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CHINA MIÉVILLE

On Social Sadism 

The Sadocratic Impulse
Two women sit leaning against a wall, wrapped in dirty clothes. 
Their hair is raddled, their faces filthy. One holds a bottle, the other 
a cardboard sign on which is scrawled a slogan both plaintive and 
defiant. But their smiles are arch, and the schmutz on their faces is 
as artlessly precise as a child’s clown makeup – easy on, easy off. 

Halloween. This is a fancy-dress party, and the women have 
come as the destitute. 

�

Marie Antoinette performed rustic fantasies of peasant life to 
herself and her sycophants in Hameau de la Reine, her pre-Disney 
theme park. The privileged have long enjoyed playing at poverty.

The dominant mode of these games shifts. Class spite, always 
present, stops half-heartedly disguising itself with bowdlerising 
condescension, as in Versailles. It’s a rampant articulating principle 
in the venom of TV comedies, in the ‘chav parties’ so in vogue at 
elite institutions in the late 2000s. At a gathering at Sandhurst in 
2006, Prince William talked all common, like, ‘swaggering from 
side to side’, the Sun reported, in his baseball cap. The Halloween 
party dress-up was in this tradition, and was also its intensification. 
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It occurred a little after the high point of the jocular pleb-
sneer: two years, instead, into the eruption of the financial crisis, 
simultaneously with a historic peak in foreclosures. Nearly 2.9 
million US properties had foreclosure actions against them initiated 
in 2010 – huge numbers improperly, even according to the system’s 
own rules – up 2 per cent from 2009, itself a record. Millions were 
fighting, and failing, not to lose their homes. These 2010 Halloween 
celebration occurred at the Buffalo, New York, law offices of Stephen 
J Baum, a specialist firm acting mainly for banks and lenders. It was 
what’s known as a ‘foreclosure mill’, the largest of its kind in the 
state: its expertise was evicting the poor. 

This wasn’t, then, some generalised, timeless jeer. It was more 
specific and pointed, gleeful malice at those whose lives were, at 
that very moment, being ruined, directed at them by those doing 
the ruining. 

In the photos, props embody favourite ideologemes of the 
rich: the booze, the misspelt signs denouncing the injustice. The 
homeless are drunkards; the homeless are stupid; the homeless 
take no responsibility. But these gestures are perfunctory; they 
make no attempt to convince. The anonymous former employee 
who leaked the images in 2011 did so aghast at what she called a 
‘cavalier attitude’, but what’s on display is the opposite: not cavalier, 
but considered. She decried a ‘lack of compassion’, but what's 
visible is a swaggering presence – of cruelty. 

‘Will worke [sic]’, one sign reads, ‘for Food.’ The sign’s the prop 
of a comedian waiting for the laugh. The homeless are starving. We 
made them homeless and now they’re starving. Laugh laugh laugh 
laugh. 

�

Capitalism’s history might be tracked in a genealogy of the 
corporate apology. That of Baum’s eponymous head was typical of 
this sub-epoch of viciousness, mawkishness and entitlement. An 
initial denial of anything untoward; a rapid U-turn and apology for 
‘inappropriate’ behaviour, ostentatiously meeting a homelessness 
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activist; ultimately, parading in the mourning clothes of victimhood. 
Three weeks after the exposé – of a firm already under investigation 
– the company closed. ‘There is blood on your hands’, Baum wrote 
to Joe Nocera, in whose New York Times column the scandal broke. 
‘I will never, ever forgive you’.

Baum’s quivering lip should provoke only piss and vinegar. 
It’s true, too, that the ritual slaying of a designated scapegoat, 
however just, can serve as exoneration by and for the system that 
threw up, nurtured, rewarded their behaviour. Our rulers and their 
media clercs are shocked, shocked by such Baum moments, these 
cruelties-too-far. As if there hasn’t always been, in capitalism’s 
marrow, a drive not only to repression but to cruelty, to down-
punching sadism. They denounce it, partake of it, propagate it. 

�

Consensual peccadilloes are not at issue here: this is about social 
sadism – deliberate, invested, public or at least semi-public cruelty. 

The potentiality for sadism is one of countless capacities 
emergent from our reflexive, symbolising selves. Trying to derive 
any social phenomenon from any supposed ‘fact’ of ‘human nature’ 
is useless, except to diagnose the politics of the deriver. Of course 
it’s vulgar Hobbesianism, the supposed ineluctability of human 
cruelty, that cuts with the grain of ruling ideology.

The right often, if incoherently, acts as if this (untrue) truth-
claim of our fundamental nastiness justifies an ethics of power. The 
position that Might Makes Right is elided from an Is, which it isn’t, 
to an Ought, which it oughtn’t be, even were the Is an is. If strength 
and ‘success’ are coterminous with good, what can their lack be but 
bad – deserving of punishment? 

Meanwhile, liberal culture wrings its hands over the thinness 
of the veneer over our savagery, from the nasty visionary artistry of 
Lord of the Flies, to lachrymose middlebrow tragedy-porn, emoting 
and decontextualising wars. These jeremiads beg for a strong hand, 
for authority, to save us from ourselves. A state, laws. As if those 
don’t – and increasingly – target the poor. 
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Class rule necessitates violence and its contested, overlapping, 
jostling ideologies. It justifies, or more, Orgreave in 1984, the armed 
wing of the state laying down manners on insurgent workers. It 
insists that waterboarding is not torture and anyway it defends 
our freedoms. It explains the necessity of the spikes carefully fitted 
at the bases of new buildings to ensure the homeless can’t sleep 
there. Rising unevenly from a fundamental necessity to capital – 
oppression – are brutalities necessary to sustain class rule at home; 
to sustain imperialism abroad; everyday sadisms so metabolised 
their cruelties often hide in plain sight. 

The drives to such phenomena are hazy-edged, non-identical 
but inextricable, imbricated, mutually constituting. They’re 
constant but not static. The parameters and place of violence, 
repression and sadism change with history. And with them, from 
the rush of jouissance they tap, inevitably flows their excess – a 
scandalous, invested sadism, enjoying its own cruelty. A surplus 
sadism. Baum’s Halloween party. 

In the first issue of Salvage, Neil Davidson mooted that 
neoliberalism may be undermining the basis for capital 
accumulation itself. What we inhabit, the phase we’ve tentatively 
come to term ‘late’ capitalism, is its senescence. With its means and 
relations of production so violently out of joint it’s an economic, 
political and cultural milieu of increasing derangement and toxicity. 

The concept of decadence is tainted on the Marxist Left 
by association not only with moralist Stalinist kitsch, but with 
economic teleology. But what if decadence isn’t a prelude to its own 
inevitable end? In the absence of a project that can overthrow it, 
what might follow but more of it and its monstrosities? 

Monstrosities: not, or not simply, pathologies. The sadism of 
capitalism is a deep grammar, and it is always functional. And/but 
it is never only functional. With the jouissance comes the surplus, 
what Bataille might call its accursed share. 

In neoliberalism’s decadence, social sadism is entering a febrile 
new stage. 

�
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In the 1990s the energy company Enron was a favourite child, a 
cause for capitalist celebration. It is in 2004 that it becomes a 
morality play. Audio tapes of internal conversations relating to 
its role in the profitable and socially catastrophic deregulation of 
California energy are released.

A forest fire shuts down a transmission line, with all the misery 
that the ensuing blackout provokes, and – supply, demand – spiking 
prices. ‘Burn, baby, burn,’ we hear two traders sing. ‘That’s a 
beautiful thing,’ one concludes. 

For fifty years, since Arendt’s report on Eichmann, we’ve been 
assured that what characterises evil is its banality. A cliché deployed 
against a cliché. The avatar of evil’s enormity, goes the claim, is no 
operatic Satan, but a dull quotidian bureaucrat, number-crunching, 
invested in the agonies she or, more usually, he inflicts only insofar 
as they impact the spreadsheet. 

The banality of the banality of evil, the eagerness with which 
official liberal culture has adopted this description, should arouse 
Red suspicion (as should the obvious class sneer of it, of the 
middle-class intellectual’s favourite caricature, the vulgarian petty 
bourgeois – the architect of the Final Solution recast as a variant 
of that awful little jobsworth councillor who refused planning 
permission for the conservatory). Becoming a radical critic of 
capitalism involves a process of disenchantment, the dying of 
surprise at the system’s depredations; but being one, a long-term 
witness to those depredations, is to repeatedly discover that we 
can be shocked by what no longer surprises us. 

