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Graffiti on the levee – “Mutinous Kronstadt!”,
Nearby – “Freedom! Equality! Brotherhood!”
The “Pyotr Alexeev Resistance Movement” stopped over
Rousing the islanders from the island where time has come to a stop.

There are no parked car on its empty streets. Like a faded post-card from the Soviet Sixties.

Stinking stores, where old refrigerators fail to hold up to the heat
Who cooks and eats this stuff?

In streets devoid of traffic noise, nighttime cursing shocks you like an aphorism
“Lena: that’s life – it either comes in shitloads or leaves you with fuck all…”

Revolution’s glory-town – spiked with monuments to the glory of the Czar
Do they really need yet another monument to an event that there is no point in remembering.
especially here?

Shamefaced, they moved Lenin from the main street to a side square.
Is it better that way?

The hoods ride their black Benzes to the only Chinese take-away in the evening –
Huge crosses on ape-like bodies.

Here, thinking of the multitude, you feel like a displaced freedman
Plunging into the life of a people
That has no time for multitudes, no time for self-government, no time for insurrection

“Mutinous subjectivity”: empty Anchor Square – the agora of the Russian revolution.
Bare save a drinking-stall with Arsenal Beer
Though buses with tourists will make stop-overs once in a while:
a few photos against the eternal flame, a few jumps across the cast-iron causeway (for luck),
and the bus drives on to the sound of the tour-guide’s tasteless gags

In the stall, it’s quiet, the radio doesn’t work, and the shop-girl is smoking a pensive cigarette
Staring at the cathedral-façade, lit by the setting sun.
There are no customers. We’re here alone. Eating dubious Chinese food
With little plastic spoons that bend in our hands.
The food is rubbery, our gums hurt, but we really want to eat.

Why are we here?
To experience the shabby quiet of when life and politics disappear, leaving timeless ruins?

The cleanliness of poverty: never mind the wrappers discarded on the rocks,
which no-one notices except for us.

There were no wrappers under socialism.

In the garbage of a recent picnic, we find a collection of posters from the early Perestroika.

To gather them and to clean away the dirt is an archeological pleasure.
As though not the living but ghosts had been drinking here,
Bedding the ground under their bottoms with something more natural for ghosts
Than free advertising newspaper supplements.

The slogans from ’86 sound different today:
To Affluence through Economy and Thrift!
Friendship, Brotherhood, and Unity Make Us Strong.
Bring Beauty to Labor and Life.
Think Innovatively: Work Creatively.
Quality Guarantees Progress.
Live and Work to the Rhythm of Acceleration.
The Party’s Plans are our Plans.
The Immense Plans of the Party Need the Energy of the Masses!
Energetic Ideas through Energetic Action!

A snap-shot of a collapsing wall still standing:
We see that the wall has frozen in teetering balance,
But we know that it will turn to rubble within a matter of seconds.

Badiou is wrong:…: what we in Russia, Hungary, Bulgaria seemed to dream back then
had already been around in our sad-and-sorry countries for a very long time.
Elections, private property, politicians, wheelers, dealers: was this the sum of our dreams?

* + � ( % � � , � �  ! & � � � 
 � ' % � ! & ( � ) ( � * � � % � -

No, Alain, we wanted it all: the freedom to be, to make our time
The right to travel and reverie, to read whatever we wanted, to talk about books on the street.
To make something and to show it to the others, all of us hungry for something new.

This beggar’s luxury of the political has left behind a charred wasteland.
Whom should we turn to here?

In place of political life, there is a musical fountain, built on the city’s jubilee
Bringing joy to the locals with its pleasant jingles.
The shop-stall-row is undergoing extended renovation by imported Uzbeks.
Hatred toward the foreigners and the dream of making it big one day and gaining what
Advertising already illustrates, what television already shows, what the neighbors already have

Or, like it says on the wall: “We will smash your double-glazing”

At the same time: anti-Communism is the norm applied to history.
Everybody wants a new memorial
To “the Bolshevik’s crimes against their own people”.

In the park, the attentive administration has painted the benches in the colors of the Russian flag
Both pretty and patriotic

In the park: asphalt courts, asphalt quads for volleyball
Asphalt tracks for runners.

What’s better: poverty for the many
Or the comfort of grass for the few?

You don’t have to own Chelsea – in Kronstadt, the owners of the “Petrotrest” team
Gaze at their players with no less tenderness: MY Petya took a shot!

And in the old shuttle bus, which the driver steers kamikaze along the levee
After bleaching your hair with peroxide and putting an extra mini
You can flip through the brand-new issue of “Comsopolitan” spell-bound
And dream that tomorrow you might meet a bank director
And the glamorous life will seem completely natural
And you won’t need to take this shuttle anymore…

It’s untrue that bourgeois society has killed dream.
Today, dreaming is deferred consumption

it has killed all other forms of imagination –
bravery,
friendship
communism

Squalid consumption is so destructive because it paralyzes.

We wage unjust wars, but we have no movement against the war

Social life lies in ruins, but we don’t struggle
For the simple right to receive our wage

Education is being privatized, but student work their asses off and pay,
Instead of throwing the rector from his chair.

The local unions read lectures: “How to Fire Your Employee Properly”
They probably haven’t fired everybody yet.

What’s the good in looking like lunatics? What can we change here and now?

Because there’s something that won’t let us turn away.

* In September 2005, the workgroup “What is to be done?” was invited to take part in the project
“Kronstadt Forever”, on occasion of which the part of the group that lives in Petersburg was able to
spend lots of time in Kronstadt, becoming acquainted with the city and its social situation. For us, it was
important not just to attempt artistic intervention into a disintegrating social space – a situation typical
for any Russian city today. Instead, we were asking ourselves in how far it is possible today to actualize
the connection with the repressed events of the revolution? Which space of public discussion opens when
you engage in the analysis of one of its most tragic episodes: the Kronstadt Uprising of 1921?
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1.  The  Specter  of  Anarchism
In recent years, one can observe a deep-seated paradigm shift in the theories of the Left. While many
theorists keep their steadfast attention focused on the problem of power, they also see it as something
autonomous of its socio-economic base. Moreover, they feel that power cannot be reduced to its
traditional representations such as the state or the juridical figure of sovereignty. Instead, it envelops all
spheres of life. This, in turn, has spurred a critical re-evaluation of the notion of revolution. As a project
centered on government take-overs, the revolution appears as something that loses sight over all the
other zones in which power is implemented. Entangled in the mechanism of political sovereignty, it
seems doomed to inevitable failure. In search of a way out of this dead-end, the Left abandons the
project of revolution altogether or modifies it beyond recognition, orienting itself toward the creation
of counter-power through society’s self-organization, which will change the world, not only at some
point in the future, but here-and-now as well. This re-invention of a world without power may be
appear as a collective fiction, admit its proponents, but active participation will turn today’s fiction
into tomorrow’s reality.
No matter how attractive this new projection seems, it is something that political or philosophical
thought that departs from Marx will find highly dubious. Even if today’s discussion of “interstitial
revolution” (as in Holloway, see this issue) may be couched in up-to-date forms of political and
theoretical language, it still seems very reminiscent of certain themes and discussions carried out in the
second half of the 19th century, namely the polemic exchanges between Marx and Bakunin, between
Marxism and anarchism. For the purposes of this text, we are working from the assumption that the
main points of this discussion still retain their significance today. In the following, we will offer our
own critical notes on this age-old polemic and its unlikely reappearance.

