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Susan Kelly      wh-at IS to be done ?
  Grammars of organisation

First the question should move from the passive to the positive - to ‘What do we do?’
even to ‘What are we doing?’ Lenin could use the passive form, he could assume an
army of followers moving along the reasonably well mapped-out road of socialism.
Having neither armies nor road nowadays, the passive question indicates nothing

more than armchair theorising. […] We can’t answer the question - ‘what do we do?’
- can’t even deal with it in any meaningful way until we build axes of community and
of solidarity from ourselves, through our lives, concomitant with our work. Building
structures in which we can communicate and ask these questions - not just of myself
or yourself, but to a society of others. For the moment, what we do is to build these
structures and structure ourselves within them. Build these relationships within our
lives so that we’ll be able to ask this question in a meaningful way – What is to be

done? David Landy, Tampere, Finland [1]

What kind of question is ‘what is to be done’? So often it marks the moment when
thought is over and action must proceed: a question that punctuates and firmly
separates the realm of thought from the realm of action. A question that, as Jean-Luc
Nancy has noted, is often posed to philosophers who seemingly think too much and do
little.[2]  It is a question that embodies so many knots of theory and practice, of
thought and action and the ways in which those relationships are organised.

Solutions to questions of a scientific nature remove the need for the question. The
problem is solved and so the question becomes redundant. By contrast, in philosophy
and much cultural analysis, questioning operates as a particular procedure that builds a
way not to a solution that would absolve the question, but to an altered, and perhaps
critical relationship to the thing questioned. As Heidegger argues, such procedures of

critical questioning are said to prepare a ‘free relation’ to the thing questioned.[3] One might say then,
that the scientific question is rather closed in comparison to this more open-ended form of philosophical
questioning. The scientific question assumes a certain level of knowledge already and requires only
clarification of a detail: a piece of information that will remove the question itself. Closed questions get
answers that the questioner expects. The act of answering within those pre-defined terms could be seen
therefore as a rather passive act.

And so, I ask again: what kind of question is ‘what is to be done’? It may seem to be an incredibly open
question, one that is almost too large to contemplate. Yet, if we consider the grammar of the question itself
and the context of its public address, particularly in Lenin’s utterance of it, the question begins to resemble
something much more closed in its rhetorical force, perhaps almost an imperative, an attempt to have a
public do something that the questioner wants done.

������

hang out the washing
clean the loo

read the paper
pick up the dog

watch Desperate Housewives tonight at 10pm
M. Kearney, Dublin, Ireland [4]

to be: to-infinitive. Present infinitive. Infinitive
is base. Unmarked base form of verb. to-infinitive
can be combined with passive constructions. to-
infinitives usually have no subject, although its
subject is implied by the context. Infinitive is non
finite. Form does not bind verb to a specific
subject or tense. To be also used to indicate
something that is due to happen: bride to-be. It
remains to be seen.

Verbs describe states, events and actions. The tense of the main verb of a sentence establishes the time
frame of an action. Infinitives however, are unmarked and unbound to any particular tense. Specifying the
time frame in ‘what is to be done?’ is postponed or left open. As a result, the verb in this seemingly most
active of active questions, in our question that contains an implicit critique of non-action, behaves in fact
like a state and not an action.
Post Bolshevik revolution, the question originally formulated in Russian, is translated into English not as
‘what to do?’ (which would be closer also to the French, German and Finnish translations) [5], but as
‘what is to be done?’. ‘What to do?’ bears similar problems to the more common English formulation, but
the insertion of the ‘done’ edges what might be due or imminent (the ‘to-be’) into the realm of the already
over, decided and done for. This fact that the slippage of translation from the Russian ‘Chto Delat?
(literally ‘what to do?’ in English) to  the English phrase ‘what is to be done?’ happens in 1929, well after
the October Revolution seems significant.

********
[…] The 21st Century Left need have no identity, no head office,

leadership, or fixed territory. Participants need only agree on a manner of
collective decision-making, which values breadth of participation and is

biased toward operating by consent, minimising coercion. Such a mode of
collective decision making encourages self-defence, and tends to block the
formation of conventional armies and policing. It disabuses the group of
any aspiration to exercise power, whether over a territory, a people or an

epoch. Zones of this kind are the way forward.
Kathy Kang, Sydney, Australia . [6]

done: past perfect, over, completed. Can also function as
adjective. Gerund.
to be done: inflexional form of verb: to do. To accomplish,
finish, bring to a conclusion. Expresses a state and not an
action. Present infinitive using past participle.
[wh-] IS TO BE DONE: passive voice because of ‘be’ before
verb phrase in past participle. Passive voice omits the
agent. Agentless passives. Used to focus attention on target
of action rather than performer.
passive infinitive

Our agents are covert, oddly omitted in the seeming conferral of direct public address.
The passive formulation can only assume a public already on board, as Landy points
out above, or serve to obscure or naturalise a source of power. Subjectivity is separate
from action here. Action is a task, a piece of work already defined, that must be done.
Thinking, experiencing, making decisions, deciphering how to proceed with, or into a
future, is rendered unnecessary to our question.

The grammar of any sentence organises the relationship between subjects – verbs –
objects (or agents – actions – telos). The time frame and passive voice established by
the question ‘what is to be done?’ circumscribes a form or action that relates to the
future only in the form of a volunteering to carry out a task in which the passive
subject has had no part in formulating. The future, decided on yesterday, can be signed
up for today. Action is bound to a rigid notion of consciousness that produces a will
and a rational decision to serve. ‘What is to be done?’ emerges as a profoundly
scientific question.

Arguably, the grammar of organisation that this influential and oft-quoted question
reveals (and indeed inaugurates) is passive, fixed and authoritarian. This statement is
not necessarily an argument for making our questions less scientific and more
philosophical, nor is it meant to be re-capitulate old debates between Marx and
Bakunin. Questions of power, organisation and modes of interrupting the repetition of
old structures in future societies have long since been addressed and radically
developed through feminist discourse, indigenous and post-colonial struggles. The
sense of urgency and pragmatism that often accompanies the utterance of the question
‘what is to be done?’ must be maintained, but we must remain wary of how such an
appeal pre-determines the future and constitutes the subjects present as a priori
Revolutionary agents. So when this question is re-stated in 2005, we must re-think the
specific forms of organisation, relationships with each other, and relationships with the
future that were implicit in Lenin and Chernyshevky’s original question. Such a re-
thinking certainly involves a critical assessment of forms of organisation such as the
Party or the soviet, but as I have suggested it also necessitates a careful examination of
the rhetoric of the question ‘what is to be done?’ itself.

1. This response to the question was gathered by Susan Kelly and Stephen Morton as part of
the first exhibition/ archive/ series of events entitled What is to be done? Question for the
21st Century held at the Lenin Museum in Tampere, Finland in 2002. The archive exhibitions
and events have continued since 2002 in Dublin, Prague, New York, Vilnius, Weimar and
Krasnoyarsk. In the archive there are currently over 1,000 responses to the question ‘what is
to be done?’ in over 20 languages.
2. Jean-Luc Nancy, ‘What is to be Done?’ in Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy
Retreating the Political, London: Routledge, 1996, pp.157-158. [originally published Paris:
Famerion, 1979]

What is to be done? […] perhaps the uncertainly of what is to be done today is so great , so fluctuating,
so indeterminate, that we do not need even to do this: to raise the question. Especially if one already

knows what it is right to think, and that the only issue is how one might then proceed to act. […] “What
is to be done?” means for us: how to make a world for which all is not already done (played out,

finished, enshrined in destiny) nor still entirely to do (in the future for always future tomorrows). What
will become of our world is something we cannot know, and we can no longer believe in being able to
predict or command it. But we can act in such a way that this world is a world able to open itself up to
its own uncertainty as such. These are not vague generalities. […] Where certainties come apart, there

too gathers the strength that no certainty can match”
Jean-Luc Nancy, France [7]

3. Martin Heidegger Being and Time, trans. John McQuarrie and Edward Robinson, Oxford: Blackwe ll,
1995, p.16.
4.  A response gathered at the Project Arts Centre, Dublin, January 2005, as part of an exhibition and series
of talks and screenings, entitled ‘communism.’ The question here is taken as self-addressed. The question
creates order out of chaos, and so leads to its own redundancy once the day is over.
5. Chto Delat? (Russian), Que faire? (French), Was tun? (German) and Mitä  on Tehtävä? (Finnish)
6. Response gathered from an email exchange in 2003.
7. Jean-Luc Nancy, ‘What is to be Done?’ in Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy Retreating the
Political, London: Routledge, 1996, [originally published Paris: Famerion, 1979]

Susan Kelly (born 1975, Ireland), artist and writer based in London.

Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh-Wh- question. Interrogative. Allows speaker to find out more
information about topic. Wh- interrogative clauses often
followed by to-infinitives with a covert subject.
ISISISISIS – third person singular present ‘to be’. - linking verb,
auxiliary verb, helping verb. As auxiliary can be used to
indicate something that is due to happen.
to: as in, in order to.
bebebebebe: an irregular and defective verb. Primary auxiliary verb.
Has progressive or durative aspect.
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In what is to be done, Lenin puts forward a
definition, a new concept of  politics. He wants
as a point of departure not the State of Power,
but a revolutionary consciousness. The party
has to be the result of the organisation of that
consciousness. We have to look at Lenin’s
path. The party form is now impracticable. But
the necessity of organising a polit ical
subjectivity outside any submission to the rules
of the state
remains. We especially must completely
criticise electoral democracy. We need to invent
a politics without parties, which would be
submissive to the discipline of concrete political
processes. (Alain Badiou, Paris, March, 2003)
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Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri warn the reader, in the preface to Multitude: War and
Democracy in the age of Empire, “this is a philosophical book…do not expect [it] to answer
the question, What is to be done?” Despite this warning, however, that aching and persistent
question hangs over their argument for the rest of the book. If Hardt and Negri’s central
premise is correct, and the living alternative to Empire is now the multitude, this raises - as
quickly as a reader of philosophical books can remind them of thesis eleven - a familiar
question: does the concept of the multitude help illuminate how to bring to life this alterna-
tive? Or, to put it more directly, in the face of the war, brutality and injustice of Empire, what
is to be done?

But of course Hardt and Negri’s reluctance to answer this question is very understandable. As
they point out in their previous book Empire, it took the Paris Commune for Marx to develop his
understanding of revolution, surely we need a 21st century revolutionary outbreak before we can
begin to describe how the multitude will organize itself to create a new society. The one inkling
they provide us with is the global justice movement which, according to Negri “in social terms
the multitude represented at Genoa [at the G8 demonstrations] the first full representation of the
new layer of precarious workers in “social” labour produced by the revolution of post-Fordism.”

The emergence of the global justice movement, which we felt in Australia with the WEF
protests in 2000, was a powerful impetus for activists around the world, particularly in
developed countries where an ability to conceptualize mass anti-capitalist movements had
been most lacking. We felt part of a multitude which was on the offensive – we stopped the
WTO round in Seattle and again in Cancun, we shut down the WEF for a day, we put the IMF
on the back foot, we made the financial institutions feel the need to explain themselves.
Despite the youth and inexperience of the movement it was strong beyond our expectations.

But the joy in our new power also faded fast. The state response was violent, we could not
stop the war in Iraq, and the spectacle of summit hopping became less novel and appealing
over time. The multitude seemed to well up but also drain away leaving a bittersweet mixture
of euphoria and disappointment.

So what pathway does a concept such as the multitude provide us with? Hardt and Negri’s
return to Benedict de Spinoza’s multitude is premised on a series of changes which they feel
have unsettled a traditional understanding of class. Encapsulated in the term post-Fordism,
these changes revolve around the hegemonic position of immaterial labour, the subsumption
of society under capital and the penetration of capital into the production and reproduction of
life (biopolitics). As the field of exploitation of life under capitalism has expanded they have
refused to maintain the field of exploitation of labour at the site of production alone. The
growth in job mobility, part-time and casual work, the diffusion of production into the
informal economy, and the growth in intellectual labour does not mean, they argue, the end of
the working class. As Negri explains, “the only possible answer to this, from the working-
class viewpoint, is to insist on, and fight for, the broadest definition of class unity, to modify
and to extend the concept of working class productive labour.”

What is uplifting about Negri’s interpretation of Spinoza is that he provides us with an
effective “other” to power, “a radically distinct, sustainable and irrecuperable alternative for
the organization of society.” This “other” lies in the translation of the word power itself. The
English language only provides one word for power  whereas the Latin word used by Spinoza
breaks down into two aspects potestas (the centralized, mediating, transcendental force of
command) and potentia (local, immediate actual force of constitution). The antagonism
between these two aspects of power unfolds in Negri’s mind into the potestas of capitalist
relations of production and the potentia of the multitude. In returning to the term multitude
Negri brings into life a constitutive mass which cannot be reduced to “the people” and spoken
for by a higher power, nor can it be manipulated or lead from the outside like the mob. The
multitude is a multiplicity of singularities which contains the potentia of a new society.

Faced with the dizzying number of debates which spin off from these assertions it feels
tempting to find shelter in the comfort of “old skool” Marxism and a traditional understanding
of the working class. As tempting, I must admit, as I found an outright reject of postmoder-
nism in earlier debates. But as time has shown in that particular controversy, whilst the more
mono-subjectivist “there is no external reality” currents within postmodernism have dimmed,
gone forever too is the universalizing subject position of the working class. As Frederick
Jameson pointed out there was a cultural logic to post-modernism which was the result of
social and economic changes bought about by late-, or what we would now called globalised
capitalism.

The cultural logic of the multitude finds its roots in the same soil. In the developed world the
experience of labour has fragmented from one which can be easily organised at the site of
production (gone are the days of the Fiat Factory which brought together the most militant
and powerful workers all under the same roof) and our search for a revolutionary agent needs
to expand to encompass this reality. The multitude emerges as a concept as much from the
theorizing of Hardt and Negri as from the dynamic of life itself.

The term has it dangers of course. Hiding behind some people’s enthusiasm for it is a desire to
turn a blind eye to the large numbers of workers who still sweat it out in contemporary Fordist
factories which have been displaced by globalization out of the old industrial heartlands into
the new export processing zones and global sweatshops. Or even in others to counter-pose the
seemingly prosaic struggles and experiences of industrial workers to the new more “poetic”
and de-classed multitude. The term is poetic enough to provide a safe haven for these, and
many other misunderstandings. But it has entered our lexicon because it answers a conceptual
need to describe changes in the experience of labour particularly in the developed world.

Marx reminds us in Grundrisse that production “not only creates an object for the subject but
also a subject for the object.” The answer to the question I began this discussion with
ultimately lies in the revolutionary potential of the subjectivity of the multitude - in its ability
to grow from an agency “in itself” to an agency “for itself”. Whilst the experience of labour
may have become more fragmented and complex, all of us, whether we work as immaterial
labourers or not, are alienated both from the object and subject of our labour. The struggle
against this reification requires a struggle against the externality of capitalist production but
also the internal aspects of our subjectivity which have been shaped by this process, that is
between the aspects of our subjectivity which we sell as a commodity and ourselves (as we
could be). Our potentia lies in our ability to resolve this division.

Zanny Begg born 1972 artist, writer and activist with the global justice movement, lives in
Sydney, Australia
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tranlated by David Riff

In post-Soviet intellectual and political space, the conception of multitude as a new form of social
subjectivity has hardly been very fortunate. The problems in its receptions begin with the very
translation of the term itself: in the Russian edition of Negri and Hardt’s “Empire,” “multitudes” is
mistranslated as “masses,” when this term was actually introduced, among other things, to mark an
important difference in relation to the very masses it now invokes!

It is also surprising to see that “Empire” has received such disparaging reviews from authors otherwise
internationally known for their progressive views. For instance, in a rather irate review of “Empire,”
Boris Kagarlitsky continues to apply the inaccurate term of “masses”: “From time to time, some
kind…of abstract ‘masses’ appear on the pages of this book. We know little more about these ‘masses’
than about the absolute ideas of ancient philosophy” [1]. This seems somewhat strange because
Kagarlitsky himself has developed an exotic theory on the “revolt of the middle class”, connecting
its revolutionary potential with the crisis of the social state and the development of new information
technologies. However, Kagarlitsky hardly goes to the same lengths to construct new concepts as do
Negri and Hardt. Furthermore, his figure of the “middle class”, no doubt, is heir to the category of
the “people” as a unitary political body, whose predicate can be found in the state. In the early 20th
century, the concept of the people-sovereign was carried over from the obsolescent plane of “political
theology” to the socio-economic plane. A displacement of the same type also formed the political
figure of the “middle class” as the basis of the late capitalist state. But is it really possible to recode
this hybrid notion so that it might take the place of the (proletarian) “hegemon” in a new anti-
capitalist strategy? Even if such doubts arise concerning Kagarlitsky’s thinking, the general vector
of his theory still runs in the same direction as that of Italian Marxist theorists in their search for
subjectivity under the conditions of post-Fordist capitalism, which, perhaps, is why his rejection of
Negri and Hardt’s work with the Spinozean term of “multitude” seems somewhat peculiar.

Be this as it may, one major obstacle for the inclusion of multitudes into post-Soviet discursive space
can be found in the predominance of a neo-conservative variation on the theory of “post-industrial
society.” In its day, Soviet Marxism criticized such theories furiously as “bourgeois revisionism,”
which, perhaps, is why they have risen to such dominance today. The term “post-Fordist capitalism”
allows one to disassociate oneself from such reductionist theories because it denotes the formation
of new subjectivities, connected to the change in “living labor.” Its productive force is not only to be
found in technical innovations and the growing importance of information in production, but in
fundamental human potentials, in language and thought.