On 20 November 2000, Enron traders Kevin McGowan and Bob 
Badeer moan about growing complaints from officials over their 
price-gouging, in the context of those catastrophic power cuts. The 
exchange becomes infamous.

‘They’re fucking taking all the money back from you guys?’ 
says Kevin. ‘All those money you guys stole from those poor 
grandmothers in California?’

‘Yeah,’ says Bob. ‘Grandma Millie, man.’ 
A moment’s banter about the contested election, then Kevin 

continues: ‘Yeah, now she wants her fucking money back for all 
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the power you’ve charged right up – jammed right up her ass for 
fucking 250 dollars a megawatt hour.’

This image of rape and electrocution provokes much laughter. 
She’s old, she’s cold, she has no light, or if she does we supplied 

it like torturers and made her pay for it. We did it to make money 
but that’s no reason we can’t enjoy her misery too. 

Evil may indeed often be the most banal Eichmann. Perhaps 
sometimes it comes instead with Mephistophelean splendour. But 
very often it’s a party-goer; boisterous; braying; a frat alumnus; a 
bully who loves being a bully; a successful professional, lip-smacking 
at the misery of those s/he hurts; and one who is increasingly happy 
to cop to that enjoyment, to proclaim it, to perform it. 

�

There’s an arrogance to despair. Everyone thinks their own epoch is 
unique, and the sense that it’s uniquely awful is no less solipsistic or 
ahistorical than the belief that it’s the culmination of Weltgeist. But 
history is not endless recursion: some times are worse, in certain 
ways, than others. The fact that it has become commonplace on the 
Left and the liberal left to claim that neoliberalism is a culture of 
cruelty doesn’t mean the diagnosis is wrong. 

August 2015. Bobby Douglas, a UKIP council candidate in 
Wales, calls for immigrants to be ‘gassed like badgers’. It would be 
hyperbolic to attach much significance, in and of itself, to the spleen 
of a racist mediocrity. But quantity becomes quality, and Douglas 
is one of many, many such symptoms. His ranting breached even 
his own party’s standards – UKIP suspended him. This doesn’t 
obviate the fact that such sadistic cathexis was shoved into the 
public sphere in the first place: in fact, as we’ll see, it’s part of how 
it performs a function. UKIP’s an efficient machine for the extrusion 
of such fantasies into social life, to a purpose, and the party’s 
repeated suspension of its own members is just the clattering of 
the mechanism resetting itself.

In their discussion of what the media theorist Nick Couldry calls 
its ‘theatre of cruelty’, Henry Giroux and Philip Mirowski, among 
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many others, have have written extensively on neoliberalism’s 
sadistic culture, the increasingly open vilification of ‘losers’ and 
the crowing of and over ‘winners’. Swathes of mass entertainment 
celebrate physical agony (‘torture porn’), metaphorical ‘eviction’ 
(reality TV) and the punitive gaze at the desperate – leavened with 
the schmaltz that is its obverse. As Mirowski points out, in Never Let 
a Serious Crisis Go to Waste, it is not, of course, that ‘spectacles of 
cruelty’ are new, but that the theatre is ‘unabashed’, ‘has been made 
to seem so unexceptional’; and that in the context of neoliberalism 
it is doing something distinct. It serves, he says, ‘more targeted 
purposes [than distraction], such as teaching techniques optimised 
to reinforce the neoliberal self ’.

Cultural products, however tendentiously or at whatever 
effort, may be read against their grain. But the elective affinities 
could hardly be much clearer between such programming – ‘so 
ubiquitous that one need hardly recite the titles’ – and the depths 
of political economy on which it is the froth: the lionising of the 
flexible, depth-free, entrepreneurial subject, pat redemption for 
those who earn it, and the ‘debasement of victims’. 

2013. Hip San Francisco entrepreneur Greg Gopman complains 
online that he has to share the streets with the poor. 

There is an area of town for degenerates ... There is 
nothing positive gained from having them so close 
to us. In other cosmopolitan cities, the lower part of 
society ... beg[s] coyly, stay[s] quiet, and generally 
stay[s] out of your way. They realize it’s a privilege to 
be in the civilized part of town... 

�

Nietzsche, in On the Genealogy of Morals, saw social sadism as 
inextricable from debt. 

[T]he creditor is given a kind of pleasure as repayment 
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and compensation – the pleasure of being allowed 
to discharge his power on a powerless person … the 
delight in ‘de fair le mal pour le plaisir de le faire’ [doing 
wrong for the pleasure of it], the enjoyment of violation. 
This enjoyment is more highly prized the lower and 
baser the debtor stands in the social order, and it 
can easily seem to the creditor a delicious mouthful, 
even a foretaste of a higher rank. By means of the 
‘punishment’ of the debtor, the creditor participates in 
a right belonging to the masters. … The compensation 
thus consist of a permission for and right to cruelty.

This reads far less like some timeless truth of human psyche than 
like advice for the culture industry and their paymasters on how to 
dole out a public and psychological wage, the ‘aspirationalism’ and 
‘entrepreneurialism’ of neoliberalism channelled into spectacular 
sadisms. Extending to the lower orders a small share in domination. 

Law has always, in capitalist states, been a class project. ‘In its 
majestic equality,’ Anatole France allows, ‘the law forbids rich and 
poor alike to sleep under bridges’. But the back-handed oppression 
of abstract equality is not always sadistic enough. More and more, 
with increasingly overt spite, laws and the politics they bespeak 
and shore up explicitly punish the poor for their poverty. 

The US Supreme court may have ruled against imprisonment 
for failure to pay legal fees, but that hasn’t stopped defendants in 
several US states being jailed, says the American Civil Liberties 
Union, ‘at increasingly alarming rates for failing to pay legal debts 
they can never hope to afford’. In Arkansas tenants are jailed for 
failing to pay rent on time. A mentally ill teenager in Georgia is 
prosecuted for stealing school supplies, released only when her 
mother can pay the $4,000 cost of her incarceration – ransom. 

In the UK, the Institute for Fiscal Studies projects that the 
slashing of tax credits will lose 8.4 million low-income working 
households £750 per year. Jeremy Hunt, the Conservative Health 
Secretary, openly proclaims the exemplary nature of these attacks. 
Those who live with the help of welfare, he implies, lack dignity 
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and self-respect. The cuts, he insists with orientalism as fervent 
as his atlanticism, are ‘a very important cultural signal’ which will 
encourage people to be ‘prepared to work hard in the way that Asian 
economies are prepared to work hard, in the way that Americans 
are prepared to work hard’. Mining tycoon Gina Rinehart, richest 
woman on earth, clarifies for the poor: ‘don’t just sit there and 
complain. Do something to make more money yourself – spend less 
time drinking or smoking and socialising, and more time working’.

To succeed in such a landscape, to be a ‘winner’ among 
necessarily despised ‘losers’, takes a certain mindset. If one’s too full 
of the milk of human kindness to enjoy everyday sadism, one must 
at least negotiate it without hesitation or regret. It’s a popular and 
titillating factoid that Wall Street and the City are statistically heavily 
overpopulated with psychopaths. And for those who aren’t, culture 
sells the traits as pedagogy. ‘Should we all be a bit psychopathic at 
work?’ asks the BBC. ‘Unleash your inner psycho for success’, the 
Sun answers, one of countless outlets to puff The Good Psychopath’s 
Guide to Success by Kevin Dutton and ex-SAS soldier Andy McNab. 
‘The ability psychopaths have to turn down their empathy and 
block out other concerns make them the best operators in high-
pressure environments,’ McNab tells the Telegraph. 

This is sacred, holy stuff: one highlight of Forbes’ ‘Leadership’ 
section in 2012 was, in the words of its headline, ‘Learning From 
Psychopaths and Monks’. 

Cruelty is common and tenacious. In their eagerness to dampen 
down the empathy that might restrain it, aspirational capitalists 
attest to the tenacity of that capacity, too. Not even professionals in 
pain are immune from guilt and its somatic effects. 