2 .  The  Fl ips ide  of  October
Today’s search for a political project that could avoid the snares of the past prompts an excursion into
the history of revolution, a history of many defeats and tragic episodes. One of these episodes is the
Kronstadt Uprising of 1921. Historically, the naval base Kronstadt near Petersburg was one of the
epicenters of the October Revolution, but only a few years later, its sailors – who were organized into
revolutionary councils – rose up against the state that the revolution had founded. Their slogan: “All
Power to the Soviets, and not to the Parties!”
Refusing and ignoring the historical-concrete logic of the civil war, the sailors of Kronstadt proclaimed
an immediate return to “the ideals of the revolution”, but in the light of the general situation in Russia
at the time, their gestures of sovereignty – such as congratulating the USA on the election of a new
president – seem rather comical. However, to follow the vein of the “18th Brumaire”, and to assert that
Kronstadt 1921 was little more than a farcical replay of the October Revolution, would probably be a
little harsh.
Then again, the notion of replay could be understood in a far more positive sense. The slogan of  “All
Power to the Soviets and not to the Parties” seems to anticipate the collapse of state socialism at the
moment of its inception, pointing toward its reason, namely a chronic lack of solidarity and engagement
as a result of the subordination of self-government to the party’s administrative apparatus. In this
sense, Kronstadt can be misread as a figure for the political potential that the Soviet state was never
able to tap into completely.
At the same time, the desperation of the Kronstadt sailor’s attempt to implement the principle of total
self-organization (here-and-now) inverts the voluntarism of the October Revolution by rising up
against its inevitable consequences – of war communism, and later, NEP and socialism in one country
– in another act of the (collective) micro-political will. In this sense, it is the flip-side of the political
myth that legitimized the sovereignty of the Soviet state.
But the Third Revolution never came. The question of its potentiality’s further fate may yet be
undecided. But now that capitalism has been “restored” to Russia, its context has become even more
complex. After all, once Kronstadt becomes a symbol for the “Third Revolution” – even on the level of
political representation – it confirms itself as a symbol of the political, “metaphysical” will, which
refuses to follow the paths according to which history organizes itself. This representation of Kronstadt
disavows those real processes of self-organization as production that took place in the sailor’s councils,
and it also ignores all of the real micropolitical antagonisms that unfolded there. Once the event is
codified as an apocryphal episode of an alternate history, its social reality is lost somewhere in the
archive, among a slew of primary sources. What is important is the slogan, the representation, the name
itself, which expresses history’s tragic progression, its lost possibilities. Kronstadt becomes a melancholic
figure. Which doesn’t exactly upon the path for unleashing its true political potentiality.

3 .  The  Pol i t ica l  F ic t ion  of  the  Wil l
But there is another way of looking at the Kronstadt Uprising of 1921. “Looking for ways forward”
(Holloway) from today, Kronstadt 1921 can be read as a (collective) “political fiction”, in all positive
and negative meanings of the phrase. Our working notion of the “political fiction” rests upon the
assumption that this or that political representation cannot be naturalized: it is always produced as an
instrument of forming reality. In the social process, it appears as a figure through which a given group
of people represent their collective subjectivity and implement a certain “micro-political” will to
change the status quo. This figure always fluctuates on the boundary between codification and the
tendency to lead a life of its own, transforming reality through a process of collective authorship, “self-
organizing” in the sense that its policies are no longer geared toward some “Big Other”, but toward
many singular others. Yet the codification of this myth means that it becomes a pure representation, in

which the moment of production has been erased: a stereotype, a political myth, an ideology or a
utopia, losing all of its performativity. This replacement is always based on an obvious or less
obvious insertion of a more traditional “macropolitical” will, which expresses the logic of the state’s
sovereignty, the people, the “movement” etc.
 Since the political fiction mistrusts the “grand narratives” of political representation so deeply, it
constantly runs danger of ignoring the “grand narrative”, of becoming ahistorical. Ahistoricism,
incidentally, is a quality of anarchism’s entire resistance to the alienation of industrial society (the
old dream of communes and phalastres), but this timeless idyll stands in stark contrast to the real
history of anarchism, a history of transitory and confused protests against some eternal, abstract
exploitation and dominance. This confrontation between idealism beyond history and the brutal
reality of “history’s iron logic” reveals the essence of anarchism’s main contradiction, which the
Kronstadt Uprising expresses rather compactly. Like Barcelona 1937, Kronstadt is an event that
flees history as “reality”, a short flash of the imaginative, aimed against the eternal (symbolic) status
quo.
The political fiction of the possibility for a revolution here-and-now has always been a bone of
contention, especially if this revolution promotes some “general will”, expressing the historical
necessities in the moment it is conceived. In this light, anarchism’s political fiction appears as an
expression of the implacable will, a voluntarist-vitalist construction of reality. This is why Marxist
intellectuals have also been so adverse to the anarchist interpretation of Kronstadt. Not because of
loyalty to “party doctrine”, but this kind of anarchist “will” is constructed according to the same
model of sovereignty against which it rebels. Its calls for an “alternate ontology” here and now turn
out to be illusory, as soon as the mechanism of sovereignty is laid bare.
This is exactly how one could read Marx’ critique of Bakunin. The fiction of a potential social
revolution in agrarian Russia of the 19th century can be read as a typical representation of the will:
“[Bakunin] understands absolutely nothing about the social revolution, only its political phrases. Its
economic conditions do not exist for him. […] He wants the European social revolution, premised on
the economic basis of capitalist production, to take place at the level of the Russian or Slavic
agricultural and pastoral peoples [...] The will, and not the economic conditions, is the foundation of
his social revolution.”   (http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1874/04/bakunin-notes.htm).

4 .  Symptom in  t rans i t
It is in connection to this complicated context that anarchism takes on its contemporary political
meaning. But let’s turn from “useful fictions” to reality. What exactly is “anarchism” in theory and
praxis today?
Aside from a few names from the hazy anthologies of “radical thought”, there is actually no such
thing as a “contemporary theory of anarchism”. But nevertheless, certain common notions connected
to anarchism find an unexpected continuation in the theories of the last decades: the critique of
representation, including all representations on the political field, the uncovering of the “micropolitical”
dimension of power, the politics of “micro-groups”, and direct resistance. This is why recent
appearance of books with names like “From Bakunin to Lacan” are hardly surprising. First, we are
told that in Bakunin’s polemic with Marx, power did not simply appear as a superstructural effect
or an instrument of class hegemony, that it was not localized in the apparatus of the state, but that
it was an integral part of the church, family, and political parties. And then, we hear that even the
earliest authors of this (anarchist) tradition subjected the figure of representation – and its political
embodiment in the form of representative democracy – to an exacting critical analysis.
In this way, we can constate the new attraction of a hidden “anarchist” tradition, which is revived in
a more refined form and in other, more heterogeneous types of discourse, under other names. This
implicit and anonymous “anarchism” begins to vocalize its pretenses toward innovation and alternative,
almost demanding hegemony. But all the while, anarchism in the narrow sense remains marginalized,
while its themes drift in the direction of other social movements, such as the environmental movement,
for an example. (Not to mention its less attractive sides such as its function as a “pressure valve” for
venting the adolescent hyperactivity of teenagers, and – speaking more broadly – its capitalization
by mass culture, through the consumption of images that offers all those industrial office worker a
compensatory insubordination kick.)
Either way, one can see that anarchism has been displaced in two ways: while it has been marginalized
in praxis, it also undergoes theoretical valorization “elsewhere”, giving it the status of a (discursive)
symptom. It seems that this is how it should be understood, as a symptom, as the “anarchical”
rather than as historical and political “anarchism” proper, which has been dislocated and dispersed
into other fields.

5 .  Beyond Sovere ignty?
If one continues the motion from fiction to reality, one cannot help but ask which socio-political
constellations give rise to this symptom. Here, one could remember the basic quality that Marx
attributed to the “petit bourgeoisie”. Its position is transitory: it hangs between the “bourgeoisie”
and the “proletariat”, caught in a state of unstable balance, between the tendency toward becoming
bourgeois (subjectively) and becoming proletarian (objectively, in what is called “precarization”
today), expressing a self-contradictory mixture of class-interests. The unstable structure of this
interest-cocktail leads to a revolt “against all parties”, but this revolt is hardly sober in its protest
against all historical forces and powers. Whatever one might say about the “blurring” of classes of
the former “Fordist” society (actually little more than the diffusion of earlier social representations),
hired labor has taken on a universal form, even its content has become “immaterial labor” in certain
areas. Marx was right in his prognosis on the final proletarianization of the petit bourgeoise. By now,
the petit bourgeoisie has become a purely structural difference, a migrating, dislocated class-boundary,
which no longer has any real carriers of its own and corresponds to little more than the prosloika, a
layer inbetween,  (let’s leave the political fiction of the “middle class” to the liberals). Much in the
same way, the “anarchistic” quality loses its political agents and disperses as a constant symptomatic
suspension.
However, to be fair, it makes sense to mention the ongoing transformation of the state, whose total
criticism was one of the distinctive features of 19th century anarchism. It is doubtful whether one
can really be so certain in speaking of the blurring of state sovereignty under the conditions of world-
economy. But it certainly does make sense to agree that its stability has been shaken considerably. It
is this context that gives rise to the theory of the “multitude” as a new form for political subjectivity,
stripped of the state’s “political theology”. The “multitudes” – as opposed to the people – are
beyond the state by the virtue of their very being, even though they can formally consist of the
state’s subjects. Here, the state is no longer as controvertible an enemy as it was for Bakunin and his
followers. The problem is that there is nothing to controvert, since the multitude is already “beyond”
the state. The very mode of the multitude’s being is defined by the degree to which is a-national, an-
archic.
In this sense, “anarchism” is undergoing a transformation, drifting from opposition to domination to
its own kind of ontological embodiment. Does this embodiment (much of it fictional, to be honest)
divest it of a large part of its problematique? It is more likely that this is yet another trick of history:
the ironic annihilation of the anarchist thesis, which lives out its spectral existence under the name of
new political and theoretical alternatives. We need to be more aware of all the traps that these
alternatives set in trying to defuse the snares and pitfalls that were already there.