A further important moment in the following line of reasoning is connected to my personal experience.
At a recent public discussion, I found myself in a rather tricky position when a group of leftwing
activists asked me to explain “what exactly this multitude is.” In the course of the discussion that
followed, I came to realize that terms like “immaterial labor” sound off-key, even spurious among
political activists who are fighting for the interests of people forced to face the question of bare
survival on a daily basis and are thus involved in perfectly material processes. This experience gives
rise to the temptation of assuming that the misunderstanding of terms from contemporary Italian
Marxism has its roots in post-Soviet reality itself, in which the conception of the multitude has no
more that weak referents. But then again, one might wonder: aren’t we being weighed down by
interpretations that have been naturalized, inevitably becoming “descriptions” of reality?

When the New Left in Russia interprets its local situation...usually plays a crucial role, explaining
the specificity of local conditions through the phenomenon of the “capitalist periphery.” Without
refuting the meaning and progressive role of this theory to scholarship, we might risk the assumption
that it is exactly this complex of ideas that plays the most reactionary of roles in our local context,
because it legitimates some of its more odious political peculiarities, such as the blend of leftwing
and religious-nationalist movements in local Realpolitik, which is now seen as something natural for
countries on the periphery.

At the same time, the further development of a “world economy” analysis itself allows us to speak of
important transformations. For example, Giovanni Arrighi claims that under the conditions of the
“global period of transition,” connected to the weakened hegemony of the leading nations of the
center, the economic distributions that have dominated the world to date are now undergoing a
process of erosion. [3] Negri and Hardt also express this tendency, arguing that the separation between
the center and the periphery is becoming less and less important in a contemporary biopolitical
world order. Instead, what is emerging is a homogenous system of “global apartheid,” in which all
subordinations are multiplied on both global and local scales, while resistance to this order is based
upon a commonality more fundamental than local difference. [4]

In their most recent book, Negri and Hardt recall Dostoevsky’s novel “Demons,” maintaining that
the novel presents a striking expression of the fear toward multitudes whose main characteristics
already presented themselves momentarily as the old feudal order in Russia was dissolving. This
dissolution disrupted the hitherto-existing distribution of class, engendering heterogeneous
agglomerations of radical elements, from which the first emancipatory movements actually arose.
The enigmatic organization of conspirators that Dostoevsky’s novel describes is not coordinated by
some unified center, but it is still frighteningly effective. It is unimaginable in the vein of traditional
political thinking, which develops under the sign of the transcendent unity of power and sovereignty.
This is why the conservative writer depicts the conspiratorial organization in terrifying mystical-
religious figures, as a form of possession by a “legion of demons.” But how much fear can the
multitude inspire today, as we face yet another crisis of the old world order?

If we turn away from the intrusive idea of the capitalist periphery for a moment, we can see the same
distinctive features in post-Soviet space that served as points of departure for the thinking of
contemporary Marxist theory in Italy. Left behind by the Soviet Leviathan and having undergoing a
phase of shock and declassification, the multitude “lives a life” that is no longer transparent if seen
from within the logic of sovereignty. It is no coincidence that the most comprehensive visual expression
of the multitude’s presence can be found in the metro, in subterranean space. It is as if the multitude
is located in the dissident “underground,” which now paradoxically has a mass-quality. The structure
of social production is becoming increasingly precarious, losing any guarantees for stable employment.
In its composition, migrants who live beyond the jurisdiction of their nation-states play an increasingly
important role. However, the post-Soviet multitude is more or less apolitical, because it soberly
gauges the possibilities for defending its interests within what officially claims to be representative
democracy. The politicization of these new subjectivities that are breaking away from the “united
and indivisible Soviet people” is beginning to develop, but for now, it has taken on dangerous,
negative forms corrupted by the older images of sovereignty, which, in turn, begin to seem all the
more maniacal and demonic.
To ignore these social and political changes would mean depriving leftwing politics of any chance to
stand up against such reactionary threats. The concept of multitudes, as opposed to the politico-
theological notion of the people – nourishing the activities of the ultra-right with its protracted
decomposition – may well turn out to be an important critical instrument in the struggle against neo-
fascist tendencies. Moreover, its class-aspect allows a more precise analysis of labor in both material
and immaterial production, including them in a context of global transformation and international
struggle. Finally, the difference between multitudes and masses overturns the obsolescent image of
an irrational, easily manipulated crowd. There can be little doubt that this is precisely this shift in
consciousness that is important under present conditions, as the possibility for collective political
action is being reborn.

[1] Boris Kagarlitsky, Review of Michael Hardt, Antonio Negri. Empire/ Kriticheskaya massa, 2004
[2] Boris Kagarlitsky, The Revolt of the Middle Class, Moscow: Ultra-Kultura, 2003.
[3] Arrighi G., The Rough Road to Empire,  http://www.nu.ac.za
[4] Michael Hardt, Antonio Negri, Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire
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Edward W. Said once stated that “what one feels is lacking in
Foucault is something resembling Gramsci’s analysis of hegemony,
of historical blocs and given relationships as a whole, constructed
in accordance with the perspective of a politically active individual
for whom the description of fascinating power mechanisms never
becomes a substitute for the effort made to transform power
relationships in society.” [E. W. Said: The World, the Text and the
Critic, Cambridge (Mass) 1983].
If a reading of Gramsci in the light of current challenges is possible
today, it is one that is able to relocate the general theory of the
working class struggle to within a philosophical discussion of
sovereignty and the paradigm of power in itself - the logic behind
its construction and legitimisation, its sphere of influence and
operation, and its complexity - and therefore in contrast with every
reductionist theory of power as a mechanism of the dominant class
according to the classical Marxist tradition. However, such a
reading does not have to renounce the right to present itself an
operational discourse, a theory to be used both for and in practice,
one that does not limit itself to analysing and interpreting power,
but works to change or negate it by means of political action.
In this sense, hegemony is one of the principal and most productive
categories of Gramsci’s inheritance today, not only because of
the central position it has assumed within the current phase of
capitalist development, but also because of the new types of
strategy and composition recent global resistance movements have
displayed and continue to display. Thus, on the one hand the
category of hegemony becomes an interpretative tool in the social
field of postfordism, its determining trait being the reabsorption
of the differences between pure intellectual activity, political action
and work. On the other hand, the intermittent, network structure
of the movements that began in Seattle - the irreducibility of their
components to the membership of any specific social class, the
role assumed by new means of communication within them and
the way they claim autonomous spaces for action - necessarily
invokes the concept of hegemony in the Gramscian sense. But
above all it is the current identification of political struggle and
cultural output that cannot do without Gramsci’s theoretical
arsenal, which, in contrast to the traditions of Marxism, locates
politics as a superstructural dimension in such a way that it has its
own full and specific autonomy. How then should ‘hegemony’ be
defined? What examples of power does it refer to? For which social
classes is the term synonymous with supremacy? What are the
paradigms required in order to discuss hegemony?
It is Gramsci who takes the concept of hegemony to an extreme
degree of theoretically mature expression, and he extends it as
much to the ruling class as to those who are ruled, without limiting
it to any specific membership class. Gramsci’s point of departure,
however, is Lenin’s definition of ‘proletarian hegemony’ as a plan
for the ideological and political direction of Bolshevism, and the
same term is used by Bucharin, Zinovev, Stalin etc. in many
documents from the Second International. However, the systematic
use of the concept and the central position it assumes in Prison
Notebooks is anticipated in Notes on the Southern Question (1926).

Although Lenin is still the direct reference here, the historical-
political function of intellectuals and culture assumes considerable
prominence within the hegemonic, bourgeois system and the class
struggle. From this point on, Gramsci’s theory of hegemony has
considerable autonomy compared with Lenin’s strategic
conception, and for Gramsci, the problem of the cultural
affirmation of the workers’ movement acquires a greater
importance than for any other Marxist thinker. However, the
intention is not to give more importance to the superstructure than
to the structural, and even less to over-estimate superstructural
elements. What is intended, rather, is to reduce them to the level
of structure. That is to say that all those elements pertaining to the
sphere of civil society - such as ideologies - acquire an “objective
and operational” reality, and assume functions that orthodox
Marxist thinking attributes to the economic structure. If it is true
that the economic basis is the determining factor, the great material
conflict     only become politically relevant for Gramsci when they
enter “the realm of ideologies”. [Prison Notebooks, p.1249].
In this sense the new area of conflict opens on cultural and
ideological ground, which is where hegemony, as a form of power,
is constructed. This is the source of the general theory of the
relationship between the organic intellectual and social classes
throughout the Prison Notebooks. In fact, “every social groups, -
Gramsci writes - coming into existence on the original terrain of
an essential function in the world of economic production, creates
together with itself, organically, one more strata of intellectuals
which give homogeneity and awareness of its own function not
only in the economic but also on the social and political fields”.
But what form of power does hegemony exercise? What
relationship does it define between the leaders and the led?
Gramsci identifies two main forms of power where hegemony
differs from dominance, which correspond to two different spheres:
civil society, and political society with the State as its synthesis.
If civil society is constructed from spontaneous rather than coercive
affiliations, political society is formed from institutions whose
function is connected to forms of dominance within society.
Hegemony would be situated within civil society, which would
establish itself as an area for constructing a political subjectivity
that depended on consensus rather than coercion. Thus hegemony
would operate as a de facto power whose popularity and persuasive
capacity would depend on the strength of the ideas it represented.
In this sense, for Gramsci, a society can only be profoundly
changed if all the conditions are already in place for its takeover.
Therefore - through a redefinition of the revolutionary process -
the proletariat has to become the hegemonic class before it
becomes the ruling class, which is a logical consequence of
hegemony. Gramsci’s concept is rooted in the analysis of ‘the
historical bloc’ as the relationship between economic forces and
ideology, in which the reciprocal influence of structure and
superstructure is manifested. There can be no dominance without
consensus, and consensus can only be gained from ideological
and cultural struggle. Gramsci’s radical change of direction, even
compared with Lenin, is exactly that of gaining consensus before