Of course whether innate or assiduously acquired, that 
profitable adaptation psychopathy, as indifference to, rather than 
investment in, others’ pain, is not sadism. But sadism can be 
learned, once the initial visceral distress at inflicting pain subsides. 
Though, according to Roy F. Baumeister and W. Keith Campbell 
in their paper ‘The Intrinsic Appeal of Evil: Sadism, Sensational 
Thrills, and Threatened Egotism’, ‘the majority of perpetrators do 
not seem to develop a sadistic pleasure’, for others ‘the pleasure 
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in harming others … seems to emerge gradually over time and is 
described by some as comparable to an addiction’. 

Sadism is not for everyone, not even for every neoliberal. Some 
just don’t have what it takes. ‘Mr Clinton’, Kissinger once famously 
(and rather unfairly) muttered into a cocktail, ‘does not have the 
strength of character to be a war criminal.’ 

�

The Reign of the Cops
On Canadian TV, in January 2014, businessman Kevin O’Leary is 
asked to respond to the fact that the wealth of the eighty-five richest 
people in the world is equal to that of the bottom 3.5 billion. It is, 
he says, ‘fantastic news’. Because the statistic ‘inspires’ the poor. 
But it’s self-evidently impossible for even a tiny proportion of that 
impoverished mass to become economically secure, let alone, in his 
words, ‘stinking rich’, and he can only enjoy the statistic because of 
that.

John Tammy takes on the argument in an article for Forbes 
in that same month. Income inequality, he says, is ‘unrelentingly 
beautiful’. The emphasis is his. 

At some level O’Leary knows, whatever flimsy Horatio-Alger 
lie he might recite to himself, why he likes that statistic so much, 
and we know why, and he knows we know why, and that we know 
he knows it, and so on. The imposition of their own reality is a key 
component in the dominance of those who dominate. 

2006. Ten-year-old Huda Ghalia’s family are blown apart on a 
Gaza beach. The Israeli government denies, in the face of all logic, 
history, evidence, and the researches of a Pentagon battlefield 
analyst, that their shells are to blame. The sheer absurdity of the 
claim that the munitions were Palestinian is part of its social-
sadistic traction, the relentless bark of the attacking bully. ‘Why are 
you bombing yourself? Why are you bombing yourself?’ 

�
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History is a procession of torture and the spectacle of agonised 
mass deaths, in the Colosseum, the ziggurats of the Aztecs, the 
autos-da-fé of heretics. ‘Without cruelty’, Nietzsche says, ‘there is 
no carnival.’ Again, as a theory of humanity this is arrant nonsense: 
as advice for statecraft, it has proved invaluable. 

But though social sadism has not been rare, there’s no eternal 
social ontology of cruelty. All these moments are defined by and 
do specific and distinct things, perform functions. The Roman 
games grew from funerary rites, showcased the increasing and 
spectacular power of ruling classes; provided for the popular 
punishment of scapegoats, all sanctified and embedded within 
legal codes and mores – and libidinally sanctioned, too, in their 
sadism, in part because of the empathic load that those who’d make 
them spectacles must overcome. In countless societies performed 
violence was openly descriptive and sustaining, according to 
various parameters, of boundaries and social logic. 

By contrast, there is something distinct about social sadism in 
modern capitalism, and in neoliberalism in particular. This is surplus 
cruelty in a specific sense, sadism supererogatory in relation to the – 
conjunctural, contested – ‘functional’ requirements of the system, a 
social formation characterised by the hedged, reversible, embattled 
but well-documented historical shift away from social punishment 
as overt – the qualification is crucial – spectacular, sanctioned, 
performative cruelty. The sociologist Norbert Elias, discussing 
punishment politics in 1939’s The Civilizing Process, described the 
adjustment of behaviour over hundreds of years according to ‘the 
expanding threshold of repugnance’. A socially stimulated sense of 
revulsion, that a growing field of acts are considered ‘uncivilised’, 
and – at least openly, at least proclaimedly – unacceptable. 

This is not to buy capitalism’s bullshit about itself. Uncovering 
the dynamics behind this deeply uneven trend reveal it to be 
conditioned by subtler and no less ruthless power politics, to be a 
thin, fragile result of overlapping social pressures and powerplays, 
rather than because of any Whiggish dynamic to history. The 
concomitant diffusion of the state into the biopolitics of everyday 
life underlies its growing powers, including for repression, and 
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sadism. Nor of course does the repugnant cease to happen. It may 
happen more. The politics of where and how become central.

The Enlightenment was always a dark enlightenment. 
Viciousness and brutality in their most unmediated forms were 
still – and are – deemed appropriate for the colonies. Today, our 
everyday and surplus sadisms are inextricable from capitalism’s 
history of racist violence.

Few countries have cultivated so assiduously and ostentatiously 
a self-image not only of ‘civilisation’ but ‘civilisedness’ as Britain. 
Its imperialism is the ostentatious bad conscience to this ‘civilising 
process’: there’s not much sign of expanding repugnance in the 
savage beatings and sexual assaults of prisoners during the ‘Aden 
crisis’; the torture by pepper and the waterboarding avant le lettre 
in Cyprus in the 1950s; castration, rape, mass-murder in Kenya in 
the same decade, in what Caroline Elkins has called Britain’s Gulag. 

It is not irrelevant that these acts were not proclaimed: with 
varying success, they were hidden, denied, and if uncovered, 
variably defensively justified. When the cover-up of a massacre 
in Hola in Kenya failed, the parliamentary record for July 1959 
runs through the gamut. The security services do a tremendously 
difficult job; problems are the result of muddle and crossed wires; 
in any case, their enemies are, as one MP insisted, ‘sub-human’. 

There’s no surprise in that: in a system of white supremacism, 
there is an exclusion clause in the ‘arc of civilisation’ at the edges 
of the polity. Accumulation, particularly so-called ‘primitive 
accumulation’, is always-already a system of rapacity and its 
sadisms. A grim corollary of the uneven and countervailed tendency 
to juridical equality and the abstraction of commodity exchange is 
the expropriation of colonial theft, and the concretely subordinated 
colonial subject. 

Its settler-colonial nature is key to the vivid social sadism of 
the Israeli state. ‘Supererogatory’ cruelty is brazen and startling 
and often remarked upon, by visitors and victims and dissident 
Israelis themselves. ‘The vindictiveness of many (not all) Israeli 
soldiers’, John Berger carefully writes, ‘is particular.’ The relentless 
surplus sadisms of everyday life for Palestinians, of the checkpoints, 

28



China  Miéville

described exhaustedly by Oded Na’aman and others who once 
manned them, accompany those of politicide – senior Israeli official 
Dov Weisglass impishly describing the starvation strategy of the 
blockade as to ‘put the Palestinians on a diet’. 

�

Colonial sadism is not a result of racism; racism, rather, is created 
by that sadism – viciousness justifying itself post-facto. The agonies 
inflicted by the metropole’s torturers are the ‘civilising process’. 

This exonerated colonial savagery continues even – especially 
– where the ‘civilised’ population is a subset within the borders of 
the state. Thus the management techniques of slavery, the panoply 
of baroque, spectacular, inventive viciousness, whips and rapes, 
punitive scatology, spiked wheels, salt-rubbed wounds. 

Capitalist social sadism is still, of course, a racialised, colonial 
logic. Its victims are by no means always non-white, nor are those 
who apply it always white, but it’s intrinsically derived from these 
techniques of colonialism, its social Darwinism and naturalisation 
of hierarchies, and the racialising drive is irrepressible. New 
configurations of viciousness illuminate this, as neoliberalism 
stretches the boundaries of quotidian sadism. 

�

Civil-rights struggles mean that, for now, mainstream culture 
deems the overtly white-supremacist sadisms of Jim Crow impolite. 
Which leads to immense white resentment. Of course there are 
strategies aplenty to maintain racist power in this new climate: ‘By 
1968 you can’t say “nigger” – that hurts you,’ explained Lee Atwater, 
Republican strategist, in 1981. ‘Backfires. So you say stuff like 
forced busing, states’ rights and all that stuff.’ The sadistic racial 
drive is unabated – a result of the ‘economic things’ that Atwater 
explained replaced the racist slurs as mobilising calls is that ‘blacks 
get hurt worse than whites’. 