Alexei Penzin, born 1974 in Novgorod, philosopher, political analyst, writer, member of the
workgroup “What is to be done”. Lives in Moscow
David Riff, born 1975 in London, art critic, translator, writer, member of the workgroup “What is
to be done?”. Lives in Moscow and Berlin.
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1.
But in another respect, the solution of an intellectual problem arises not much
differently than when a dog who carries a stick in its mouth wants to go through a
small door; he turns his head left and right as long as necessary to make the stick
slip through. We do it just like this, with the difference that we do not go act
haphazardly but know from experience more or less how we should go about it.”
Robert Musil, The Man without Qualities

Robert Musil’s description of the cognitive process seems especially relevant to
the Left’s struggle for a better society. But is the quote’s last half-sentence really
true? Do we “know from experience more or less how we should go about” changing
society for the better?  This question is particularly relevant in reflecting the
historical experience of the Soviet Union, a history that leads from triumph to
defeat. This process of reflection has been encumbered by party-loyalty: those
who dared to place their fingers into the open wounds of Communist history often
risked being denounced as traitors by their comrades. To make matters worse, the
special emphasis that Soviet Marxists placed on (re)writing the narrative of the
Soviet Union’s becoming paradoxically interferes with any attempt to explore and
evaluate its actual history.
Among the events that characterize the early Soviet Union, the revolt of the sailors
at Kronstadt and its suppression through the Bolshevik government seems especially
salient.  It can be seen as the last meaningful attempt of the worker’s and soldier’s
soviets – the mainstay of the October Revolution’s victory  – to correct the
Bolsheviks’ seizure of power, attempting to replace it with the hegemony of
councils. Dissatisfied with the elimination of revolutionary-democratic institutions,
the Kronstadt councils turned against the central power of the Bolsheviks, who, in
their opinion, had succeeded in “luring the sons of the working people (…) into the
rows of the Party through cunning propaganda and placing them into the fetters of
strict discipline. Then, when the Communists felt strong enough, they silenced the
other directions of socialism one by one, eventually pushing the workers and
peasants away from the helm of the state, although they continued to rule the
country in their name”. (Dokumente der Weltrevolution” Bd. 2, S. 28)
But the Kronstadt Uprising did not only mark a deep dissatisfaction with the
increasingly authoritarian policies of the revolution’s Bolshevik leadership. As the
high point in a long wave of strikes and revolts directed against wage policies,
controlled economy and Red Terror, it seemed to confirm the necessity of the
decisions that introduced the New Economic Policy (NEP), which abandoned the
revolutionary program of war communism in favor of market-economic liberalization
in the sectors of agriculture and small business, while retaining control over the
“commanding heights” of industry, that is, the large factories producing coal, iron,
electricity etc. Most obviously, these measures were meant to safeguard the integrity
of power, which was threated by the increasingly dire supply situation in
predominantly agrarian Russia.
But the NEP also had a global dimension: in 1917, Lenin was still arguing against
the international social democratic idea that a proletarian revolution would only be
possible in a well-developed capitalist country, pointing out that in Russia, where
capitalism was underdeveloped, the state’s power was based upon pre-bourgeois
structures, greatly increasing the chances for revolution. Once “the imperialist
chain had been broken at its weakest link”, Lenin argued, the revolution would
carry over to Europe. But once it became clear that the Western European revolution
had failed, Lenin realized that the Russian revolution now faced the choice of giving
up or going into hibernation. Kautsky commented this dilemma as follows: “Our
Bolshevist comrades have staked all on the card of the general European Revolution.
As this card has not turned up, they were forced into a course which brought them
up against insoluble problems.” (Karl Kautsky, The Dictatorship of the Proletariat,
http://www.marxists.org/archive/kautsky/1918/dictprole/ch06.htm).
To put it differently, Lenin’s practical voluntarism ran up against a historical
boundary, which he attempted to break through by falling back on history as a
supposedly objective process of the development of productive forces.  The NEP

was supposed to take over the historical task of the bourgeoisie, namely to allow the forces of production to develop
as the material pre-requisite of socialism. According to Lenin, this was a task that the bourgeoisie was no longer capable
of fulfilling, since capitalism had reached the phase of its own imperialist dissolution. Thus, in the summer of 1923,
Lenin writes: “If a definite level of culture is required for the building of socialism (although nobody can say just what
that definite “level of culture” is, for it differs in every Western European country), why cannot we begin by first
achieving the prerequisites for that definite level of culture in a revolutionary way, and then, with the aid of the
workers’ and peasants’ government and Soviet system, proceed to overtake the other nations?” (Vladimir Lenin, Our
Revolution, 1923, http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1923/jan/16.htm).
This view continued to provide a point of reference for the Soviet economy for decades to come. Throughout the
1920s-30s, beginning in the period of the NEP and continuing through the reign of Stalin, the Soviet state attempted to
mirror the development of productive forces in the heavily industrialized capitalist West, invoking the metaphor of a
tool that would only need to be used properly. As this economic policy progressed, it became clear that the organization
of concrete labor would need to draw upon the Taylorist techniques of discipline and rationalization, whose only
criterion is productivity. In other words, it would need to realize the proletariat as an objectified proletariat instead of
anticipating its complete abolition through a process of political subjectification. Obviously, the demands of the
sailors at Kronstadt prefigure this objectification of political subjectivity. The sailors at Kronstadt voted against the
state in favor of the councils and in favor of their own emancipation. The councils located emancipation within the
production process and not in some external instance. The productive process of society, the form and context of labor
that is meant to ensure the reproduction of society as a whole, is the political arena of conflict for both the individual
and society at large.
For Lenin, however, the emancipation of individuals was no more than a byproduct of the emancipation of the forces
of production. In taking this view, he relegated the process of development into the one-sided sphere of objective
being, degrading the insights and consciousness of subjectivity to nothing but a purely passive reflection and reproduction.
Thus, history becomes little more than a case study for a theory of nature, whose scientific insights approach the
absolute truth in an evolutionary progression. Since the party simply applies and implements the laws of nature, its
actions gain an unimpeachable scientific basis. Pure theory can be realized in a pure praxis, a praxis that applies the
discovered truth in reality. In this way, Leninism reduces the notion of praxis to the administrative-institutional
implementation of the Party’s theoretical insights. As such, the institutions of the proletarian revolution became
redundant, and in the worst case, counter-revolutionary.