the actual conquest of power. It is not by chance - as has been said
- that for Gramsci, a social class “does not take State power, it
becomes State”. [E. Laclau and C. Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist
Strategy, 1985]. “A social group can, and indeed has to be the
directive one before seizing governmental power (indeed this is
one of the primary conditions for the takeover of power).
Afterwards, when exercising power, even if it holds it tightly in its
fist, it becomes dominant, but it also has to continue to be directive
(dirigente).” [Prison Notebooks, p. 2010-2011]. With regard to this
objective, intellectuals, as the organisers of hegemony, must commit
themselves to a long-term task that is firmly bound to prevailing
historical conditions. Gramsci calls this “the war of position”, in
that it is “the unprecedented concentration of hegemony” in contrast
with “the war of movement”, the frontal attack of the Trotskyist
matrix.
In the continual transformation of the composition and
interrelationship between rulers and the ruled, another Gramscian
category exhibits its extraordinary vitality today: the concept of
subalternity. Such a category is, however, not solely the conceptual
counterpoint to either hegemony or the ruling class. In fact, this
category, inherited today from the Subaltern Studies project, is
characterised by its focus on the territorial, spatial, and geographic
basis of social life. If Gramsci originally coined the term ‘subaltern’
as a substitute for ‘proletariat’, the concept has since come to
assume the wider Gramscian meaning of a revolutionary construct
that transcends the urban working class - the sole subject of
orthodox Marxism. To a greater degree than either Marx or Engels,
Gramsci emphasizes the importance of cultural and spatial
coordinates in the correlation between the tendency towards world
unification and the political plan. To some extent we are dealing
with the introduction of geo-social parameters within a general
reflection on the subject of power. Space and territory burst forth
from texts on the Gramscian analysis of the Southern question, the
‘agrarian bloc’, and the division of the world into North and South.
Here too, one cannot fail to see a certain relationship between the
subsequent Foucaultian discussion on geography, and ideologies
and strategies concerning space, as well as with projects for the
deconstruction of existential theories of culture. Despite great
differences, and not only those linked to historical circumstances,
that separate Gramsci as a representative of fordism (to which we
owe the formulation, if not the introduction of the term itself) from
the current situation, what characterizes the postfordist multitude
is the direct link between structure and superstructure, between
material development, social conflict and culture. In this sense,
the Gramscian toolbox appears to be not only still useful but
absolutely necessary in these times of the power of the Empire.

Marco Scotini (born 1964) curator and theoretic, founder of the
Disobedience video library, based in Milan
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How could I ever betray to scandalmongers –
Again the frost smells of apples –
That marvelous pledge to the Fourth Estate
And vows solemn enough for tears?
Osip Mandelstam, “1 January 1924”

Politics begin with affects and passions. Affect
is the childhood of theory. This is why I will begin
with my childhood. (To avoid any possible
confusion: the autobiographical tone of these
notes is not dictated by nostalgia, but motivated
by the desire to use my “personal case” to clarify
what I daresay is a common logic, a pressure
irreducible to class interests, which makes us turn
to the Marxist tradition. This is actually where
the epigraph comes from. Mandelstam wrote this
poem directly after Lenin’s death; by “vows
solemn enough for tears”, he means Herzen and
Orgaev on the Sparrow Hills (cf. Herzen’s “My
Past and Thoughts”) but also Stalin’s vow on the
grave of the world proletariat’s leader.)
At the age of eleven, I read a book by Marianna
Basina on Pushkin. It is called “On the Banks of
the Neva” and narrates the story of the poet’s
life in Petersburg in the years immediately
following his graduation from the Lyceum. I was
amazed by the freedom-loving spirit of that age:
noisy literary get-togethers, the “Ode to Liberty”,
friendship with the future Decabrists, anti-
governmental poems, exile. I began to imitate
Pushkin’s political epigrams, and later, I
organized something like a secret society in my
class at school. This was frightfully naïve. We
bought a bunch of brochures with texts by Marx
and Lenin and set about “studying them,”
understanding nothing, obviously. But our main
feeling was that they were lying to us somehow
by hiding behind these names. After a few
months, our circle fell apart. But my yearning
for a brotherhood of liberty, for society – I
couldn’t see any society worth mentioning
around me – remained.
Both of my grandfathers were persecuted under
Stalin. My paternal grandfather was an naval
engineer and shipwright in Sevastopol. His last
name was Stoltz. In 1941, they came for him.
My grandmother spent the entire war in Siberia
as a “German” and an “enemy of the people.”
My maternal grandfather was a philosopher

(ironically, his last name was Marcuse), who had
graduated from the Academy of Red Professors
and had participated in the repression of the
Kronstadt Mutiny. He wrote a book about the
Young Hegelians and taught dialectical
materialism. They put him away in 1949 in the
course of the “Leningrad case.” He came back
from the gulag after Stalin’s death and passed
away soon afterward. All I ever heard about these
two were vague, fragmentary scraps of
information; I learned to guess at the “grand
narrative” of history through half-hints and
intimations. My parents listened to semi-dissident
bards like Vysotsky, Galich, and Okudzhava. The
Decabrists, and later, the People’s Will were
untouchable ideals; their fate was projected onto
modern times, without much benefit to the latter.
At fifteen, I had become a consummate “anti-
Soviet,” though not as a dissident, but in the
cultural-everyday sense, so to speak: “It’s enough
to look at their faces!” (The faces of the Politburo
members). I had no idea about economic
questions, and could never quite understand what
exactly was so bad about “barracks socialism” (a
definition I often heard from my father). All I
know is that I was suffocating in an atmosphere
of restrictions and lies.
I went to the army because I didn’t want to have
to the exams required to enroll in university,
which would have included social studies or
history as something unavoidable; I knew that I
wouldn’t be able to restrain myself. I experienced
what was nearly physical revulsion at words like
“basis” and “superstructure” and whenever I
heard the name of “Stalin,” I would simply begin
to tremble. After the army, I got a job in a stoke
room, floating all the way to the bottom so they
wouldn’t be able to touch me. In parallel, I played
amateur theater and wrote poetry. I welcomed the
Perestroika with shouts of joy, demonstrated in
front of the Kazan Cathedral under democratic
slogans, but the militia sent us packing. In August
1991, I ran through the city for three days as if
intoxicated, posting up leaflets with calls to defy
the GKChP (=General Committee for a State of
Emergency, the ill-fated group of conspirator that
tried to overthrow Gorbachev and to put an end
to the Perestroika), and spending the nights on
the square in front of the Marininsky Palace. It

was here that I experienced an incredible feeling
of camaraderie and solidarity with a huge number
of strangers for the first (and only) time in my
life. For those three days, what was first a crowd
became a people. This was amazing. You can’t
find such open, inspired faces today. But after
no more than two or three months, a hangover
set in. A pretty bitter hangover, fair enough.
Nevertheless, it was a moment of liberation.
After this political upsurge, slackness and
disappointment set in. Again, everything was
being decided from “above,” while on the
“bottom,” everyone was simply busy surviving
in the most elementary way, and thus again forced
into silence. The Communists drew no
conclusions whatsoever from the collapse of the
Soviet Union and their near-sighted policies; they
were doomed. I continued to work in the stoke
room all the way through the 1990s. They paid
me no more than a pittance, so that I had to make
money on the side through translations and
journalism, but on bad days, I simply went
without money at all. But this actually helped
me to keep “a clean conscience”: I was just as
impoverished as the overwhelming majority of
a people that had reverted to being human
material or trash. My only privilege was
participation in the “cultural process,” but here
the speed of decay was also gaining momentum:
the former of members of the Independent
Cultural Movement either changed professions
to become part of “the management” (bureaucrats
or business), emigrated, or placed their bets on a
career in the slightly renovated institutions that
they had only just held in such contempt. Just as
in all other spheres, the system absorbed the
revolutionary impulse here as well. The
intelligentsia and its “creative specialists”
seemed completely unable to realize their
common interests or to formulate any collective
position; they were bought, “separated,” and
“pulled out” one by one.
After working in the stoke room for seventeen
years, I left my job to work at a glossy magazine,
where I was in charge of the book reviews.
Suddenly, I found that I had money (though the
sum was laughable in comparison to the money
they pay in Moscow), but the flipside of this
success was that I had lost my inner freedom.

