg, History and Class Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectics (The 
MIT Press, 1999).
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messing it all up or strangling it by organizing it.”183 Organs define the 
purposes of a body as a specific kind of machine, its constitutive parts 
make up a reference manual for what the machine is for, what it is 
designed to do. For the human machine, for the question of what the 
body can do and the question of what the body is made for, this comes 
down to a question of purpose. The BwO points to a subversive repur-
posing of the human person, of a human life. There are literal-physical 
possibilities, as in the cases of anorexia and transgender modifications, 
and there are figurative-existential possibilities, as in being for play 
instead of for work, or as in the feminist repurposing of what a woman 
can do. We can rethink our purposes, as the body without organs, and 
not leave the question up to God, up to production, or up to everyday 
life in capitalist societies. Guattari wrote about “becoming-woman” 
with an understanding of the subversive repurposing of gender.184 A 
body without organs is the subject that is subject to change. In the 
political context of precarious communism, we need a communism as 
the body without organs of the “communists,” that is, we need a new 
communist becoming, a becoming-ungovernable.

Precarious communists don’t want to run the government. We 
have been running from or against governments everywhere in various 
ways for a very long time. And we cannot follow the lead of those fake 
libertarians who oppose the government, yet do not oppose capital, 
for they haven’t noticed the colonization of government by capital, 
which is largely what has made government so dangerous. This is an 
old observation well documented by Cornelius Castoriadis and C. 
Wright Mills in the 1940s and 1950s, respectively, and by so many 
others since, but is so conveniently ignored by the fake libertarians of 
the world. All the more clear is our affection for the real libertarians, 
the anarchists.

If not the government, what do precarious communists want? We 
have already stated what precarious communists want. We want an ac-
tually existing everyday life full of dignity, autonomy, and human asso-
ciation, and none of the fleeting surrogates for these offered by capital.185

183 Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Penguin 
Books, 2009), p. 9.

184 See Guattari, “Becoming-Woman” in Hatred of Capitalism: A Semiotext(e) Reader 
(Semiotext(e), 2001).

185 I have defined and discussed the meanings of dignity, autonomy, and association 
in Part III. Excurses, Section 1. Principles: A., B., C., respectively.





iV. 

Global Positioning 
of Precarious Communists

In Part II, we clarified the relationship between precarious 
communists and “communism.”

Precarious communists will always fight for the gratification of 
immediate needs and aims, because living as well as possible mat-
ters, and because we cannot pretend that there are no worthy goals 
short of our greatest aspirations. If there is anything left of bourgeois 
morality, it is the delusion that we could and should live in line 
with “uncontaminated” principles. Precarious communists can fight 
against austerity and cast a cheap vote for a “lesser evil” without 
deciding anything against their good character. It is the liberal, not 
the precarious communist, who makes too much of reform. When 
we precarious communists support the unions we do so in the same 
spirit as we would accept a pay raise from a corporate employer, 
knowing full well that they will betray our interests at their con-
venience. Precarious communists are too precarious to be categori-
cal on such subjects as these; we know that no substantive advance 
can be trusted or counted on, and we view every achievement as 
one nodal point in the development of an uncertain movement 
against capital, toward something more dignified, autonomous, and 
communist.
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Precarious communism necessarily functions globally. Unlike 
“communism,” precarious communism runs no risk of being calcified 
at the level of the nation-state. The growth-logic and tendencies of 
capital have always sought to exceed every border and every limita-
tion, and capital has been effectively doing so since at least the mid-to-
late 18th century. Capitalism carries with it the special form of precar-
ity that we theorize as communist(s).

In Africa, capitalism has a variegated imperialist history, different 
in each country. But throughout the continent, a history of insta-
bility and neocolonialism have helped to construct the villain of a 
monolithic “West,” which carries with it all the associations of highly 
technological capitalism. In the rural parts of some countries, such as 
in Ghana, westerners not only encounter a warm welcome, but even 
a discomfiting adulation. But capitalism has a changing and complex 
existence everywhere today, and in Africa, the more that capital ap-
pears as an imposition from the West, the more tenuous and volatile 
is its future. While this has historically been exemplified by social and 
political movements in sub-Saharan countries, like Angola, Congo, 
South Africa, and Mozambique, just to name a few, recent years have 
revealed defiant uprisings of precarious people in the Northern parts 
of the region.

Europe remains a place for radical currents and circuitry in both 
thought and praxis, and has always been a place (despite its changing 
boundaries) where one could reasonably expect an intellectual tradi-
tion that reckons and wrestles with Marx and Marxism. Europe does 
not, in other words, wholly blot out its own philosophical history, 
which is why one can find some of the most exemplary vindications 
of (and challenges to) Immanuel Kant’s cosmopolitanism in the proj-
ect of the EU and of “Europeanization.” One of the most important 
things precarious communists may hope to see in Europe is the total 
implosion of its efforts to make capitalism more “socialistic,” efforts 
which are today exacerbated by problems in the Eurozone and ex-
perimentations with austerity that reveal the precarity, and ultimately, 
the contradiction, of the state’s commitment to public welfare in the 
context of capitalist crisis. The history of anarchism in Spain, auton-
omist currents from Italy, and the collective memories of Solidarity 
in Poland and the 1956 uprising in Hungary, are all fragments of a 
cultural and political history that lives on in multifarious ways. The 
celebrated insurrectionary history of France, including, of course, the 
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Paris Commune and the months of May and June in 1968, is an em-
bodied characteristic of the most influential strains of radical French 
theory, which functions as a kind of contagion that has infected phi-
losophy around the world.