Any discussion on Kronstadt today, as 70 years ago, is a historical discussion in the full sense
of the word. Neither details nor these or those interpretation of concrete facts are at stake.
Instead, the discussion’s central issue is revolution and revolutionary war as such, the
significance and the logic of October. The supression of the Kronstadt Uprising has taken a
lasting position in the “top ten” moral indictments of Bolshevism, along with the
“philosophical steamboat” and the “money of the German general staff”.
Both anarchists and liberals find themselves agreeing over this point of accusatory indictment in
their critique from both right and left, forming what Trotsky aptly called a “people’s front” of
sorts, and calling the validity of the October Revolution into question. For the right, this
episode is important because it confirms that the establishing of the “commissars’”
totalitarianism had reached its final stage of becoming, stepping into conflict with its recent
mainstay, the revolutionary sailors. To anarchists, Kronstadt is a timeless continent drowned in
non-being, an “Atlantis” of the democratic socialism of the masses, the revolution’s turning
point, after which its fate was already completely pre-determined. The question is whether
there was really any possibility of a historical turn and whether Kronstadt really did offer any
political or social alternatives?
It goes without saying that this question did not arise in 1921. Instead, it emerged from a
meaningful history distance, almost twenty years later. The “Bolshevization of Comintern”, the
supression of the Left Opposition within the Soviet communist party, and, finally, the
Moscow show-trials of the late 1930s confronted the European left with the problem of
rethinking Russia’s post-revolutionary construction of socialism. The rapid onset of fascism
and the defeat of the worker’s movement pushes the absolute majority to one of two answers,
namely either to accept Stalinism at the continuation of the logic of revolution and building
socialism, or of declaring the policies of the Bolsheviks to be flawed from their very beginning
onward.
Debates as to whether the Kronstadt Uprising is a historical turn from revolution to
dictatorship, the first step in the establishment of a totalitarian state, only began in 1938, in
both the liberal émigré press and all along the socialist spectrum. These discussions included
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significant figures such as Viktor Serge and Mark Eastman. However, the driving force behind their
declarations can hardly be found in the need to analyze the Kronstadt episode of the civil war in
retrospect, but in the desperate desire to find a reason for breaking with the Bolshevik tradition
completely. The tragic experience of the international revolution’s defeat led the initiators of this
noisy discussion to rethink Marxist historicism as such. The object of the polemic that followed
was not the concrete historical situation of March 1921 so much as the legitimacy of the October
revolution’s legacy in principle.
But was Kronstadt really a political alternative? Isn’t this alternative actually something that was
written into the myth post facto, constructed by the consciousness of another epoch? Pamphlets,
memoirs, and eye-witness accounts only provide us with abstract slogans torn from the context of
the direct class confrontation of the civil war, slogans of the “revolution’s continuation”, “Soviet
without parties”, or the battle against “commissariat sovereignty”: shards and fragments of
political ideas glued together to crotchety ideologies for two opposed camps that rose into
existence and receded into oblivion.
The verdict of Kronstadt – if any such verdict is possible – can only be pronounced on the basis of
an analysis of the general situation of Soviet Russia and its enemies, defined by its specific
between village and city, the turn toward the NEP and the danger of “petit bourgeois passions”,
which the 10th Party Congress noted with brutal honesty. This kind of analysis needs to be based
upon a method that rejects any kind of myth-making in principle. This means that the question of
Kronstadt has a definitive political meaning as an attempt to withstand the “wrong”, complex, and
self-contradictory  history of revolutionary dictatorship in Russia with a certain ideal variation of
its development, which did not and could not actually take place. Perhaps this is the essence of its
somewhat infantile attraction.

Ilya Budraiskis (born 1981) - historian and political activist - member of the socialist movement
“Vpered”, lives in Moscow
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2.
Kronstadt was so dangerous to Leninism because it called both the Bolshevik notion of the party as
well as its claims to power into question. Its central demand – “All Power to the Soviets and not to
the parties!” – destroyed the social myth according to which the Bolshevik state had placed power
into the hands of the people. Any independent articulation of workers’ demands through self-organized
councils – and the demystifying, delegitimizing effect of this expression – represented no less of a
danger than the military threat of revolt. Since the advent of scientific socialism meant that the
proletariat need to conform to party-norms, the proletariat now had to prove that it was really
revolutionary in conforming to the Party’s decrees. For this reason, the Bolsheviks could not see their
suppression of the Kronstadt Uprising as a betrayal of the working class; instead, the workers had
betrayed themselves in rising against their “objective” interests, which were embodied by the Party.
From this view, the singular proletarian did not only become meaningless in his real social praxis, but
even interfered with the unity of the revolutionary will. This antagonism could only be smoothed out
by a centralistic organizational principle from the top down (Lenin). Consequently, at the 10th Party
Congress, held simultaneously to the Kronstadt Uprising, the Party voted to ban factions within its
own ranks.
To Marx, writing 53 years earlier, such centralist principle of organization seemed highly suspect:
“Were it [i.e. a centralist organization] possible — I declare it tout bonnement to be impossible — it
would not be desirable.” (Marx to J. Baptist von Schweizer 1868, http://www.marxists.org/archive/
marx/works/1868/letters/68_10_13.htm)
Following this line, Rosa Luxemburg countered Lenin’s demand for “democratic centralism” with the
concept of “self-centralism”: “[The proletarian movement] spreads and develops in accordance with
the following dialectical contradiction. The proletarian army is recruited and becomes aware of its
objectives in the course of the struggle itself. The activity of the party organization, the growth of the
proletarians’ awareness of the objectives of the struggle and the struggle itself, are not different things
separated chronologically and mechanically, as in a Blanquist movement, but are only different
aspects of the same process. On the one hand, putting the general principles of struggle aside, there
do not exist for the Social Democracy detailed sets of tactics which a Central Committee can teach the
party membership in the same way as troops are instructed in their training camps. On the other
hand, the range of influence of the socialist party is constantly fluctuating with the ups and downs of
the struggle in the course of which the organization is created and grows.” For Luxemburg, organization
is a process. She finds that “the Marxist version of socialism cannot be fixed by any rigid formula in
any field, including that of the organizational question.” (Rosa Luxemburg, Organizational Questions
of the Russian Social Democracy, 1904, http://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1904/questions-
rsd/ch01.htm). She sees a departure from obedience to authority – including the authority of one’s
own organization – as a necessary prerequisite to liberating the political subjects’ organizational
phantasy, dissolving the logic of alienation in the process.
This process-character seems to have realized itself in today’s notion of the “multitude”. This
multitude claims to have adapted its non-hierarchical networks to the changed conditions of production
under post-Fordism and to have drawn its lessons from the objectification of the proletarian subjectivity.
It is the promise of a revolutionary subject that replaces the notion of class. The (un-)truth of the
multitude lies in its ahistorical, eternal quality: as always, the position of the the oppressed in social
whole predestines them to dispossession and exploitation, to the expropriation of their “natural”
productivity. Since every singularity is part of this productive organism, it knows that it has been
subjected to injustice by the very nature of its being. This philosophy now replaces the concrete
analysis of the capitalist conditions of production.

Productivity replaces the notion of labor that traditional Marxism reifies, suggesting a comprehensive
universal whole. However, this totality loses its contours as capitalism. Thus, the multitude fails to
address the fact that productivity is no force of nature, but always appears as a social form, only
becoming a dynamic leit-motif under capitalism. What does the theory of the multitude result in,
other than a reanimation of the classical theory of exploitation, which sets its goal as the liberation of
work and productivity, excluding the question as to the goal of work itself, thus cutting off the
political subject as something that sets its own goals without dissolving in the principle of production?
Production is sacrosanct. It is not called into question, but negotiated affirmatively as a counter-
principle. All the subject needs to do is to appropriate production as property. The notion of
exploitation itself remains indistinct, dissolving as a general feeling of moral expropriation. Labor-
power as a product disappears with the mystifying expansion and valorization of the notion of
productivity. The discontent with the historical revolutionary subject of the “working class” now
makes way for its abnegation.

In reality, it seems obvious that the Taylorist rationalization of labor has not simply been displaced
by the new economy, but continues to assert itself through the introduction of discipline to its flexible
structure. At the same time, this process of rationalization is also pushed ahead by classical industrial
production, which is often only relocated in terms of place. The multitude, however, does not speak
of wage labor anymore: it is a youth movement that has subscribed to the pipedream of a post-
industrial society in which there is nothing but immaterial labor. In this sense, it is no multitude at all,
but a Eurocentric project that prevents any internationalist critique and organization. The multitude
sees the traditional worker’s movement as little more than an image of the outdated models of
Fordism and Taylorism. This is not only insufficient on the level of social analysis, but also denies the
fact that worker’s movements have always understood themselves as counter-projects to Fordism, as
an anticipation of its future, and of its dissolution. What remains is the singularity’s struggle for
recognition as a worker (e.g. the demand for adequate pay for domestic work, the recognition of art as
labor etc.). The subordination of the individual to alien purposes through the existing production
process is affirmed through the special praise of immaterial labor, while its ephemerality and flexibility
are fused with ideology of self-sufficiency, self-engagement, decentralization, and mobility in order to
stand up against the growing introduction of discipline to this sphere.
In correspondence to post-Fordism, the subject of the multitude is meant to diversify itself in social
mobility. Yet, in mirroring this mobility, it relinquishes any chance of moving beyond the here-and-
now. The new media – which are supposed to obey the principle of nonhierarchical networking –
empower the multitude, the many, the crowd to form networks and affinities. But all too often, these
linkages are based on formalistic acts that can be abandoned and replaced, depending on which part of
the crowd the subject identifies with at a given moment. In this sense, the democratic, postmodern,
hybrid, horizontal structure of such encounters is no longer anchored to the ground of politics, so that
the multitude has rid itself of the necessity for legitimating its political goals. The multitude proclaims:
“the final goal, no matter what it is, is nothing; the movement is everything.” (Bernstein) Rosa
Luxemburg countered this claim by pointing out that the final goal of the social democratic movement
differs from that of the bourgeoisie. (But her claim was founded upon class-consciousness, upon
whose historical guarantee one can no longer rely.) Struggle is fragmented, and the unity of the
working class only constitutes itself in revolution. One could follow Luxemburg insofar as the unity
of the subject is no prerequisite of leftist politics but is something that it only anticipates. Its
realization is still tied to the final revolutionary goal.