What followed was an abrupt politicization. I was
finally confronted with the mechanism of
capitalist cultural production in practice, coming
face to face with alienation, with a more or less
veiled war of all against all. Paradoxically, it was
not in the stoke room, among welders and
plumbers, but in the little world of the relatively
well-fed and affluent “middle class” that I
realized that I was a wage laborer. By today, I
am ready to repeat the “Communist Manifesto”
word for word, especially those parts that concern
the middle classes, among which I would count
the growing army of immaterial labor: “If by
chance, they are revolutionary, they are only so
in view of their impending transfer into the
proletariat; they thus defend not their present,
but their future interests, they desert their own
standpoint to place themselves at that of the
proletariat.” The question is: what will have to
happen these immaterial workers of the middle
class to place themselves onto a proletarian
standpoint? Since they are in a position of
privilege in terms of both economics and culture,
they partake of the same basic bourgeois values
as the powers that be; they also have something
to lose (and it is ultimately this factor that
prevents consolidation with those who have
really been disenfranchised). They have the
consciousness of petty proprietors, although
objectively, they do not own their means of
production. However, subjectively, “for
themselves”, they are the owners of both their
intellectual and creative capabilities (can there
be any more individual means of production that
the production of subjectivity?) and of the
products of the “immaterial” activities, which
they are forced (are they really “forced”?) to sell
at market value, gaining symbolic capital in the
bargain, a surplus value of sorts. Which events –
interior or exterior – could prove capable of
converting their “for themselves” into “not
themselves”, and then, “beside themselves”?
“Beside themselves”, who structure itself is so
akin to conversions, oaths, and vows…

 Alexander Skidan (born 1965) poet, critique,
translator, lives in Petersburg

tranlated by David Riff



A WINDUP CLOCK…
   …DETONATOR OF THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

There is a distinction between fear and terror.
Fear is an alarm in the face of danger, it incites a reaction.
Terror, in contrast, is a different experience; it paralyzes those who experience it.
Terror becomes internalized and is more effective than any prison.
It confines us to living with panic as a lodger and provokes suspicious visions on the sight of what is foreign.
The paranoid grimaces of the neighbour turn into an everyday theatricality.

When the night overlaps with the day: a circle of stars over a blue background

Time stops after the explosion.
A confusing setting
Something is happening with the calendar. A page is missing, silence.

Then, stained pages that repeat themselves year after year
like the structure of an unfinished simphony.

Something has changed in the air and under the ground:

In the subway stations men in black, dogs,
Sounds that explode from mobile phones.
They walk among us, they watch us.

The dogs come closer, they sniff the luggage.
The men in black keep on walking.
Now they head toward a group of foreigners that is us.

What are they looking for?
Mobile phones, prepaid cards, sports bags, video tapes?

NEXT STOP: DEATH

Behind a desk one can see a map of the planet punctured with pins with different coloured heads.
The image of the map resembles a doll used to cause something on a third party from a distance.
Like those figures used in rituals by “sects of religious fanatics” or by groups that use “witchcraft.”

The room is now empty.
The map on the wall is still punctured.
The objectives, the targets, points on a map…

The world remains restless, while enormous bars rise around each being.
A windup mechanism that will activate itself at a given time.
The frailty of life in the face of movement becomes tangible.

Here, while the new societies prepare to raise old walls
with cheap labour and information bricks.

The globe turns around its axis, trying clumsily to dodge the clock’s hands.

BANG: ¡T•rrori$t$ !
We are all Terrorists: That is the image.

The figure of “terrorism” used as an element to justify war, genocide and repression against peoples.
A concept, an image that gives visibility to the crime of being “suspicious of everything,” and criminalizes in a uniform
and generalized way non-Western societies and the regime’s opponents.

In the “War against Terror” anything goes: razing houses to the ground and despising religious beliefs,
torturing the “enemy,” humiliating them and cutting short any possibility of free life.
Murdering somebody for “carrying a face”: shooting and seeing who it was only afterwards, turning that into an image.
A unilateral, totalitarian, sensationalist, and effective image.
The mass media weave an intersubjective network where insecurity is a war of all against all.
Now simultaneously all of us read the same information, we all watch the same image.

The upcoming Wars cover the future with a cloak of darkness.

The tanks thirsty for fuel advance through the night carrying with them all the cultural stigmata from that “other side” of the world.

The new lines of expansion of the map of Empire will be written with blood and petroleum. Images of war and terrorism, flooding the streets, bombarding the screens, entering
homes, controlling the neuralgic points of the planet, mobility, transportation, communication. The message is in other languages but we can still read it: a terrorist image.

That is why we proclaim the need for a critical intervention into social reality and the present political context. An international coordination of poetic-political actions that subtly
put into evidence  the mechanisms for forming the stereotype of the “terrorist enemy.”

To look for the social negative, to question and put in crisis, from the terrain of the symbolic and from artistic-political action, the use and manipulation of the concept of
“terrorism” for dominating and harrassing entire societies.

In the re-ordering of the Planet, the pieces are moved with ambitious precision. The Empire advances seeking to dominate every existing market, launching battles for
strategic territorial spaces, and natural resources, but also seeking to impose Cultural domination at a global level. A single symbolic system, a single Culture constructed by
the global market, is the future of this threat.

But this will be another battle, a battle for Cultural emancipation.

The liberation of thought, the domination of an alien economic, political, and cultural system, the marketing of incomprehensible signs and subliminal messages that bombard
us from the screens every day…

…The time has come to struggle for freedom..
We will do it with our poetic weapons
And with more real ones if necessary!

ETCETERA… is a collective founded by Federico Zukrfeld and Loreto Guzman at 1998 in
Buenos Aires. Members are artists from fields such as poetry, drama, visual arts, music and
political activists. ETCETERA is the commitment and presence in social conflicts and participates
with its works, manifestos and actions in the protest demonstrations.
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translation from Spanish: Nate Holdren and Sebastian Touza
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Judging by the results of the Social Forum, we consider ourselves a
SOVIET MOVEMENT in two senses: first of all, we are for SOVIETS
(councils) as a form of self-organization for the protesting masses and
the population at large, since the soviets, a form of self-organization
that arose 100 years ago, entails both self-government and popular
rule; we are Soviet people in terms of our values (social justice, equal
rights, solidarity, and the desire to restore the connections between
people in “post-Soviet space”.)
We are part of a SOVIET RENNAISCANCE FROM BELOW, for which
there is a real demand, and whose basis can be found in the self-
organization of people into soviets and the rebirth of those portions of
Soviet culture that have not yet been “finished off” completely.

These two multitudes almost correspond to one another. Almost. For
one group, the self-organization of protest is more important, while the
other find it more important to revive the Soviet idea as an idea of a
society that could provide an alternative to capitalism. The soviets lie
at the core of this idea, but not only as units of protest, but as massive
self-organization.
To us, it is important not to lose either of these multitudes, and to
bring them together on the unified field of the SOVIET MOVEMENT
(A MOVEMENT OF SOVIETS FOR A SOVIET RENNAISCANCE).

A. Shubin, May 2005
Fragment of the discussion on the Russian Social Forum’s mailing list
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A Moscow apartment. 1 PM. Alexei is sitting in the kitchen, drinking
coffee. Oxana comes out of the bedroom with her eyes half-shut.