But white supremacy wants, unendingly, its mastery to be 
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overt. To be rehabilitated under neoliberalism, racial sadisms 
have to be deployed with a kind of abusive suppleness. Subtler 
microaggressions are inadequate, whatever the power structure 
they maintain: they must be obvious and swaggering, conspicuous 
consumption of the public and psychological wages of white spite; 
and they must also, just, be plausibly deniable as such, enough to 
redouble the cruelty with racial gaslighting, huffing that to read 
race into racist sadism is to play the legendary race card, to be 
obsessed with race. 

This can go too far. When Cliven Bundy muses on camera about 
whether ‘the Negro’ was not ‘better off’ under slavery, even Fox 
TV distances itself. But as we’ll see, though not without risk, such 
excess, such surplus sadism, can perform an invaluable role. 

Some virtuoso racialised sadisms have been displayed in the 
aftermath of the death of Eric Garner at the hands of the NYPD. 
Arrested for selling cigarettes, his last moments are filmed as he’s 
choked by Officer Daniel Pantaleo, desperately and repeatedly 
gasping, ‘I can’t breathe!’ 

Jason Barthel, a corporal in the Indiana Police with a sideline 
in clothing, promptly releases a t-shirt bearing the words ‘Breathe 
Easy: Don’t break the law’. ‘[P]lease understand’, he writes online, 
with palpable twinkle, ‘when we use the slogan “Breathe Easy” we 
are referring to knowing the police are there for you!’ 

December 2014. Around 100 people turn up to counter-
protest a demonstration against the police murder. They wear 
black hoodies on which is written, ‘I CAN BREATHE’. 

More, far more than in the other counterslogans ‘Blue Lives 
Matter’ or ‘All Lives Matter’, the will to viciousness is visible. What 
possible relevance is it to these people proclaiming their gratitude 
to the killers – ‘Thanks to the NYPD’ the shirts say on the back – 
what possible ethical claim could it announce, that they can breathe, 
except that Eric Garner cannot, and never will again? 

The ‘civilising process’ inheres not in any ending of these acts 
of sadism, but in a certain draping of a veil over the acts. But to 
perform their tasks they must be detectable. The act of veiling 
is visible, cognitive distortion, the creation of reality. So, like a 
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children’s puzzle in which you’re asked to find images hiding in the 
lines of another picture, if this is a camouflage it is one that exists to 
be uncovered. That is what ‘dog-whistle’ politics is. 

The point of plausible deniability has never been believability. 
Now, in the sadism culture of neoliberalism, the necessity of 
even the barest due diligence, the performance of a scrap of such 
deniability diminishes. The threshold of repugnance recontracts. 

When Moussa Khebaïli , like so many North Africans, was taken 
by the police in Paris to the torture room in 1958, he was told, ‘C’est le 
régime des flics qui commence’ – ‘The reign of the cops is beginning.’ 
It’s still the reign of the cops, and – as the Chicago police’s Homan 
Square black site, uncovered by the Guardian, makes clear – they 
still have their torture rooms. But they are also doing their business 
out in plain sight, in the glare of social media, not retreating but 
doubling down on the sadism of the acts and their justifications. 

�

There’s contestation, certainly, a debate about what’s appropriate, 
even within the ruling class. The direction of the trend, however, is 
hard to deny. 

In 2009, anchor Shep Smith, in a debate about torture on 
foxnews.com, slams his desk, announcing, ‘We are America. I don’t 
give a rat’s ass if it helps. We are America. We do not fucking torture!’ 
America does, of course, but Smith’s naïvety on that point is less 
important than the almost touching, outraged bewilderment of a 
man having the wrong argument. He dates himself: his interlocutors 
Trace Gallagher and Andrew Napolitano have long-since moved on, 
are discussing torture’s possible efficacy. 

Torture is even recast as politically progressive – sadism as 
the salvation of civilisation. One of the most acclaimed attorneys 
in the US, Alan Dershowitz, among many others, proposes not only 
that it should be legalised, but that the ‘torture warrant’ would be a 
restraint, minimising ‘excesses’. 

�
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In his seminal work Two Laws of Penal Evolution, Durkheim 
described the loi d’adoucissement, the law of softening, according to 
which, as societies ‘advance’, the penalties for crimes are reduced 
in intensity, particularly physical intensity. Never monolinear, the 
trend he identified was away from physical cruelties towards the 
deprivation of liberty. This obscures the fact that the advance in 
‘moral education’, and the ‘softening’ of social life for some can be 
congruent with deepening repression, a hardening of punishment 
for others. There is a very partial truth that legitimation has stressed 
the ‘amelioration’; that there was a juridico-political performance 
of an ‘adoucissement’ trend. Note the past tense.  

It’s no surprise that it’s in this most symptomatic arena of 
juridical punishment that the shift to social sadism is so blatantly 
manifest. Nor, given the incarceration frenzy of the US state 
against the black population, could its racialisation be more finely 
poised: to viciously punish the ‘criminal’ is, literally in hundreds of 
thousands of cases, and synecdochically in general, to be invested in 
the torments of the black subject. It’s particularly vividly in carceral 
history that the ‘civilising process’ – the phrase remains useful, if 
spoken with a sneer – is visible. As is, increasingly, the countervailing 
tendency, the neoliberal trend towards its unravelling. 

In 1990, David Garland wrote, in Punishment and Modern 
Society, that 

our culture imposes heavy restraints upon … 
emotions … ‘Vengeance’, for example, is no longer an 
acceptable sentiment to be voiced in this context. … 
In fact, ‘punitiveness’, as such, has come to be a rather 
shameful sentiment during the twentieth century, at 
least among the educated elite, so that arguments 
about prison conditions, severity of sentences, or 
the justice of the death penalty tend to be couched in 
utilitarian terms. 

A quarter of a century later, the claim rings absurdly naïve. 
The cultural shift is undeniable. The chain gang, pioneered in 
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the southern states, was phased out by 1955. In 1995, Alabama was 
the first state to reintroduce it: it still exists in Arizona. In Georgia, 
under a program called ‘Tier Step Down’, inmates are deliberately 
malnourished, receiving half-rations, are denied access to medical 
and educational opportunities – and are unable to flush their 
toilets. This is widely understood to be collective punishment for 
a series of strikes and hunger strikes in 2010 and 2012 against 
degrading conditions, the aftermath of the first of which saw one 
inmate, Kelvin Stevenson, brutally beaten by guards, on film, with 
a hammer. 

On 23 June 2012, at the Dade Correctional Institution in 
Florida, according to testimony by fellow prisoners, Darren Rainey, 
a 50-year-old mentally ill man who had, in a long-established act 
of jail resistance, shat in his cell, was locked in a shower by prison 
officers with the water blasting on its hottest setting. This was not 
a new form of punishment. ‘I can’t take it no more,’ he started to 
scream. ‘I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.’ He was left for an hour as 
the narrow chamber filled with scalding water and steam. When 
the guards finally opened the door, he was lying dead on his back, 
his skin so burned it had shrivelled from his body. No one has been 
charged. 

Even fifteen years ago Jonathan Simon could counter Garland, 
with a wealth of examples, that ‘it is far from clear that cruelty 
or vengeance is no longer an acceptable sentiment’. He cites the 
growth of ‘life-trashing’ sentences and ‘shame’ sentences, and 
changes around the death penalty and its culture.

States pump up the spectacularity of death, reintroduce the 
electric chair and firing squads. In an article from 2002, Mona 
Lynch described how support for the death penalty in the US has 
‘especially intensified and “hardened”’, that it is not just uninformed 
but doesn’t wish to be informed, that ‘deterrence’ is cited by fewer 
and fewer Americans, ceasing to be the majority justification that it 
was in the 1970s, and that support is not even driven by fear but by  
‘more and more by anger and retributive urges’. 

The growth in social sadism is not in contradiction to, but 
codependent with, the growth of social sentimentality and the 
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mindfulness industry. This Simon calls the ‘therapeutic culture of 
punishment’ – and we can add, sadism. ‘[T]he notion of retribution’, 
he writes, ‘is giving way to the ability of specific individuals to 
obtain satisfaction from cruelty, and is reflected in the prominence 
that politicians now give to the desires of family members of the 
victims … for the emotional satisfaction of a death penalty carried 
out with … a minimum of solicitude for the offender.’ 