Kri t ik  and Praxis
is a group of political
activists from Berlin. It was
founded in January 2004,
emerging from the
dissolution of the
Antifaschistische Aktion in
Berlin at that time.
Kp-Berlin has its origins in
the struggle against right-
wing radicalism and racism
in Germany, but advocates
a reflexive, self-critical
relationship to this struggle,
setting the rising strength of
nationalism in Germany into
the context of the broader
social struggle emerging
today. Its interventions
include both public
manifestations at
demonstrations or concerts,
as well as publications and
conferences on theory.
 (For examples, see
http://
www.kommunismuskongress.de/
or http://www.kapitalismus-
reloaded.de/ Nov. 2005).
Theses on the self-definition
of the group Kritik und
Praxis Berlin have been
published at http://www.kp-
berlin.de/.
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“…The system of the commodity production encompasses all of life; anticipating each and every
one of our movements, it considers all of our potential needs and desires from cradle to grave. We
go to school in order to pay for our education, we fall in love because our local mobile phone
company has opened up a new tariff for two. Our bodies move according to the wants and needs of
our boss. Our history has already been sold off like a cut-price article. We dream of Benneton and
MTS. We are monsters of commodity culture. On Mayday, we will show ourselves as what we are;
we will demand the impossible.”

         From the “Monstration” Manifesto

“…constant novelty – the race of armed societies based on the overproduction of goods – defines
the social demand that contemporary art is meant to satisfy. A highly developed society is in need of
intellectual values that confirm its reality, leading to the constant production of new package-deals,
conservative reinforcements of its lifestyle. However, this reality doesn’t satisfy everyone. The avant-
garde has never defined itself through the novelty of its achievements alone. We plan to create our
own reality, a reality that is impossible in the system of commodity exchange.”

       Maxim Neroda, “Cultural Violence”

Questions:

DV: Is it possible to reclaim public spaces and the spaces of the information media? Or is the tactic with the
most potential not the infiltration of existing structures, but the invention of new public spaces – fanzines,
exhibition-venues, actions, and interventions into urban space and cultural institutions? And should we  rest
satisfied, once we have asserted the rights of limited sub-cultural zones and the seeming independence of cultural
production, or does it make sense to take the offensive by constantly discrediting the projects of power, publicly
demonstrating their bankruptcy and idiocy?

CAT: How is it possible to create a space for communication beyond the established rules? By capturing
spaces, or to be more precise, unexpected ruptures and breaks that arise within a system of relationships whose
traditions, norms and sanctions are already firmly entrenched.
Today’s ban on collective action in any space that the state sees as public gives rise to a new form of
subcultural logic: it is only possible to create alternative values in the framework of a certain sub-culture that is
stamped off as marginal a priori, relegated to the format of a membership club. The freedom of thought and
action is only granted in word, and any statement that doesn’t correspond to the course of power is declared to
be untrue, fated to realization in no place other than the underground. In the framework of such prohibition, the
necessity for a collective experience of reality is realized through a large variety of recreational activities, such as
flash-mobs, graffitti, club-culture etc. – which are forms of escapsism, refusing any radical conceptualization of
reality and representing a fictional autonomy of culture.
How can one get beyond the boundaries of self-sufficient autonomy?
By forming artistic groups capable of collaborating in producing situations in various public spaces, including
those under control by power. For us, it was important to create situations that reveal the absurdity of the
present order of things. Art is capable of reaching society at large, demonstrating the hidden principles through
which power is implemented, creating and preparing a smart mob, i.e. an intelligent crowd.

DV: Which possibilities do we have for addressing a public that differs from the traditional audience radically in
terms of its social origin or class composition?How can one mobilize this public to understand itself as a new
political subject, empowering it as a co-author or an interlocutor in discussions and action undertaken in
common?

CAT: Our work allots a decisive role to a social group new to Novosibirsk, namely young creative
professionals. Today, a new proletariat is in the process of forming, even if this proletariat now owns its means
of production (computers, video-cameras etc.) and sells the results of its labor and not its labor-force. Our work
designates this constantly growing group, which includes designers, managers, radio-hosts, and journalists –
people engaged in intellectual labor – as its primary political subject. For now, these people are not yet capable
of gauging their own political potential or recognizing their common interests. But to us, it seems – and this is
something the experience gathered in our actions confirms – that it is this group that is ready to take an active
part in developing a new political language to express its interests. These people are capable of rejecting the
self-sufficient systems of subcultural values and turning to forms of communication that bear a principal
meaning to them.
Mobilization become possible through organization. Take, for an example, actions in public space, in which
each participant becomes an active co-creator. First and foremost, these happenings actualize the sense of
collective actions, provoking power into action, bringing its hidden repressive essence to the forefront.

DV: Is the self-organization of artists and cultural producers capable of becoming a model for a society that is
able to formulate and realize its goals independently from power? Can it take over the functions of an alternate
power, applying pressure to real power and remaining open to interaction with society at the same time?

CAT: Self-organization arises due to alienation from the results of one’s labor, which is constantly appropriated
by mediators, bosses, and institutions. It is also the result of the complete impossibility of affecting political
life. Our primary intention has been to explore the possibilities of communication and forming our own space
outside of the framework of cultural institutions, because they embody the anti-humanist, corporate model for
organizing society. Today, association beyond their dehumanizing boundaries is the only possible means of
political resistance to the powers that be. However, art is not directly concerned with constructing society’s
relations in practical terms; instead, it formulates the possibilities for creating a society that is radically
different from what we face today. It is only possible to apply pressure to establish self-expanding
communicative spaces, which are different from the closed, hierarchical space of power in principle. The goal of
the communication that we have initiated leads to discussion in open urban spaces: a direct action as an answer
to power’s direct pretense to the truth. It is only in this way that we can attempt to influence the balance
between power and counter-power: communication through networks of groups and individuals which assume
an absence of hierarchy can be understood as an experiment and an event that falls beyond the scope of the
system of contemporary art, leading to its destruction in the ideal.

DV: Which role do DIY strategies play in contemporary art? What is their specificity?

CAT: Actually, the methods behind creating flash-mobs can be interpreted as a new set of DIY practices. We
have worked with these practices extensively. In contrast to the traditional flash-mob, in which all roles,
behaviors and gestures are defined by its organizers, our model of organizing actions was based upon the idea of
allowing the participants to take a maximum of initiative. Our invitations only defined a number of basic
conditions for their execution and little more, for an example: “Everyone who wants to should make a slogan
that is completely meaningless”, as in “Monstration”, for an example. The entire project of politicizing the
flash-mob was invented as an artistic strategy that is only possible if each participant does everything him- or
herself. In this sense, the main message that we meant to convey through our actions was that each person can
be perceived as an artist, but that the only kind of creativity accessible to everyone is to create their own
history, instead of living it out in passivity.
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The CAT group was founded in Novosibirsk in 2003 by the sociologist Ekaterina
Drobysheva, the artist Maxim Neroda, and the political activist Artem Loskutov.
The group became known through the organization of an entire series of actions in
urban space.These include “Monstration” (2004-2005), an intervention in a
Mayday demonstration with absurdist slogans and posters, “Study, Study, and
Study Again” (2004), a street-party in defense of free education, which took
around a monument to Lenin, or “Freedom, Equality, Piracy” (2004), the blocking
of advertising campaigns by circulating and destroying pirate productions. For
more information, see www.monstration.narod.ru

Diagnosis:
In contemporary Russia, the existent system of power seems totally incapable of
formulating or realizing any consistent cultural policy, just it seems unable to
formulate any coherent policy on the whole. Nevertheless, it constantly imposes
the chimera of the necessity for unity with the state. In order to do so, it
continuously promotes and demonizes the image of a certain outer or inner enemy,
be it terrorism, orange revolution, or the aggression of U.S. foreign policy, geared
toward conquering and dividing our country etc. All of this takes place against the
realization – growing more and more massive – that the state is a reality of its own
right, alienated from the people, more and more reminiscent of a criminal
organization who bosses are interested in nothing but holding on to their present
positions, since these position guarantee huge financial profits for catering to
someone else’s  business interests. To this state, the interests of society’s
development seem like some vexatious misunderstanding, only to be taken into
consideration when buying electoral votes in yet another carded election. If one
directs one’s attention to the fact that a huge, constantly growing percentage of the
population either votes against the representatives of power or doesn’t vote at all,
it becomes completely incomprehensible in whose name this power continues to
function.