Oxana: Hi, Alexey. Listen, I don’t feel very well. And I also have a
vague sense that something happened last night. Maybe it was a dream I
can’t remember? Or you know, there are moments of rest and leisure
when nothing happens but it seems like something in the world has
turned upside down?
Alexei: I know what you mean. But seriously, Oxana, you really don’t
remember anything?
Oxana: No, Alexei.
Alexei:You really don’t remember how you threw a volume of Cicero at
me last night? How you accused me of hating you, of suppressing your
talents? You don’t remember how you cried for an hour?
Oxana: Oh wow…
Alexei: You have to take a hold of yourself. What you need is a little
self-control. So that’s my friendly advice to you, if you want to feel in
tune with yourself!
Oxana: But that’s the problem. I can never quite understand what it
means to control myself. I can control my spending, or I can grasp a
book; I can even take a hold of you. But where is this self that I’m
supposed to take a hold of? And does this self want anyone to take a
hold of it at all?
Alexei: Well, I just mean that you have to answer for yourself to
yourself. You have to be aware of what it is that you’re doing.
Oxana: Yes, but who has to answer to whom?
Alexei: One half to another. The one that throws around books, to the
one that is writing her dissertation.
Oxana: In this case, the writing Demioxana also needs to respond to the
furious Demioxana. Why does the former write all of this bullshit, while
both remain within the boring limits of being, under the burden of male
rationality?
You know, I’ve tried to enter my own dreams, to present myself to the
nightly Demioxana – the half-Oxana that I am when I’m dreaming!
Alexei: So you tyrannize your sleep! Maybe you would be able to take a
hold of yourself, dear Oxana, if you keep yourself at a safer distance
from all of this. My suggestion is that you keep from jumping into the
darkness and folly with your consciousness. What you should really do
is to hold back on all those self-willed flashes of excess, after which you
leave a part of yourself in the dark!
Oxana: But isn’t self-will actually a way of controlling yourself? Isn’t
self-forgetting the beginning of self-disposal, a way of throwing away
everything superfluous, of starting from scratch to act on one’s own?
Because it’s actually this self-abandonment that can provide me with
those two parts that, as you say, have to present themselves to on other: -
Oxana. – Demioxana.
After all, isn’t self-disposal what democracy is all about? Like…the
people rules itself. Or take all this talk about “autonomy.” Same thing,
right?
Alexei: Yes, Oxana, but there’s no other way today. God is dead. Human
beings are all on their own, left to themselves. Which is why they need
to take a hold of themselves, to control themselves. It’s the same with
collectives or entire peoples. But since they aren’t gods, they can’t
control themselves all the time, which is what leads to black-outs, which
is what you had last night.
Oxana: Like it says in my dissertation: democracy is the political
expression of the subject, or subjectivity. But, since the subject is
not God, and the people is not God, self-rule is all about choosing
members of parliament and presidents from a bunch of Teletubbies, only
to find out about what they do on our behalf later on, once again, on TV
or over the Internet.
Alexei: But we can’t all sit in the Kremlin, millions of us, discussing
taxes, traffic rules and the criminal code. Which are necessary things, in
principle.
Oxana: OK, but that means that people’s “halves” aren’t actually
controlling one another, but that our “representatives” are the ones who
are in control: TV personalities, deputies, presidents, and money, in the
end.
Alexei: Maybe we can only talk about real self-rule in moments of
crisis, in revolutionary moments when the people forgets itself, like you
did last night, in order to present itself to itself, and to take control of
itself.
Oxana: Yes, strangely, this morning I don’t only feel shame, but also
some sense of the sublime. I feel myself. Then again, in cases like these,
there is no such thing as divine, absolute self-rule either. Again, you
need representatives to transmit the revolutionary impulse. There are
representative organs that destroy the existing institutions, that cut
history apart, but which also provide for the return of the ecstatic, avant-
gardist impulse back into the masses. Such organs were, for instance, the
revolutionary communes in revolutionary France of the 1790s and in
1871; in Russia, these were our Soviets, both in 1905 and 1917, there
were also councils in Budapest in 1956, etc.
Alexei: Yes, you’re absolutely right. Too bad we’re living in such a
reactionary age. The revolution and its organs have been discredited,
subdued by the formal and hypocritical parliamentarism, where the
subject-capital and the subject-state rule on behalf of the finite subject.
Can we talk about democracy in today’s Russia at all, for instance, if its
revolutionary heritage has been betrayed? Even the “orange” revolution
in Ukraine has not left any revolutionary representation after it was over.
Oxana: True. But on the other hand, we shouldn’t just treat self-rule and
democracy as nothing more than a utopia, or a lost heritage. In a sense,
the abyss of revolution still supplies the horizon of our political life; it
substitutes the ground beneath our feet, and defines… Alexei
(interrupting her): Exactly, exactly, we need prepare for the coming
revolution! That’s what I’ve always been saying…
Oxana: Wait, listen. I don’t mean the future, I mean the past – the
Perestroika, this counterrevolutionary revolution of ours. Because, you
have to remember, when Gorbachev was destroying the Soviet regime,
he was armed with the slogan “All power to soviets”. You’ll probably

say that this is an imitation, little more than rich bureaucrats appealing to some stormy revolutionary past. But the fact is
that the “soviet” – and not parliamentary – structure of the organs of power that were created by Gorbachev did actually
play a serious role in the intensity of the processes that followed. Because to mobilize and reenergize society and to use
the people in his war with bureaucracy, Gorbachev revived the institution of soviets (which was already part of the old
Soviet constitution but played a formal role there) and organized competitive elections. What the reform of 1988 did was
to introduce the institution of the Congress of People’s Deputies, a huge, unprofessional organ, which was elected directly
in part, and partially chosen by “social organizations.” The Congress convened irregularly, while the Supreme Soviet, a
permanent institution elected by the Congress, had most power. The people had the right to “recall” deputies. (Note how
the right of recall – the so-called “imperative mandate” – is absent from Western parliaments because it contradicts the
principle of free deliberation.) Deputies of all levels had the right to combine their political activities with their main
professions. But anyway, the most important thing is that the law confirmed the omnipotence of the soviets (“All Power to
the Soviets!”).
Alexei: So in standard political language, we’re talking about the unlimited sovereignty of the Soviets!
Oxana: That right! The model of soviets excludes the liberal division of powers.
And obviously, you remember what happened next. Though the Congress remained loyal to Gorbachev, the broadcast of
its sessions on TV involved all of society in political struggle. This demonstrated the mobilization and polarization of
society. Soviets, multiplied by the electronic media, played a truly representative role – they presented the subject to
itself, while tearing it apart into two antagonistic “halves”.  Later, the new federal model was expanded into regional
“republics”.  As a result, the new regional centers expropriated power from the federal and party organs. Yeltsin, the new
President of Russia, entered into a struggle against the Congress and the Supreme Soviet, which defended their monopoly
on power, in accordance with the rediscovered spirit of soviets. But then, yet another ideological rupture broke into their
struggle: the Congress and the Supreme Soviet armed themselves with reactionary, nationalist rhetoric, while Yeltsin was
talking about liberalism and reform. But many observers think that the main reason of the clash was institutional rivalry.
In 1993, Yeltsin entered an open fight with the Supreme Soviet, violently dissolved it, and successfully suggested a new
constitution, which destroyed the soviet structure, and introduced a standard 2-chamber parliament. The liberal media
spent most of these months criticizing the soviets as a rudiment of the past, and welcomed “desovietization” as a return to
“normalcy”, that is, to the parliamentary form dominant in the West. But after these events, Yeltsin’s regime gradually
began to lose its legitimacy and democratism.
Alexei: You’re quite a smooth talker there, Oxana. But what is your point?
Oxana: The point is the historical irony of it all, silly!
The soviets were once an organ of revolutionary democracy, even if they carried the traits of the old form of
representation, based on estates. (Actually, they were still called the “soviets of the workers’, soldiers’, peasants’, and
cossacks’ deputies” for a long time.) Then, they were deprived of their power by the party and then petrified as a purely
decorative institution, much like the representation of estates they had originated in. But the attempt to take this
institution seriously and use it again seventy years later led to the reactivation of its subversive potential, and then to the
self-destruction, both of the state, and of soviets themselves. The soviets played a role of a virus of revolution that had
“hibernated” in the organism of the state and had waited for its time to come. The history of the “Soviet” Union
(deceptively but eloquently named after the powerless soviets) is squeezed between two periods in which it was actually
ruled by soviets: 1917-1921 and 1989-1993.
In this sense, the soviets are like the mythological egg of Kashei the Immortal: they contain both the birth of the Soviet
Union and its death. But they are also the most universal phenomenon of those associated with the Soviet Union, and the
one with the most potential. They are our very own “unfinished project”.
Alexei: Ok, now I see where you’re heading. I can even add some scholarly knowledge of my own to the conclusion
you’re drawing.
Indeed, the role of councils in history was self-contradictory. “Representative democracy” – the regime we now see as
dominant throughout the world – is an oxymoron. This regime, whose first theorist was Abbé Siéyes, fuses two political
conceptions: the idea of the feudal-estate representation (which had never had anything to do with democracy) and the
notion of  popular sovereignty (which would exclude any representation), introduced by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. In the