These desires, of course, articulate their culture, and would 
be unthinkable as part of a formal legal process in many other 
parts of the world. ‘A new kind of state psychology is evident in the 
frequency with which elected officials invoke the need for surviving 
loved ones of the victim to achieve “closure”’.

Given the record of ‘humane’ executions, and the recalcitrance 
of human empathy, this ideology of therapeutic viciousness is 
valuable. The suffering of those frozen by the anaesthetic in lethal 
injunction is unknown, but the litany of even those who’ve obviously 
visibly suffered, gasping, looking up, straining against the straps 
holding them, repeatedly stuck by misplaced needles, moaning, is 
long. Clayton Lockett, Dennis McGuire, Joseph Clark, Emmitt Foster, 
Angel Diaz, Justin Lee May, Tommie Smith, Joseph Cannon, Raymond 
Landry, Michael Lee Wilson, whose last words as the drugs entered 
him were, ‘I feel my whole body burning’.

These agonies are not mistakes: they are accounted for, legally. 
Before the execution of McGuire, in January 2014, David Waisel, a 
Harvard professor of anaesthesia, warned the Ohio court that the 
cocktail of drugs would leave McGuire awake, conscious and in pain, 
and cause ‘agony and horror’. He was correct. McGuire was to gasp 
for breath, snort, clench his fists, try to rise, as he slowly died. Judge 
Gregory Frost rejected the stay, while acknowledging in his ruling 
that the process was ‘an experiment’. He heeded Thomas Madden, 
Ohio assistant attorney general, who insisted in his submission that 
‘you’re not entitled to a pain-free execution’.

Sometimes all this unsubtle subtext is simply spoken as text: 
the pain of the executed is not just permissible, but desirable. On 
the 24 July 2014, Arizona executed Joseph Wood for the shooting 
dead of his ex-girlfriend, Debra Dietz, and her father, in 1989. The 
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process of his death continued for two hours. After the first 10 
minutes Wood was gasping, ‘sucking air’ as he fought for breath, in 
the words of one witness. Another described it as like a fish thrown 
to shore. 

Richard Brown, Dietz’s brother-in-law, lambasted the press. 
‘You guys are blowing it out of all proportion about these drugs. 
… Why don’t we give him a bullet? Why don’t we give him some 
Drano? People on death row deserve to suffer.’

�

Below the Line
Anyone who doubts that everyday surplus sadism is everyday need 
only read the comments below the articles, follow threads, brave 
twitterstorms. Even allowing for hyperbolic moral panicking over 
new modes of expressions, online bullying displays a real, toxic 
seam of performative sadism – particularly, of course, aimed at 
women and minorities. 

Rot is fecund. Fruiting bodies sprout and spore on the body 
politic: gamergate; the ‘beta uprising’. The clamour of such trolling 
shows how very unquiet sadism is, how not nearly repressed 
enough. It seems poised to become less so. 

It would be absurd technological determinism to blame social 
media for this, just as it would to praise it for creating any of the 
collaborative collective action it has, without question, aided. 
Conversely, it would be naïve to deny that forms impact norms. 
With social media and online culture the barrier to entry to 
performative psychological sadism is lowered. The conjunction of 
the addictive narcissistic economy of social media with neoliberal 
subjectivity feeds, feeds off and encourages such obsessive and 
toxic behaviours, and the performativity of the panopticon. 

The release of coagulated clots of such matter as online 
‘manifestos’ and statements by racist and misogynist mass-
murderers such as Anders Breivik, Elliot Rodgers and Christopher 
Harper-Mercer is commonplace. Their actual acts, too, feel inspired 
by below-the-line sadism, in spectacle and vindictiveness, in 
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the pettiness-as-terror. This is real-life and -death trolling, the 
literalising of the flame-war injunctions to hate-objects, targets of 
spite and sadism, to die. 

For non-stupid analysis, it’s a truism about ‘Islamic State’ 
(Daesh) that it is no atavism, but intensely modern: in the 
demographic of its personnel; in its particular state form; in its 
vigorous social media presence. In the erosion of the line between 
statement, trolling and policy, the group represents a hypertrophy 
of the modern state’s reliance on social sadism. It is unusual less in 
that its representatives rape, enslave, torture and brutally execute, 
than in that it justifies such practices explicitly as such. 

Part of the ‘civilising process’ has traditionally been the 
meandering historical growth of the state’s function as a repressive 
superego, battening down various egoic drives, such as that to 
sadism, deemed, for various social reasons, impermissible. So 
repressed, they will dutifully return, as indeed the superego 
state needs them to. Not so here: though in recent documents it 
has stressed more loudly the joys of citizenship, there is still in 
Daesh’s output an explicit glorying in what one researcher calls 
‘ultraviolence’. 

Always eager to instrumentalise the worst human drives, 
the modern state has tended, officially, to relax the superegoic 
repression of sadism mostly to circumspect degrees and at specific 
moments – for the embattlement and carnage of war; in fascism; 
during times of ‘exceptionality’. Though by no means tout court, 
Daesh collapses state ego and superego on this point of sadism: it’s 
open about the fact that its exceptionality is permanent. 

In the US-hegemonic sphere, there remains a line between 
the superego of the social lie, and the comments threads below 
– unconscious desire, the righting of imagined wrongs, the social 
-adistic ego of enjoyed spite – the troll-culture it neither can nor 
would be without. 

The membrane is not only permeable, but movable. And it is 
moving quickly, through telling mechanisms. 

�
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Every person’s name is legion. Among our components are those we 
don’t want, and/or want not to want, and/or surrendered to which 
society itself couldn’t survive. A modicum of repression, then, is a 
necessity for social life. Herbert Marcuse, in Eros and Civilization, 
his lurching 1955 attempt at a synthesis of Marx and Freud, coined 
the term ‘surplus repression’ for the degree of repression above 
and beyond that necessary for human social life at all. The term 
was perhaps somewhat misleading, or utopian, describing as it 
did phenomena nonetheless functional for the maintenance of 
oppressive class systems. Is there no surplus beyond this surplus? 
A level of repression, including sadism, excessive even for the 
exigencies of the class rule which has thrown it up? 

In fact, capitalism, an astoundingly adaptive system, can and 
will use any depredation: this doesn’t, though, imply that they’re all 
equally, or merely, functional in its service. 

Liberal outrage that pathologises social sadism as ‘madness’, 
backhandedly counterposing capitalism to it, is naïve or obfuscatory. 
Conversely, to deny that some excesses may be, indeed, accursed 
shares, potentially troublesome, embarrassments and autotelic 
reveries, would be left functionalism, granting capitalism a 
homeostatic hermetic smoothness it doesn’t warrant. The ‘civilising 
process’ – sneer and all – means that particular actions that could 
be proclaimed at one moment must be hidden the next, as Atwater 
makes clear. The boundaries of social sadism – and other ethical 
loads – are changeable and contested, according to a capitalist logic 
of accounting.

7 September 2015. Responding to the devastating plight of 
refugees, British Prime Minister David Cameron bizarrely proclaims 
that ‘[w]e will continue to show the world that this country is a 
country of extra compassion, always standing up for our values and 
helping those in need’. 

Extra compassion? Compared to what? To the ‘natural’ 
compassion capacity of our polity, presumably. That the government 
offered to take a risible 20,000 Syrian refugees by 2020 was thus 
signalled as a kind of ethical superprofit. An ingenious ideological 
move. ‘British compassion’ is inflated, while the brief, grotesquely 
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inadequate opening of the door is flagged as, literally, surplus: it can 
be closed at any moment, ‘extra’ compassion withdrawn, without 
any ethical deficit. 

As with compassion, so with sadism: the bookkeeping heuristic 
is an absurdity that the system strives to make true. And which, 
because capitalism is dynamic, is functional, excess and all. 

�

The Elasticity of Spite
Increasing and better calories, improved housing, time to rest – 
such progress is fought for, wrested from rulers, sometimes won, 
sometimes lost again. An outrageous demand becomes a contested 
principle becomes a right. 

‘In contradistinction … to the case of other commodities, 
there entered into the determination of the value of labour-power 
a historical and moral element’. On top of the cost of the physical 
reproduction of the worker’s animal body, there is, as Marx describes 
in Capital, that moral-historical element. It is no illusion: it is part of 
labour-power’s value, according to which, many mediations later, 
wages are paid. What comprises that historical and moral element,  
leads to the incorporation of expanding or contracting social norms 
as part of a worker’s baseline needs, is class struggle. 