The situation in culture:
The mediocrity and open corruption of cultural officials, their obvious servility
toward both power/capital and the new consumer-audience (based on the principle
of “what would you care for?”) has had an even more disasterous effect on the
collapse of cultural production that the catastrophic lack of funding, which is
stolen systematically. The cult of kickbacks and the economy of “absorption and
embezzlement” have become the norm: this is something that even Russia’s
Minister of Culture has acknowledged in public. This atmosphere has given rise to
a new official culture, a design-hybrid for public spaces and living-rooms. In fact,
the opposition between the “public” and the “private” has almost been lifted
completely: everything has been privatized to an equal measure, subordinate to its
new owner’s interests and under guard by a huge army of cops. A privatized
amusement park: this is the new name of contemporary culture, once it has been
become a sphere in which weak-mindedness is not only tolerated but actually
encouraged, growing fat on the oil-dollar of a self-satisfied, aggressive class of new
consumers.
As not only recent experiences in Russia but also in other countries of peripheral
capitalism have shown (the Moscow Biennale or the opening of the Museum of
Contemporary Art in Bucharest), the sporadic intervention of the global art scene
into local situations – called into being with the goal of proving (interesting
question, to whom?) that everything is following “normal democratic procedures”
– only serve to magnify the disorientation. The ensuing alliance between the local
bureaucracy and international star-functionaries on tour is monstrous, compactly
demonstrating the entire cynicism of the events as they transpire. Everyone is
called upon to mobilize their forces as quickly as possible to build yet another
global Potemkin’s village under the slogan “A minimum of analysis, a maximum of
events”, and asked to forget that some completely other life lies elsewhere,
beyond the picket fence that is being nailed together so hastily.

Times of Reaction and Hope:
In this situation, the majority of artists and cultural producers find themselves cut
off from the most elementary mechanisms of decision-making, destined to an
existence in poverty. Their disorientation is a direct consequence of process that
are taking place in real politics. At the same time, the absence of any kind of
political consciousness, the high level of conformism and susceptibility to the
seduction offered by “the market’s endless possibilities” have played their
reactionary role. But by today, more and more people are coming to realize that
we are living in a reactionary time: there is no hope that things will change for the
better on their own, not for you personally, and not for society at large. Of course,
there will be changes: the world that surrounds us will take on more and more
monstrous forms if we aren’t able to organize our activities. In other words, the
question of self-organization becomes the central question of political life and
cultural production, all the more because we still have many open possibilities at
our disposal.
D.V.
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1. Perhaps we can change the world without taking power. Perhaps we can not. The starting-point
- for all of us, I think - is uncertainty, not knowing, a common search for a way forward.

2. We are searching for a way forward, because it becomes more and more clear that capitalism is a
catastrophe for humanity. A radical change in the organisation of society, that is, revolution, is
more urgent than ever. And this revolution can only be world revolution if it is to be effective.

3. But it is unlikely that world revolution can be achieved in one single blow. This means that the
only way in which we can conceive of revolution is as interstitial revolution, as a revolution that
takes place in the interstices of capitalism, a revolution that occupies spaces in the world while
capitalism still exists. The question is how we conceive of these interstices, whether we think of
them as states or in other ways.

4. In thinking about this, we have to start from where we are, from the many rebellions and
insubordinations that have brought us to Porto Alegre. The world is full of such rebellions, of
people saying NO to capitalism: NO, we shall not live our lives according to the dictates of
capitalism, we shall do what we consider necessary or desirable and not what capital tells us to do.
Sometimes we just see capitalism as an all-encompassing system of domination and forget that
such rebellions exist everywhere. At times they are so small that even those involved do not
perceive them as refusals, but often they are collective projects searching for an alternative way
forward and sometimes they are as big as the lacandon jungle or the argentinazo of three years ago
or the revolt in Bolivia just over a year ago. All of these insubordinations are characterised by a
drive towards self-determination, an impulse that says “No, you will not tell us what to do, we
shall decide for ourselves what we must do.”
These refusals can be seen as fissures, as cracks in the system of capitalist domination. Capitalism
is not (in the first place) an economic system, but a system of command. Capitalists, through
money, command us, telling us what to do. To refuse to obey is to break the command of capital.
The question for us, then, is how do we multiply and expand these refusals, these cracks in the
texture of domination.

5. There are two ways of thinking about this.
a) The first says that these movements, these many insubordinations, lack maturity and
effectiveness unless they are focussed, unless they are channelled towards a goal. For them to be
effective, they must be channelled towards the conquest of state power - either through elections
or through the overthrowing of the existing state and the establishment of a new, revolutionary
state. The organisational form for channelling all these insubordinations towards that aim is the
party.
The question of taking state power is not so much a question of future intentions as of present
organisation. How should we organise ourselves in the present? Should we join a party, an
organisational form that focuses our discontent on the winning of state power? Or should we
organise in some other way?
b) The second way of thinking about the expansion and multiplication of insubordinations is to say
“No, they should not be all harnessed together in the form of a party, they should flourish freely,
go whatever way the struggle takes them.” This does not mean that there should be no
coordination, but it should be a much looser coordination. Above all, the principal point of
reference is not the state but the society that we want to create.

6. The principal argument against the first conception is that it leads us in the wrong direction.
The state is not a thing, it is not a neutral object: it is a form of social relations, a form of
organisation, a way of doing things which has been developed over several centuries for the
purpose of maintaining or developing the rule of capital. If we focus our struggles on the state, or if
we take the state as our principal point of reference, we have to understand that the state pulls us
in a certain direction. Above all, it seeks to impose upon us a separation of our struggles from
society, to convert our struggle into a struggle on behalf of, in the name of. It separates leaders
from the masses, the representatives from the represented, it draws us into a different way of
talking, a different way of thinking. It pulls us into a process of reconciliation with reality, and that
reality is the reality of capitalism, a form of social organisation that is based on exploitation and
injustice, on killing and destruction. It also draws us into a spatial definition of how we do things, a
spatial definition which makes a clear distinction between the state’s territory and the world
outside, and a clear distinction between citizens and foreigners. It draws us into a spatial definition
of struggle that has no hope of matching the global movement of capital.
There is one key concept in the history of the state-centred left, and that concept is betrayal. Time
and time again, the leaders have betrayed the movement, and not necessarily because they are bad
people, but just because the state as a form of organisation separates the leaders from the
movement and draws them into a process of reconciliation with capital. Betrayal is already given in
the state as an organisational form.
Can we resist this? Yes, of course we can, and it is something that happens all the time. We can
refuse to let the state identify leaders or permanent representatives of the movement, we can
refuse to let delegates negotiate in secret with the representatives of the state. But this means
understanding that our forms of organisation are very different from those of the state, that there is
no symmetry between them. The state is an organisation on behalf of, what we want is the
organisation of self-determination, a form of organisation that allows us to articulate what we
want, what we decide, what we consider necessary or desirable. What we want, in other words, is a
form of organisation that does not have the state as its principal point of reference.