first of these conceptions, the people is understood as a multitude of passive subjects, in the
second – as a unitary absolute sovereign. The combination of these contradictory notions
indicates that they are not self-sufficient, but that there is a force of historical event acting
through them. It is the event of revolution, which is a point of fold between the passive and the
active meaning of representation.
Oxana: So who was this Siéyes?
Alexei: He was one of the leading ideologists of the French revolution. Shortly before the
gathering of General Estates in France, in 1789, he published a pamphlet called “What is the
third estate?” where he formulated the main constitutional principles of the future revolutionary
power.
In this pamphlet, Siéyes showed that in the moment of revolution, there appears an extraordinary
“constituent” power, which does not have any procedure to follow. It only gives rise to new
regular representative organs later. And when the revolution erupted, this constituent power did
in fact appear – not just in the Constituent Assembly but most crucially in the Parisian Commune
– in the new municipal organs of Paris.
Both of these powers appeared at the moment when the king decided to convoke the “General
Estates”, which was an old, feudal organ. The turn of the absolutist king back to the institution
that had seemed obsolete to many led to the emergence of a new, revolutionary power.
Oxana: Thanks for your support, Alexei. So now you see that perestroika, which seems to be a
restoration, does indeed fit into the contradictory history of revolutions. Today, many in our
intelligentsia are ready to discount the failure of the 1980s-1990s revolution, quoting the age-old
paternalism of the Russian people. And these self-torments resonate precisely at a time in which
the only real mass movements are motivated by this “paternalism”: remember the demonstrations
of pensioners against the annulment of benefits last year? Of course, we would like to see active,
responsible liberal subjects around us, as we do in the West. But such subjects, in themselves, are
not fit for revolutions; they can take a hold of themselves but they cannot found themselves. For
revolutions, we need also reactive affects, not just “activity”.
Alexei: So you are a good revolutionary after all, Oxana. Yesterday, you reminded of a reaction-
propelled jet airplane.
Oxana: I meant reactivity in the Nietzschean sense, in the sense of reaction, not as spontaneous
action.
Alexei: In general, I agree. One can learn just as much by observing you as by listening to your
words of wisdom. Power born from helplessness, from complaint and revolt. But only on the
condition that helplessness overfills you…
There is a difference between legal, performative power, which pretends that it is creating ex
nihilo but in fact reproduces the status quo – and the power that acts hastily and blindly, for
which force and forward motion are more important than its product, power that forgets itself.
Such is the constituent power that transforms the existing institutions by pushing them to the
limit and filling them over with itself.
Self-forgetting – such is the definition of constituent power, as opposed to the self-reporting of
constituted power.
Oxana: Does the self-forgetting mean spontaneity – freedom, to put it simply? Can one just give
oneself to revolution?
Alexei: You can, but only if you really want to. But you have to be careful here: we should not
understand spontaneity as automatic self-generation, nor should we see revolution, in its gradual
escalation, as an escalator that one can mount and ride.
By the way, there are two serious contemporary thinkers who wrote a lot about the soviets:
Hannah Arendt (On Revolution) and Toni Negri (Potere Constituente). Both of them really love
soviets. For Arendt, they are an alternative form of representation. Soviets, she says, represent

people in their activity, not in their passivity, like parliaments do. Because of their diffuse,
chain-like way of delegating power, bottom-up, soviets create the real unity of society instead
of subordinating it to the unity of a symbol. But at the same time, Arendt believes that the
soviets arise, in a revolutionary time, spontaneously, as though out of nothing – thus
guaranteeing free activity in a polity. The failure of soviets is linked, in her view, to their
incapacity to do everyday economic management.
Negri, on the contrary, thinks that soviets unite political activity with economic creativity, i.e.,
with production. The spontaneity of soviets parts from the spontaneity of productive labor,
from the natural power (in the sense of Spinoza). And, from Negri’s point of view, soviets and
the organs analogous to them, are not just an extraordinary power, but they can, and should
become a regular institution.
Though he notes that the constituent institutions are always born out of crisis and stoppage,
Negri, like Arendt, insists on the spontaneity and activity of the constituent power that creates,
as though, out of nothing. Generally, both he and Arendt make a mistake when they
emphasize the “spontaneity” of constituent power. They don’t pay attention to the fact that it
grows out of estate-based forms. The paradox is, that the forms that have nicely maintained
the passivity of citizens, turn into the weapon of their revolution. We are dealing less with
creation ex nihilo, and more with a turn in consciousness and action, on the fait accompli, and
not on the ideal norm. The passive, reactive negativity of a complaint turns into an
irreconcilable, infinite negativity. Subjectivity is, in its origin, not a thing, nor an act, but an
event, a turn, a rupture.
Oxana: So everything is upside down.
It turns out that representation ties us to the past with a knot, that it turns the past inside out. It
is as if we were now living in a Soviet society turned inside out, so that time goes backwards
for us. What, for Soviet official consciousness, was an incomplete project, a perspective, has
become, for us, the past that is attractive because of it has already been accomplished.
Alexei: Yes, and a similar knot ties us with the West – we switched places with it, having built
consumer capitalism and allowing the West to establish and expand its control over both our
minds and social solidarity. Such is the ideological underside of our legitimacy and
subjectivity. But the zigzags of our representations gradually freeze into a new constellation.
Oxana: And I thought that I am attached to myself by my reflection in you. And also by those
strange countries, turned inside out, that open up to me in the void of dreaming.
Alexei: Your interior soviets…
Oxana: My Morphean universities...

Artem Magun (born 1974), philosopher, lives in St. Petersburg
translated by David Riff and Artyom Magum
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“Poor Gramsci, communist and militant before all else, tortured and killed by fascism and ultimately by the bosses
who financed fascism-poor Gramsci was given the gift of being considered the founder of a strange notion of
hegemony that leaves no place for a Marxian politics. We have to defend ourselves against such generous gifts!”

Negri and Hardt on sententious interpretations of Gramsci’s theories, “Empire”, Cambridge, Mass.: Havard
University Press, 2001, 452

Introductory Notes
Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) is one of Marxism’s most important political theorists. For many decades, his theoretical
legacy has been an important argument in the left’s strategic debates all over the world. The name of this Italian
communist has become a “floating signifier” of sorts, capable of endowing “revolutionary” legitimacy even to those
interpretations of his ideas that he himself would have called revisionist. Obviously, there is no way to avoid a
procedure of historization: in other words, it makes sense to look at the historical context of his theoretical practice in
order to understand and use his ideas adequately.
As a thinker and politician, Gramsci is framed by the context of the socialist worker’s movement, and primarily, its
revolutionary wing, which identified itself with Bolshevism and the Comintern. From 1924 to his arrest in 1926, he
practically led the Communist Party of Italy (PCI) and implemented the policy of its “Bolshevization” under the
conditions of the Italian state’s mounting trend toward fascism. His theories can be understood as a translation of the
political practices of Russian Bolshevism into the “Western” (or, more precisely, into the Italian) socio-political and
cultural context. Going against the dominant tendency of interpreting Gramsci’s theoretical legacy, one might say that
the relationship between his theories and Lenin’s policies are a relationship of articulation, and not of discrepancy or
rupture. The central problematic of the “Prison Notebooks,” written at a moment in which labor’s revolutionary
offensive against capital had come to a pause, can be found in the concept of forming a “collective will.” It is this
formative process that demands further development as a universal strategy; geared toward “breaking” the structures of
domination (primarily, the apparatuses of state power), it is precisely this “collective will” that is capable of
constructing new forms of collective life. However, this central idea – namely a well-considered universal strategy that
might lead a revolution to success –has been driven out to the margins of radical thought by the critique of “power”,
which is paired with the “expressive” practices of the contemporary Left. Turning back to Gramsci is a means of
reexamining this central idea.

Gramsci’s Marxism
In his “Prison Notebooks,” Gramsci develops a series of flexible and open concepts (often using the concepts of
hegemonial thinking, such as “civil society”, as “raw material”), whose function not only lies in examining the
persistent relations of force that always-already mark the territory of political struggle (e.g. class, people, nation), but
also in finding possibilities for their transformation. The analytical potential of these concepts has yet to be exploited
in full. In the course of an unceasing polemic against the economic reductionism of Marxist dogmatics, as well as
against the political science of his bourgeois contemporaries, Gramsci develops a multi-dimensional political analysis
sensitive to the complexity of relations of force (in the context of class, regional politics, etc.) in the contemporary
capitalist state, including those that emerge on the fields of culture and ideology. This type of analysis only becomes
possible through a break with the “orthodox” Marxism that dominated the Second and Third Internationals with its
view of theory’s goals and functional principle.
Initially, “orthodox” Marxism was able to find points of connection with subversive elements in the culture of the
subaltern classes, and was used by the weak as means of self-assertion and intellectual-moral growth. But later, it
became a professional ideology of the working class’ representatives and a religion for no less authoritarian ultra-
leftist sects. Gramsci was one of the first thinkers who pointed out that this dogmatic branch of the Marxist tradition
had reached an historical impasse by underlining Marxism’s radical historicism. (Antonio Gramsci.. “The historicity of
the philosophy of praxis”. Selections from the Prison Notebooks, ed. and trans. Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell
Smith. New York: International Publishers 1971. pp. 404-407) For Gramsci, breaking with the versions of Marxism
that were dominant at the time entails the liberation of authentic Marxism, a “philosophy of praxis” instead of the
hegemonial intellectual systems of the positivist type or those like the philosophy of the Italian liberal Croce. Both the
ideas of Marx himself and the notions, images, metaphors, discursive genres, practices (“the philosophy of Lenin is to
be found in his praxis”), and beliefs developed by revolutionary movements contain all of the components necessary to
create an independent and integral conception of the world, which leads to the drawing of a clear line of separation
between two antagonist camps, namely labor and capital. This conception can and must become hegemonial, i.e. it
must convince a broad mass, exerting a transformative influence on its everyday life, and providing infallible points of
orientation for collective action. Endowed with the potential for hegemony, Marxism attracts intellectuals, thus
subverting “traditional” forms of cultural production (e.g. disciplinary walls between different fields of scholarly
knowledge, art, and science, etc.).
However, Gramsci practices Marxism, rather than simply applying it. In his view, the Marxist tradition (with
“teachers” and a “legacy”) continues to develop due to the continued existence of the antagonism between labor and
capital, but at the same time, it needs to be reinvented in each given historical moment. In other words, Gramsci
understands Marxism as a reflexive project that is open to the future and inseparable from the living experience of
mass movements. This project has no ontological guarantees such as the “natural-historical” laws drawn up by
“scientific socialism.”  This has important implications for both political practice and the practice of theory.  It alters
the very mode of knowledge production (or, in a broader sense, the production of representation, including artistic
representation), which now becomes a project of the party with radical democratic traits: effective theories, analyses,
and programs are developed in (co)operation and dialogue with the concrete participants of the mass movement, based
on the needs of this movement. According to Gramsci, a compact political articulation of Marxism should be
analogous to Machiavelli’s “Prince”, i.e., it should both examine the conditions under which a “collective will”
emerges and foster this emergence through its form and its content. Gramsci’s “Modern Prince” is meant to supply
provisional points of orientation in constructing a new society. Needless to say, this process is inextricably linked to
the activity of “breaking” the structures of class domination. Gramsci’s political concepts, such as “state,”
“hegemony,” “party,” or “the intellectual” always entail the possibility of their own transformation. In this sense, they
can be understood as practical utopias that sketch out new social forms. By dislodging the traditional opposition
between “utopia” and “scientific socialism”, Gramsci unlocks the activist, political component of Marxism.