In Asia there is still much guarded enthusiasm about the promise 
of capitalism, which derives largely (though not exclusively) from In-
dian and Chinese optimism, and which is not, of course, unanimous 
within those regions. In fact, much of the optimism of capital is based 
on images of these regions’ soaring economic potentialities from out-
side. But Asia is also a place where the world finds concrete examples 
that capitalism does not come along with democracy, that sometimes 
the freedom of capital is expanded while democracy is undermined.186 
Moreover, the entrenchment of China in the global network of pro-
duction and debt reveals perhaps more than any other case that capi-
talism fosters less global interdependency than dependency, and less 
global cooperation than competition.

In North and South America, we are interested in the develop-
ment of new resistances to the US, which typically take the form of a 
more hospitable resonance of communist ideas in countries like Bo-
livia, Mexico, Venezuela, and Brazil. Precarious communists are not 
stupid about these so-called new “communist” governments or about 
Bolivarian Revolution, and we can also see that communists have been 
exposing the lies of the so-called “communism” there. More hope-
ful is the possibility for the re-emergence of a Zapatismo by other 
names, and in new forms, which showed up in distinctive ways in the 
indigenous movements of Bolivia, in the water war activism of Cocha-
bamba, and in Idle No More in Canada, for example.

In Antarctica, Australia, and New Zealand, we know there are in-
digenous movements too. Our ears and eyes are open to developments 
from below, in both the Marxist sense, and in the geographic one. 
But precarious communists are not naive enough to romanticize any 
“revolutionary subject position,” old or new – we do not romanticize 
the indigenous, or the multitude, or even the precariat.

The logic of capital has run into many walls, but has always built 
pathways of escape and expedience around or through those walls. 
In many ways, capital has been running out – running out of ideas, 

186 For an excellent book on this subject, see Tsai, Kellee S., Capitalism Without 
Democracy: The Private Sector in Contemporary China (Cornell University Press, 
2007).
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geographic space, and time. Yet, the worst and easiest error of any new 
Marxian yarn is to spin another story about the inevitable limits of 
capital. Capital’s own precarity does not guarantee anything in par-
ticular that is better.

The precarious of no country is the vanguard. There are no van-
guards, and it is questionable if there ever were. A good student of 
Marx today must recognize one of the least convincing lines in his 
manifesto: “The Communists turn their attention chiefly to Germany, 
because that country is on the eve of a bourgeois revolution that is 
bound to be carried out under more advanced conditions of European 
civilization and with a much more developed proletariat than what 
existed in England in the 17th and France in the 18th century, and be-
cause the bourgeois revolution in Germany will be but the prelude to 
an immediately following proletarian revolution.”187 That Marx’s pre-
diction about proletarian revolution was wrong here is not the point. 
The point is about predictions in general, which can only be made 
precariously, and only ever could have been. Historical materialism 
accounts for almost any historical surprise, and thus never needed pre-
diction as a vindication.

But precarious communists are inspired by every insurrectionary 
movement against the existing social and political order of things.

In the moment of these movements, precarious communists em-
phasize the central questions of capital, dignity, autonomy, associa-
tion, and the prospects of each one at the time.

We always confront the pretensions of each political party. As 
Jacques Rancière so beautifully exposed, the democratic parties of all 
countries conceal their profound hatred for democracy.188 We need 
not even reference the “communist” betrayals of communism from 
the 20th century in order to distrust representative democracy, for we 
know from the 18th century that representation was theorized and ad-
vanced as a safeguard against democracy.

Although precarious communists disdain to conceal their views 
and aims, the politics of subversion often call for clandestine, “off-
stage,” or otherwise rhizomatic activities. But precarious communists 
never conceal the fact that their greatest aspirations cannot be attained 
within the limits of existing social conditions. We must be honest: The 
ruling classes tremble less at the threat of a communist revolution than 

187 Marx, The Communist Manifesto (International Publishers, 1994), p. 44.
188 Rancière, Hatred of Democracy (Verso Books, 2006).



- 129 -

in the face of their own self-made insecurity. The precarious always 
have something to lose too, but for us, the loss has greater existential 
consequence (in both material and immaterial terms) – it is as serious 
as our lives. The undoing of our everyday anxieties is, in many ways, 
no less psychoanalytical than it is political. We have so many patholo-
gies to confront, so many worlds to win.

To “unwind” does not always mean to breathe deeply, to medi-
tate, to adapt, and to peaceably accept the world as it is. Sometimes, 
for example, a riot is a means of “psychic revolt” against the tightly-
wound compression of everyday life, against racial profiling and police 
repression, against the generalized anxiety and repression of society 
and economy.189 To “unwind” is even a common way to speak of the 
healthy response to work and its problems, where we imagine “un-
winding” as a kind of precarious liberation from tension, a “decom-
pression,” a momentary freedom, a becoming-disentangled, at least 
until we’re rewound once again. Yet, to unwind is also to cause an un-
coiling, to literally undo what has been held in place under pressure by 
the demands of “making a living,” by fears of dislocation, by the brutal 
logic of capital. At their best, the unwound are unruly, unpredictable, 
and ecstatic, giving off a pent up energy held in for too long. Worried 
of the world, unwind.

189 The concept of “psychic revolt” comes from Julia Kristeva. See Kristeva, Revolt, 
She Said (Semiotext(e), 2002), and Kristeva, The Sense and Non-Sense of Revolt 
(Columbia University Press, 2000).
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