7. The argument against taking the state as the principal point of reference is clear, but what of the
other concept? The state-oriented argument can be seen as a pivoted conception of the
development of struggle. Struggle is conceived as having a central pivot, the taking of state power.
First we concentrate all our efforts on winning the state, we organise for that, then, once we have
achieved that, we can think of other forms of organisation, we can think of revolutionising society.
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First we move in one direction, in order to be able to move in another: the problem is that the
dynamic acquired during the first phase is difficult or impossible to dismantle in the second phase.
The other concept focuses directly on the sort of society we want to create, without passing
through the state. There is no pivot: organisation is directly pre-figurative, directly linked to the
social relations we want to create. Where the first concept sees the radical transformation of society
as taking place after the seizure of power, the second insists that it must begin now. Revolution not
when the time is right but revolution here and now.
This prefiguration, this revolution here-and-now is above all the drive to self-determination. Self-
determination cannot exist in a capitalist society. What can and does exist is the drive towards social
self-determination: the moving against alien determination, determination by others. Such a moving
against determination by others is necessarily experimental, but three things are clear:
a) The drive towards self-determination is necessarily a drive against allowing others to decide on
our behalf. It is therefore a movement against representative democracy and for the creation of some
form of direct democracy.
b) The drive towards self-determination is incompatible with the state, which is a form of
organisation which decides on our behalf and thereby excludes us.
c) The drive towards self-determination makes no sense unless it includes as its central point the
self-determination of our work, our activity. It is necessarily directed against the capitalist
organisation of work. We are talking, therefore, not just of democracy but of communism, not just of
rebellion but of revolution.

8. For me, it is this second conception of revolution that we have to concentrate on. The fact that
we reject the state-centred conception does not mean obviously that the non-state centred
conception does not have its problems. I see three principal problems, none of which is an argument
for reverting to the idea of taking state power:
a) The first issue is how to deal with state repression. I do not think the answer is to arm ourselves
so that we can defeat the state in open confrontation: we would be unlikely to win and anyway it
would involve reproducing precisely the authoritarian social relations we are fighting against. Nor do
I think that the answer is to take control of the state so that we can control the army and the police
forces: the use of the army and police on behalf of the people obviously comes into conflict with
the struggles of those who do not want anyone to act on their behalf. This leaves us with trying to
find other ways of dissuading the state from exercising violence against us: this may have to involve
some degree of armed resistance (as in the case of the Zapatistas), but must surely rely above all on
the strength of the integration of the rebellion into the community.
b) The second issue is whether we can develop alternative doings (alternative productive activity)
within capitalism, and to what extent we can create an alternative social nexus between activities,
other than value. There are many experiments that point in the direction of some sort of solution
(the fábricas recuperadas in Argentina, for example) and the possibilities will obviously depend on
the scale of the movement itself, but this remains a major problem. How do we think of a social
determination of production and distribution that moves from the bottom up (from the interstitial
revolts) rather than from a central planning body.
c) The third issue is the organisation of social self-determination. How do we organise a system of
direct democracy on a scale that goes beyond the local level in a complex society? The classic
answer is the idea of councils linked by a council of councils to which the councils send instantly
recallable delegates. This seems basically correct, but it is clear that even in small groups the
operation of democracy is always problematic, so that the only way in which direct democracy can
be conceived is as a constant process of experimentation and self-education.

9. Can we change the world without taking power? The only way to find out is to do it.

John Holloway presented these theses at the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, 2005, where they
provoked a lively discussion. They have been published widely over the internet, for an instance at
the website “Autonomy and Solidarity” at h t t p : / / a u t o _ s o l . t a o . c a / n o d e / v i e w / 1 2 8 9
Born in Dublin in 1947, John Holloway is one of the theoretical supporters of the Zapatista
insurgency in Mexico, where he has been living and teaching since 1991. In addition to his central
“How to Change the World Without Taking Power” and his numerous works on the Zapatistas,
Holloway edited Global Capital, National State and the Politics of Money (1995) and Post-Fordism
and Social Form: A Marxist Debate on the Post-Fordist State (1992).
He  currently teaches at the Institute for the Humanities and Social Sciences
at the Autonomous University of Puebla (Mexico).
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John Holloway’s “Porto Allegre Theses” raise several extremely important problems at once. Clear
and focused, they launch into an extensive exploration of the difficulties that revolutionary theory
will encounter at its present-day stage. We can only welcome this attempt at discursive transparency
and its sober evaluation of all “pros” and “contras”. Another reason the text is so sympathetic (and
so symptomatic) can be found in its openness, its questioning modality. Even if its points for
discussion are theses – a genre that usually entails “strong” assertions or “directives” – they contain
more questions than answers. In this, Holloway displays his solidarity with the communicative
strategies of Commandante Marcos and other next-generation revolutionaries, many of whom are
acutely sensitive to the appearance of authoritarianism of any ilk, even if it is textual.

This is where we touch upon the text’s central nerve, its “message”, signalizing that the practices of
revolutionary movements have undergone deep-seated changes, changes to which most of their
theories have trouble accounting for. (Of course, it is easy to accuse the author of “revisionism” and
“anarchism” in the vein of Marx’ polemic against Blanqui or even Lenin’s “State and Revolution”.
But this would mean brushing the whole matter of by applying some label, losing sight of current
historical experience; in the end, “State and Revolution” shows how Marx and Engels corrected their
views based upon the experience of the revolution 1848-1851, then the Paris Commune, up until the
foreword to “The Civil War” of 1891). Thus, all the anti-capitalist manifestations, all the uprisings
of the last years, says Holloway, are characterized by the same impulse, which he calls the drive to
self-determination. “NO, we shall not live our lives according to your dictates, we shall do what we

consider necessary or desirable” Vocalized in such a “vitalist”, “volitional” key, “we” figures as the
collective subject of history, willing itself to be its own legislator, a subject isomorphic to the “singular”
sovereign subject of Western European metaphysics, a subject in need of liberation, in need of a freedom
that understands itself as “the ability to be certain of itself in self-legislation” and “spills out” of any
form of organization (de-finition) imposed from outside or above.

This kind of “disposition” is relatively new; on the one hand, it is characterized by its discreteness, its
mass-medial qualities, but at the same time, by its dispersion or diffusion; on the other hand, it does not
accentuate “class consciousness” (self-consciousness) but the vital impulse, the affect. Negri and Hardt
seem to write about this “paradigm shift” in “Empire”, pointing out that the main innovative element of
the contemporary struggle lies in that it – like the new world in which it unfolds – “knows only an inside,
a vital and ineluctable participation in the set of social structures, with no possibility of transcending
them.” This is the point at which the open “form” of theses corresponds to its “content””: no
authoritarianism, no power: “we will do what we need or want”. This enmeshes us in an entire knot of
problems, in which the political closely entangles itself with the metaphysical subject, that vital and
anonymous “we” which is stepping out in the arena of world-history for the first time, becoming its
main character, determining the face of the epoch. A face without “faciality”, without “savior, prince or
peer”, without God, without kings, without heroes, as the revolutionary psalm of emancipation tells us.
The radical secularization and disenchantment of the world, a process – driven by the secret spring of
“scientific communism” for such a long time – which is now sweeping up even those teachings whose
assumptions can no longer be interpreted as dogmata today.

Alexandr Skidan, born 1965 in Leningrad, is a poet, critic, and translator is one of “Chto delat’s”
founding members.
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“We are the group of graphic artist
engaged in the battle for social justice,
using pictures which try to witness the
atmosphere of the time and the place
where the protest evolves…”
The TPS came into being through one of
the many people’s assemblies which arose
in the districts of Buenos  Aires after the
national uprising in December 2001.

1. In its heterogeneity and permanent movement, Bolivia is at the same time the experience and the fracture of magma. It is there where faces, bodies,
and languages tell stories that challenge those seeking to understand, accompany, and enjoy. Our trip, in February 2005, was a struggle between this
attempt to understand and the difficulties of adaptation (of which altitude was not the least of obstacles). It is also a wager on the distinctive outlook
opened by what took place in recent years in Argentina. And this dialogue between processes of de-institution-construction is vital for both.

2. To arrive in Bolivia is to be surprised at an atmosphere that concentrates an extreme tension between different elements, a polymorphous dynamic
that today characterizes, in different ways, the syntaxis of the movements and struggles of a good portion of Latin America. To connect with Bolivia
is part of a necessary and renovated literacy.
It looks as though any image let itself be seen and read. Today the space referred to as “Latin American” appears to the public through the emergence
of so-called “leftist” national governments. The literacy we propose is one that allows us to have new keys to read this process. These governments—
each in its own way—function as an extension, interpellation, substitution, subordination, displacement and/or reorganization of the movements and
experiments that strive, in entire regions of the continent—precisely the hotter and more creative ones—to unfold a politics from below. This
democratic impulse does not thrive without moments of insurrection, which spatialize and open new terrains, but, evidently, nor does it emphasize
the constructive and innovative dimension of the processes that have been opened.