While the contestation is ongoing, is yet undecided, the status 
of the mooted elements are quantum. It’s only with the success or 
failure of each struggle that the box is opened, and the constantly 
shifting value of labour-power becomes, fleetingly, clear.

Particularly in crisis, moments of constricting accumulation, 
capitalists will fight vigorously against any expansion of this moral-
historical element. The fight will mean blood and blows and bullets, 
and the onslaught will be as brutal as necessary. And, especially 
where hegemony relies particularly on fear as well as consent or 
habit, the attacks and the general culture will be savage enough to 
be exemplary. 

Go too far, and resulting outrage may backfire against the 
state. The limits of viciousness are no more timeless than are the 
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moral-historical components of labour-power they’re deployed to 
restrain. What’s socially possible in one epoch might bring down 
the government in another. 

The more techniques and degrees of repression are openly 
available to the ruling class (because black ops are always an option) 
the more room it has for cruel manoeuvre. In a bleak echo of the 
struggle over the constituent elements of labour-power, so there is 
a struggle, waged down, by the powerful against the rest of us, over 
those of repression. The historical and (im)moral components of 
social sadism. 

Here, supersadism, both in its specificities and as part of a 
generalised culture of spite, can be functional to capitalism even 
when scandalous. These are moments of class struggle, to push the 
limits of brutality. 

The results are plain, in the normalised sadisms of fascist 
powers, and within the bounds of liberal democracies too. Even the 
simple fact of the reintroduction of the death penalty in the US in 
1976, let alone its later apotheosis as a totem for legitimation of 
sadism, shows how the threshold of repugnance can shrink. Or to 
put it more accurately, how it can be shrunk. The unconscionable 
becomes the exceptional becomes mainstream class rule. 

The constitutive, superpositionally avowed and disavowed 
supersadisms of capitalism test, inform and shape politics by 
breaching its limits. Even decried. In this decadence, essence and 
excrescence are inextricable – in the first issue of Salvage, we 
termed this an excr/essential capitalism.

This is its secret: it is a system that can instrumentalise its own 
decadent excess.

�

To expand their field of possible action, the clerks of ideology must 
keep pushing at both the permissible and the impermissible. 

This claim is not abstract. Liberal professors of law debate 
not how to end torture, but how best to torture. American state 
functionaries, who would doubtless join in the magisterial disgust 
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of the ‘civilised’ at the human experiments of Mengele or Unit 731, 
carry out experimental executions, declared as such. 

As fast as capitalism outrages, it excuses as much as it can, 
through special pleading, tendentious reasoning, bullying and 
bullshit. As soon after the Enron scandal as 2006, Newsweek, in a 
piece going ‘beyond the verdicts’, insisted that ‘this was a company 
that not only had a number of great ideas, but pointed the way for 
other businesses to make billions’. Nothing so gauche as an explicit 
defence of the Grandma Millie fantasy; only an encomium to the 
profits and practices of which it was exuberant expression. 

What remains more steadfastly inexcusable, capitalism deploys 
negatively, to legitimate new debasement of norms on the grounds 
that the debasement is not as bad as it might have been. ‘What 
they’re saying is obviously unacceptable: we, by contrast, propose 
only this.’ 

And the inexcusable is used to shift the grounds. 
In 2000, hard-right provocateur Ann Coulter glossed Genesis 

1:28 by declaring that ‘[t]he ethic of conservation is the explicit 
abnegation of man’s dominion over the Earth. … God said so: Go 
forth, be fruitful, multiply, and rape the planet — it’s yours.’ Like 
a five-year-old who has learnt a swear-word, she was to repeat 
the sentiment more than once. Despite the best efforts of Time 
journalist John Cloud, in his 2005 cover-piece gush about her, to 
advocate rape, even of Gaia, remains almost unrecuperable – as 
Coulter, neither a fool nor a person who gains her energy from 
being liked, must have known. The phrase remained shocking. 

But its work was done, an agenda stretched. It looms, an 
unacknowledged parent, over the Republican slogan born in 2008, 
and given later prominence by Sarah Palin: ‘Drill Baby Drill!’ Not 
only in its enthusiastic scorn for any environmental concerns but 
in the grotesque and ostentatious sexualisation of the image. Wink 
wink: this is the symbolic rape you can get away with, the sadism 
you can speak to push your politics of remorselessness, and it relies 
on the excess that proceeded it. 

Here is the class logic of surplus social sadism. Whether any 
particular iteration of sadism is rehabilitated or not – which is 
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the result of class as much as an ethical struggle – the bounds of 
permissible punitivity are constantly stretched. Depths plumbed. 

For our enemies there are, in an inverse of the 
boosterism of the Left, and one with more claim to realism, 
#massiveopportunitiesfortherightinallthis. 

�

A Harder Battle
Can you fight sadism with its opposite? What even would that be? 

We have, astoundingly, a Labour Party leader of the principled 
socialist left, who has declared for a ‘kinder politics’. And because 
of who Corbyn is, this does not sound like the kind of lie-turd 
we’re used to hearing drop from politicians’ mouths. Should Reds 
overcome traditional hippyphobia on this issue? What is the 
potential in a revolutionary strategy of political kindness? 

Kindness is – here cautiously – worth celebrating. Both for its 
own sake, and because, particularly in excr/essential capitalism, 
it does embed a utopian dissenting kernel. But always with that 
caution. The injunction to kindness can usher in a pro-kindness 
sadism, a ruthless positivity, hunting infractions. Open up: it’s the 
tone police. 

Still, the jouissance sadism taps can become autotelic, can shock 
consciences far wider than the hard Left. There are dangers in any 
strategy which relies on provoking opponents’ outrage. In a milieu 
of generalised cruelty and encouraged sadism, unlikely, seemingly 
‘pre-political’ qualities of empathy – courtesy, decency, good 
neighbourliness – might even be nascent solidarity, recruitable 
to radical opposition. The liberal is often the most outraged and 
vociferous chanter on the demonstration. Richard Seymour once 
made the indispensable distinction between those who are liberals 
out of fidelity to liberal ideas, and those who are liberals out of 
fidelity to the liberal state. The latter will never be on the side of 
emancipation. The former, to the extent that such ideas embed 
ethical politics predicated, however fallaciously and ideologically, 
on certain supposedly liberatory and universal claims, may be. 
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The issue is whether the liberal remains in radical opposition 
when the demonstration is over. This can’t remain a stable alliance, 
but it might be a valuable one, and grounds can shift, especially to 
the extent that the Left can show that this is a system of sadism, 
with an underlying logic and dynamic. To this extent there may be 
radicalism in kindness. In acting, in Alasdair Gray’s words, as if we 
are in the early days of a better nation. 

But this can be no grounds for systemic opposition. The politics 
of kindness are an opportunity, but a vague and inadequate one, 
and one that runs far too strong a risk of taking social ‘common 
sense’ at its own word. Social-democratic kindness, no matter how 
sincere and radically inflected, cannot face the amoral ruthlessness 
of reaction and have the slightest hope of not being destroyed. 

Hate is frightening, and dangerous. But class hate is also 
inevitable, and – particularly faced with social sadisms – legitimate, 
and radicalising, and necessary. 

�

Failed revolutions bring forth a blossoming of ruling-class 
viciousness, carnivals of reaction, the sadisms of relief and 
retrenched rule. In the new social sadism, it seems as if the 
bourgeoisie are intent on getting their counterrevolution in first. 

None of which is to say that socialists shouldn’t strive for a 
politics of radical empathy. Not cool calculation; not realpolitik; not, 
in extremis, necessary ruthlessness; nor our earned hate, obviates 
that. Indeed hate, unlike contempt, presumes empathy. An empathy 
which can check what surplus hate might provoke. 