Gramsci’s Key Political Concepts
Following Lenin’s thesis that politics take precedence over economics during times of crisis of old social formations
and the emergence of new ones, Gramsci begins to develop an understanding of politics as an “independent, self-
sufficient science,” free of economic reductionism. In a characteristic way, he constructs an “ontology” of the political.
“Politics-history”, Gramsci writes in the “Prison Notebooks,” is impossible without passion, which arises on the fertile
ground of social antagonism. (Among other things, this includes the emotions connected to the identification-drama of
the revolutionary intellectual’s ambivalent relationship to the “people”.) However, Gramsci, who argued with
anarchists and syndicalists throughout the 1910-20s, has enough good sense to refrain from reducing politics to
passion. It is impermissible to reduce or replace politics with some “pure” affect of negativity (“In the beginning is the
scream”), which – in the contemporary ideology of anarchism – guarantees the “authenticity” of resistance, which
constantly runs the risk of being distorted by resentiment and by parties or any form of institution whatsoever.  The
entire point of conscious intervention – politics – is that it prepares and anticipates the birth of a community based on a
common experience of subalternity (in factories, villages, military units, urban space, the educational system…), a
community that then overcomes this subalternity together. Gramsci describes this moment through the notion of
“catharsis,” which entails the clarification of the elemental passions – hardly understood as “pure” emotions – that
feed mass protest, and their transition to concern with a common cause. Politics, which begins with difficult and
painstaking work (in institutions, theory, art, etc.) on a micro-level, requires inner concentration, the subordination of
goals and means, strategic thinking, tactical agility, and a readiness to adjust to changes in tempo.
The latter is especially important because the process of socialist revolution entails an unpredictable alteration between
different phases, between a “war of maneuver” – direct confrontations and attempts at taking over coercive state
apparatuses or the “political community” – and a “war of position”, or working in civil society, i.e. in a sphere
relatively free   of state coercion or control through capital. This view of revolution is connected to Gramsci’s
experience as a political activist in the 1910s-20s, through which he understood that the modern capitalist state is far
more complex than traditional Marxism assumes. The state does not only function as a repressive force, but also takes
on the function of educating an obedient population in the framework of national or other boundaries. This function is
realized through civil society (parties, mass media, trade unions, educational institutions, the family…), which are
partially (re)constituted as the ruling classes’ answer to the challenge of subaltern classes. Where liberals see a
necessary counterbalance to the state, Gramsci sees hegemony, constituted through subtle, invisible mechanisms of
domination that construct the consensus of the subaltern classes. He also sees the fragility of civil society in a capitalist
state, the historical mobility of its boundaries and its connection to an apparatus of coercion. Nevertheless, in creating

nations, citizens, public spheres, parties, and politics, the bourgeoisie
have laid the groundwork for toppling their rule. According to Gramsci,
the tactic of a “war of position” entails both the capture of key positions
in bourgeois civil society and the struggle to broaden its boundaries
radically. It also entails creating and expanding alternative spaces for
political subjectification, a process that ultimately erases the boundaries
between base and superstructure, state and civil society, or the public and
the private.
Departing from the experience of class struggle in Italy, and most
importantly, the experience made in the factory council movement in
Northern Italy during 1919-1920, Gramsci attempts to imagine the
possibilities for a fundamentally new type of hegemony, which he was
only able to imagine as the hegemony of the industrial working class at
the time. To Gramsci, the urban industrial proletariat, endowed with a
consciousness of its historical “mission” and capable of uniting other
subaltern classes on the basis of a nationwide program, was not an a priori
scheme, but a palpable, “concrete-historical” reality.
So what are the distinctive features of this new hegemony? While the
bourgeoisie hammer their (meta)national community together
“mechanically,” proletarian hegemony produces an “organic” unity. This
new hegemony realizes itself through a network of asymmetrical relations
(of “power), flexible and multi-dimensional, reminiscent of the reversible
relations between a teacher and his student, based upon emotional affinity
and “active consensus.” Instead of falling victim to any sterile fixation on
the problem of “power,” Gramsci suggests that one consider how to
articulate a form of political praxis that constantly dislocates the
oppositions between “leaders and followers”, “the intelligentsia and the
people,” or “theory and everyday consciousness”.. This would, for
instance, include considering a party structure that might guarantee a
“continual circulation of individuals between leaders and followers” or by
circulating ideas that might work against the rebirth of authoritarian
leadership in small groups of activists.
Thus, the creation of a new hegemony demands a great deal of mastery,
but its rules and skills can be mastered by everyone. While bourgeois
hegemony is constituted through exclusions, the non-disclosure of “rules
of fair play,” and conspiracies, this new hegemony is open; its discourse
need to demonstrate its own structure – just as Machiavelli “naively”
demonstrated the rules of politics by  inviting the popular masses into this
sphere, which was closed to them. The effect of this new hegemony is to
revolutionize subjectivity, which is geared toward infinite multiplication
through words and deeds. In revolutionary theories, programs for action,
and the biographies of party activists (“organic intellectuals”), one can
read the history of the collective overcoming of a subaltern, passive state
of non-subjects otherwise absent from political life.
Accomplished hegemony – catharsis – leads to the foundation of a new,
egalitarian state. The mode of this state’s functioning are already
contained in the event that marks its beginning, namely an “explosion
within” its representative machines: everyone speaks and acts for
everyone else. For Gramsci, the October revolution,  always remained a
paradigm of “accomplished hegemony,” which he primarily welcomed as
a revolution in the consciousness of the popular masses. In the “Prison
Notebooks,” he develops this idea: the state that arises as a result of the
proletariat’s seizure of power should become the catalyst for a process of
grandiose “cultural reform” of the masses’ lives, their modes of thinking,
their world view. This movement of this process is to be driven from the
bottom up. Apparently, Gramsci imagined the new state as a socialist
alternative to the advancing Fordism of the epoch. He saw it as a rational,
egalitarian, and extremely mobile social order, based on the broad
circulation of knowledge and the combination of education and scientific
research with production.
Finally, the apparatus of his new hegemony can be found in the party of
working class (“the cell of the new state,” “the entire complex of the
collective will, “the Modern Prince”.)  In the “Prison Notebooks,” this
concept is not reduced to any concrete organizational form, supplying
them with a rather post-Fordist degree of flexibility: for example, Gramsci
writes that an editorial committee or even independent individuals can
play the role of the party under certain historical conditions. (One could
say that the party always “tries to play ahead of the game,” calling for a
new hegemony which does not yet exist.) However, the point of departure
for Gramsci’s thinking is still the party of the Leninist type. This type of
party is disciplined and ideologically cohesive, but at the same time, it is
also an open mass movement, an organization that it constantly
expanding, present in the everyday life of the proletariat, and penetrate
key fields of civil society. As such, it should coordinate or direct the
spontaneous manifestations of the masses, confronting them with the “key
question” of state power. This model of an avant-garde party corresponds
to a new mode of knowledge production, as well as a system for the
democratic selection and education of the working class’ organic
intellectuals. In this party, which carries on its ceaseless war against the
state, the oppressed (or the subaltern) jointly learn how to ask questions in
universal terms and to speak about what they are not supposed to be
speaking about at all, namely “politics.”

Ildar Rismukhamedov (born 1976) is a sociologist, translator, and
activist. He lives in Petersburg.
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