3. As with the “piqueteros” in Argentina, in Bolivia the struggles summon new expressions. The media invent new ways of naming each irruption.
Thus, the aggressiveness displayed by the struggles is immediately called “war for” (water, coca, gas). These “wars,” however, are not moments of
organization within a designed and consistent strategy over the control of the apparatus of the state, as it could have been conceived only two decades
ago, althought it is evident that the consequences of these conflicts have a bearing on a constant politicization and a neutralization and erosion of
central power’s ability to command.  The so-called violence in the struggles in Bolivia is not decided and deployed by traditional revolutionary
organizations, but by communitarian impulses more or less configured as such. This is why the coexistence of an electoral strategy of indigenous and
popular groups along with harder or hidden resistances is not only highly conflictive but also persistent and even partially articulable at some
moments.
 
4. Another  feeling we have about the construction of this social grammar has to do with what we could quickly call questions of mobility. The
territories of “war” constitute at the same time the terrain of a settlement and a recomposition of the large internal migrations. This component of re-
territorialization of population flows has a double dimension. With the process of neoliberal relocalization of the campesino and mining labour power
in the 1980s and ’90s a reorganization of the economic profile of Bolivia took place, decomposing, at the same time, an experience of modes of
struggle and identification achieved after decades of popular political work. And at the same time, after two decades, it is possible to perceive the
beginning of the weaving of new links from the reviving of elements of the earlier life (as in the mining neighbourhoods of El Alto) that operates as
a contribution of the unionist tradition to urban struggle, to the invention that arises from adaptating and creating new modes of linkage and new
subjects of struggle. This reorganization appears, in different ways, with the Aymaras, the Quechua peasants (1), and the Landless Peasants
Movement (MST) of Bolivia.

5. In Bolivia, as in many other places, it is not possibile to give up a mixed regime of understanding. There is not “ONE” explanatory principle of the
audible and visible phenomena. There is an unconcealable social fracture, of course; but the rigidity that this image presupposes hides the magmatic
fluidity (sometimes hotter and more dynamic toward revolt, other times colder and slower). The same happens with the old and the new. It seems
that certain pinnacles of classical philosophical thought admit a doctrine according to which the old is not the oldest, nor is the new the most recent,
but rather the old is born old and the new is so for eternity. The old is not anachronistic and the new does not admit the logic of fashion and snobbism.
The old would be that which is separated from the ability to create. The new, in contrast, is the ancient possibility of production. All this to say that
in Bolivia there is an ancient and wide-ranging self-management capacity that is actualized today configuring networks of everyday life, and, at the
same time, it harbours a capacity to develop struggles without excessively specializing specific and professional organizations. However, these
networks coexist and are regarded, once and again, as unproductive, patriarchical, and strategistic logics. Both tendencies survive.

6. Another aspect in relation to the aptitudes of the Bolivian resistance movement is linked with the experiments of constructing what we could call
(with all the objections we have regarding the use of the term “institution” as a name for this phenomenon) “non-statist institutions of counterpower.”
We are witnessing the instauration of methods of organization, selection, and production of a limited representativity, exercised by very controlled
delegation and mandate, following the assembly model, with broad and permanent coordinating bodies. From the FEJUVE (a federation of 500
assemblies from the El Alto area) to the coordinating committees for the defense of natural resources (which already consist of levels of self-
management of public enterprises) or the Ayllus (productive communities from the Altiplano) and the extended experiences of community control
all anticipate modes of appropriation of resources that are outlined in situations of organization of collective power (potencia) (2) very different from
the classical demand for the state ownership of public services. Its non-statist character, however, does not elude a fundamental ambiguity: as much
in its imaginaries as in its discourses elements of a non-statist sociability mix with the continuance of a statist horizon.

7. Of course the political, social, linguistic and economic elites operate upon the ambivalence that runs through the popular networks. The strategy
with which this bloc confronts the present crisis of domination is plural and includes aspects from the direct dispute over rent and the extractive
productive profile to the autonomization of strategic regions and the appeal to international tribunals to condition the capacities of Bolivian
sovereignty (Aguas de Illimani-Suez Lyonnaise de Aux and Aguas de Tunari-Bechtel); to the nomination of new candidates from the right to the
preparation of paramilitary groups to confront the campesinos that seize land; to the “contention” by the neighboring countries (Argentina and
Brazil) to the regional preparation of the United States in order to be able to place a material-military limit to an eventual outburst of social unrest.
(The concern of the U.S. military apparatus about what is going on in Bolivia seems to retroactively confirm Che Guevara’s intuition with respect
to its geostrategic potential in the heart of South America.)

8. The depth of the revolution that is developing in Bolivia can be assessed by the importance of what it brings to bear: a) The affirmation of a new
complex popular subject that aspires to its full right to speak politics, which questions the structure of hierarchies that organize society and upon
which the state finds support; b) the recomposition of communitary forms of life and their correlates in modes of struggle; c) the antagonism with
the transnational structure of the colonial state. In any of the possible variants, however, a principle of organization develops which totally or
partially questions the regime of autonomy of a sphere of politics and reconsiders the terms of a popular democracy. Because of the complexity of
the process no linear vision can be sustained without problems.

9. In short: in Bolivia there is a social creativity that is alive, althought it is also possible to say that it is—paradoxically—“in crisis.” In Bolivia the
problems of counterpower are concentrated and highly developed, but still this is not an “exhaustive sampling.” Moreover, it is possible that, in
regard to many of the aspects inside the movements that cause “crisis,” there are in Chiapas, but also in some other movements in Argentina and the
rest of the continent, more advanced experiments.
Bolivia implies a certain contraction of general problems, which it displays with a certain accentuation, but it represents neither the heart nor the sole
point where the essence of the process unfolds. We could not say that Latin America’s counterpower is at stake in Bolivia, but we could say, perhaps,
that “without Bolivia” we miss the general grammar of the struggles of present day Latin America. And in this grammar we perceive that it is essential
to link the experience and elaboration of two poles so similar and yet so different: the movements in Bolivia and the Zapatista experience in Mexico.
After trying out a series of strategies of construction that encompass from the constitution of a voice and an imaginary of their own to the creation
of free municipalities and autonomous regions (Juntas of Good Government), Zapatismo feels they have arrived at a limit of their experience and as
such are calling for the constitution of a new broad political strategy (Sixth Declaration of the EZLN). As much in Bolivia as in Mexico, the radical
movements have to articulate their civilizatory perspectives and the construction of their autonomies to certain tactics in order to confront the
dynamics that disperse them. Both Bolivia and Mexico are torn today over the nature of possible progressive governments that might result from the
next elections. In both countries there is a counterpower that attempts to position itself in relation to what is coming, but in addition both had some
time to watch, in Argentina and in Brazil (two different cases), the functioning of a complex relation between three terms: democratic governments
with progressive aspirations, neoliberal conditions of existence, and the life of movements.
(notes by translators - Nate Holdren and Sebastián Touza)
* This is an excerpt from a longer piece that will be published soon in the book Mal de altura (Buenos Aires: Tinta Limón Ediciones, 2005).
1. Aymaras and Quechuas are the two main ethnic groups in Bolivia.
2. In Spanish there are two words corresponding to the English word “power”: potencia and poder. Potencia refers to power as capacity – the power
to act, power in the sense of “empower”. Poder  refers to constituted power in institutions, in the sense of “the powers that be” or “state power”.

Situaciones is the name of an ongoing militant research around which our collective is organized. We have been working together for more than five
years, and we do it, fundamentally, in workshops in which we think along with experiments of the new radicality. Among others, we have participated
in co-research with the group H.I.J.O.S. and Mesa de Escrache Popular, the Campesino Movement of Santiago del Estero (MOCASE), the Movement
of Unemployed Workers (MTD) of Solano, with experiments in alternative education, such as the Educational Community Creciendo Juntos (Growing
Together) and the Universidad Trashumante (Transhumant University), with counterinformation collectives, such as lavaca, and art collectives, such
as the Grupo de Arte Callejero (Street Art Group), and with people from this country and other regions. Since we came together we elaborated an
autonomous press, in order to publish and disseminate the expressions of this work.
This has grown to become a militant-press which we call Tinta Limón ediciones ( w w w . t i n t a l i m o n e d i c i o n e s . o r g ) .
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