No matter how much we might wish it, no uprising of the 
oppressed will be disciplined and rigorous enough to contain all 
expressions of the vengeful urge, nor even that to cruelty. Much 
‘Leninism’ has fondly fantasised about leading charges: it’s as likely 
– and desirable – that a key role of socialists in any insurgency 
should be precisely to act, as far as it is feasible, as fleeting superego 
for a new empathic politics, to hold retribution back – vanguardism 
as restraint. Marlin, leader of the International in Paris in 1871, 
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risked his life in the dying days of the embattled Commune begging 
a furious and terrified crowd not to execute hostages. He was 
unsuccessful. There may be brutal necessities in hard times: still, 
it’s not at all to be hamstrung by a ‘beautiful soul’, to have illusions 
in prefigurative politics, to want there to be ten, twenty Varlins in 
the communes to come. To want success in their future efforts, to 
break the equivalence principle of violence or spite. 

�

Long Live Death
There’s obviously more than mere grim approval at necessity 
in the deaths of those marked out as enemies: there’s a sadistic 
jouissance in it, and in displaying it. Ann Coulter enthuses about 
Donald Trump’s proposed border wall with Mexico: ‘I love the idea 
of the Great Wall of Trump. I want to have a two-drink minimum ... 
And every day live drone shows whenever anyone tries to cross the 
border.’ In Sderot, 2014, Israelis settle down with picnics on sofas 
on the hillside to spectate IDF jets bombing civilians in Gaza. ‘What 
a beauty!’ Harriet Sherwood describes one observer exclaiming at 
a particularly destructive blast. 

It doesn’t have to be ‘enemies’: the death of the merely 
disposable is also grounds for raucous partying. Martin Peake 
and Karen Reilly were teenage joyriders, not paramilitaries, when 
British paratroopers killed them in Northern Ireland in 1990. But 
the eighteen-year-old Reilly’s death was still commemorated in a 
party decoration the soldiers rigged up, a cardboard car, festooned 
with balloons, a Reilly-doll’s face lolling from it, bleeding red paint. 

In the testerical sadism of neoliberalism, in fact, ‘losers’ are all 
disposable, so ultimately the dead’s deadness justifies their death. 

Defending the Confederate Flag, South Carolina representative 
Bill Chumley criticised those murdered by racist killer Dylan Roof 
for their passivity. ‘These people sat in there and waited their turn 
to be shot,’ Chumley said. ‘Why didn’t somebody just do something?’ 

Like the disdain (shared by antisemite and hard-right Zionist) 
for those scornfully described to one Jewish survivor of Kamionka as 
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having gone ‘passively to the camps and then to their deaths’, death 
here does the Darwinian job. Thins the herd. Before its ineluctable 
drive, the sadistic spite at its victims for their ‘weakness’ can be 
disavowed. 

In an example of the process described here, by which sadistic 
excess can be functional by pushing the limits of discourse and 
behaviour, a scant four months after Chumley’s victim-blaming, Ben 
Carson, presidential candidate, chides the corpses left by another 
mass-murderer. Unlike them, he would ‘probably not cooperate 
with him … would not just stand there and let him shoot me’. 

Carson is criticised, yes, but he said it, in this new discursive 
space. He does not back down. 

�

Social sadism’s affair with death runs deeper, more uncontrollable, 
than its most fervent and cynical advocate may know. It taps a 
powerful psychoanalytical current, and it’s by no means in the 
control of those who deploy it. 

Martin Amis, in a once-notorious interview with the Times in 
2006, said: ‘There’s a definite urge – don’t you have it? – to say, 
“The Muslim community will have to suffer until it gets its house in 
order.”’ Here, with vivid clarity, is an indispensable element in the 
justification of social sadism: complicity. 

‘Don’t you have it?’ 
Even before the exposition of the sadistic drive, Amis demanded 

not only the agreement and empathy of his interlocutor, and the 
reader, but pre-emptively expressed scepticism that it was not 
there. 

This appeal to complicity is a mainstay of the Right. ‘In your 
heart’, read Barry Goldwater’s 1964 slogan, ‘you know he’s right.’ 
The more prominent the Right’s violence program, its appeal to 
cruelty, the more overt the annunciation of pre-emptive social 
complicity. On 5 October 2015, at a meeting of the quasi-libertarian 
right-wing pressure group the Taxpayers’ Alliance, their research 
director demanded that a variety of pensioner benefits should be 
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cut immediately, including the winter fuel allowance, designed to 
keep the elderly warm. Many affected, Alex Wild insisted, would die 
before the next election, and many others, he implied, would be too 
doddery to remember who was responsible for their misery. The 
high-profile Conservative MP Liam Fox spoke too. He described a 
‘great opportunity for us to do some of the more difficult things, 
however unpalatable they will be in the short term’. ‘We need to do’, 
he said, ‘what we all know deep in our hearts to be right.’ 

Social sadism relies on complicity for legitimation. Most 
defences of such sadism, particularly surplus supersadism, focus 
less on the necessity of the measures, and more on insisting that 
everyone has these drives, that we all understand and share them. 
We are all sinners, all fallen, all always-already sadists. 

The tactic of complicity goes back to slave management. 
On the 28 January 1756, Thomas Thistlewood, enlightenment 

gent, autodidact, successful Jamaican farmer, caught his slave Derby 
eating sugarcane. ‘Had Derby well whipped’, Thistlewood wrote in 
his diaries, ‘and made Egypt’ – another slave – ‘shit in his mouth’. 

Thistlewood was to repeat ‘Derby’s Dose’, as it became known, 
each time forcing the victim immediately into a gag, their mouth 
full, for several hours. He did not use his own waste. Each time, part 
of this inventive act of sadistic degradation was to force another 
slave to do the shitting or the pissing. 

�

‘Shame’, writes Jeremy Seabrooke, ‘is the most persistent attribute 
of contemporary poverty’ – and, we can add, of capitalism in general. 
As regards poverty in particular, in the culture of neoliberalism, as 
Seabrooke puts it, ‘under the barrage of resentment and loathing 
this incapacity’ – the failure to avail themselves of the ‘opportunities’ 
about which capitalism crows – ‘incurs’, the self-image of many is 
an echo of the culturally dominant ideology.

There is also the Thistelwoodian, Amisian, Goldwaterian, 
Foxian dimension: the social sadist can be expert at projecting 
shame. And no matter how blank-faced their indifference at the 
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distress they cause – or how gleeful their pleasure  – a source of the 
shame they project, at some chthonic level, is their own.

This is neither to excuse the perpetrators, nor to recast them 
as victims: only to point out a psychoanalytical truism, often well-
recognised within their own ranks. In 1985, Bernard Ingham, 
Thatcher’s press secretary, wrote to her, ‘You should also have at the 
back of your mind the guilt complex among the “haves” about the 
“have-nots”. It is vital that you signal your compassion – and don’t 
deride the word, because that is what many of your supporters 
think you lack – to the “haves”’. 

Thus the poisonous imbrication. Sympathy for the suffering 
of the ruled, as acknowledgement of ruling-class shame, as 
justification for brutality, as tactic for repression. 

To the extent that it is successful in normalising social sadism, 
the invocation of complicity taps shared shame. 

That doesn’t imply the innate wickedness of humanity, nor 
is it a retreat into therapy-babble. It is only to insist that we are, 
indeed, legion, that we are snarled in a complex of drives; that the 
perpetrator is performing and perhaps relishing what they know 
to be a transgression: sadism being an empathic function, a curdled 
one. Self-loathing is a cliché, but it is real. In social sadism, it is in 
part made functional for rule by disavowal and projection. And 
in a culture of shame, most especially of those at the bottom, for 
their ‘failure’, for being despised by the culture they inhabit, it’s no 
surprise that this is often effective.

Sadism and masochism are inextricable. And beneath them and 
social sadism tout court is something urgent and bleak and mute, 
looking a lot like Freud’s late discovery, the status or existence of 
which even many of his devout followers doubt: the death drive. 
Thanatos. A will to oblivion. 

Whatever it is, it knows no boundaries at all. 
Social sadism is a culture of death. Death aimed foursquare 

at enemies and the disposable without or within – Susan George 
describes the new central question of neoliberal politics as ‘Who 
has a right to live and who does not’ – but a total death too. One that 
encompasses object, subject, and indeed everything. 
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Nor is this sadistic culture’s desperation for total death, its 
idolatrous love of death, even hidden. 

We’ve seen that the trope of the culling of the supposedly weak 
is deployed – with all due regret – by lawmakers and presidential 
candidates. There is also a far more overt enthusiasm for its 
ministrations in this culture of death. 

At a debate between Republican candidates in September 
2011, Wolf Blitzer, the chair, mooted the case of a hypothetical 
thirty-year-old uninsured man who becomes sick. ‘[C]ongressman,’ 
Blitzer asks Ron Paul, ‘are you saying that society should just let 
him die?’ 

‘Yeah!’ comes a shout from the audience. A smattering of 
applause. The shout is repeated, and again, and the applause grows. 

But still the victims of this imaginary death are too few. Naomi 
Klein, in This Changes Everything, has written about the ‘subtext’, 
the ‘crueler side of the [climate change] denial project’ becoming 
more overt: that, lurking always under the increasingly absurd and 
fantastic claims to believe that it is not happening, is that it is, and 
that it is good, because of all the death it will wreak. 

2011. Joe Reed of the Montana state legislature, tries (and 
fails) to pass a bill announcing that ‘Global warming is beneficial 
to the welfare and business climate of Montana’. Jim Geraghty in 
The Philadelphia Inquirer claims that ‘climate change will help the 
US economy in several ways and enhance, not diminish, the United 
States’ geopolitical power’. ‘Expect’, as Klein says, ‘more of this 
monstrousness’. 

But though both these expressions of the tendency accentuate 
the positive with a kind of thuggish idiot’s prometheanism, this 
remorseless drive for death is grander and more total than even 
that implied in Geraghty’s spiteful glee at the ‘dire circumstances’ 
for developing countries. 

The dream is of nihil. Disavowed, certainly, unconscious most 
likely, but right there. The telos of this apologia is the end of all. 

This makes little political odds, but for one thing: there is no 
point attempting to persuade partisans most invested in social 
sadism of the logic or science of ecological catastrophe, or that it 
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makes not even strategic sense to retain nuclear ‘deterrence’, or 
what have you. Yes, they find profit in the catastrophe or the arms 
race; yes, they will be in unending denial. 

And besides, that deep part most in thrall to spite and shame 
and sadism wants the apocalypse to come. 

�

The Montana Waters 
It has been drably traditional for socialist essays to conclude with a 
call for something. What fits here? 

Against Sadism! 
No to the Disavowed Pining for Death!
Good luck. One day, long after the Event, with the utter 

reconfiguring of everything, the Oedipal family a peculiar Gothic 
story, perhaps. For now, for all our lifetimes, even if socialism were 
to arrive tomorrow, there will be sadisms, and the drives that 
underline them, and the drives that undermine them. 

We can abjure the complicity demanded of us. Even as it 
snares us (as, creatures of it, it will), by speech act for a start. We 
aren’t immune to Thanatos, but we can recognise it and see who is 
pressing it most effectively to their service. As creatures of it, we 
may likely hate ourselves, and the world, but that’s not all we feel 
about us or it, and besides, we hate the sadisms of capitalism more, 
here, now, and we hate those who wreak them, without stint. 

Humans have many capacities. It’s a doomed enterprise to 
prefigure socialism, but we can certainly feed the drives that, as far 
as we can imagine, we’d like to hope will cut with its grain. 

�

Optimism of the will. The principle of hope. In the face of spite and 
history, there’s a better category of the positive, perhaps, to recruit 
into radical theory. One that’s rarer, that we don’t need to strive, a 
priori, to sustain, and/but that we know, even if for flecks of time in 
the worst times, we might experience, and that is joy. 
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Property itself is everyday sadism. To see it overthrown, even 
for a moment, is to know that joy exists, and to know that it is a 
material force. 

We build against sadism. We build to experience the joy of its 
every fleeting defeat. Hoping for more joy, for longer, each time, 
longer and stronger; until, perhaps, we hope, for yet more; and 
you can’t say it won’t ever happen, that the ground won’t shift, that 
it won’t one day be the sadisms that are embattled, the sadisms 
that are fleeting, on a new substratum of something else, newly 
foundational, that the sadisms won’t diminish or be defeated, that 
those for whom they are machinery of rule won’t be done.

That the idea of quotidian social sadism won’t be unthinkable. 
There will be a new everyday.

2006. Haiti. In the midst of attempts to tamper with the election 
of René Préval – the candidate of the poor, associated with the 
ousted Jean-Bertrand Aristide of the Lavalas party – shortly after 
smouldering ballot boxes containing countless ballots are found in 
a dump outside Port-au-Prince, thousands of poor protestors rush 
into the luxury Montana Hotel. 

The hotel overlooks the slums. The people from the slums 
are watched by the UN ‘peacekeepers’, the forces so central to the 
multilateralist reign of terror on the island, who try and fail to keep 
them out. 

The protestors wave posters and chant as they take over the 
grounds. They explore. ‘Now is the time!’ they chant. A helicopter 
evacuates guests noisily from the roof. The protestors climb trees. 
They lie at rest on the sunlounges. 

Most of the intruders, like so many in Haiti, lack running water. 
But on 13 February, the masses of the slums, of Cité Soleil, including 
very many children, dive into the Montana pool, and swim.
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Salvaging Situationism: 
Race and Space

In an article in Internationale Situationniste #2, Abdelhafid Khattib 
of the Algerian section of the organisation attempted the first in-
depth psychogeographical study of the area of Les Halles. The study 
was cut short due to a continuing curfew against Arabs on Paris 
streets. As a coda to Khatib’s initial findings, the following note was 
appended:

This study is incomplete on several fundamental points, 
principally those concerning the ambient characteristics 
of certain barely defined zones. This is because our 
collaborator was subject to police harassment in light 
of the fact that since September, North Africans have 
been banned from the streets after half past nine in the 
evening. And of course, the bulk of Abdelhafid Khatib’s 
work concerned the Halles at night. After being arrested 
twice and spending two nights in a holding cell, he 
relinquished his efforts. Therefore the present – the 
political future, no less – may be abstracted due to 
considerations carried out on psychogeography itself.
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Despite this promise to consider psychogeography in light of these 
targeted arrests carried out against colonial subjects, no mention of 
this incident was to appear in published Situationist writings again. 

However, recently discovered among Michèle Bernstein’s 
previously uncatalogued papers are a draft set of theses on space 
that show that Khatib’s arrest did have a ripple effect on the 
thinking of his comrades in struggle. Although critical and historical 
treatments typically deny her much of a role beyond that of being 
Guy Debord’s wife, Bernstein, the only prominent woman involved 
with the loose and shifting groups who formed first the Lettrist and 
then the Situationist Internationals, wrote numerous articles for 
Potlatch, Internationale Situationniste and Les Levres Nues, along 
with two novels. The theses have recently emerged from work to re-
examine her oeuvre, and are notable for the way they highlight an 
awareness – that continued to elude her husband and his confrères 
– of a key absence in the Situationists’ reimagining of everyday life: 
colonialism, in all of its ramifications. 

Had they been better known, it is plausible that these 
theses might have radically shifted the thought and direction of 
Situationism. 

They appear here in translation for the first time. 

1. Psychogeography cannot be abstracted; it must be 
concrete. The very word psychogeography, suggested 
by an illiterate Kabyle to designate the general 
phenomena with which a few of us were preoccupied 
around the summer of 1953, is relatively defensible 
even in times of unrest. It does not stray from the 
materialist perspective. 

2. Police repression and curfew draw our eyes towards 
the ways in which the geographic milieu conditions 
a situation differently for each of its players and has 
never acted equally upon the affective comportment 
of all individuals. Our striving to attain the highest 
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degree of consciousness of the elements that 
determine a situation demands a full examination of 
the implications. 

3. While race and nationality are cultural – political – 
constructs, our psychogeographical experiments have 
shown that they materially condition our experience 
of power and the city, the zones of our residence, our 
work, our play, our movements, even our ability to fully 
carry out intellectual inquiry. 

4. In other words, race and nationality condition each 
situation we encounter or create, and our human 
journey through them.

5. Any privilege that comes with race or nationality 
conditions us as much as any oppression. Since we 
know with what blind fury so many people – who are 
nevertheless so little privileged – are willing to defend 
their mediocre advantages, we must be on guard 
against its presence. 

6. It is hard not to recognise an analogous comportment 
among the privileged who do not dare speak of 
problems as they are, as these problems have been 
made understood to them. One has to wonder: are 
they the victims of an intimidation racket? Yes, they 
certainly are. To walk with eyes open exposes those 
once safe to the possibilities of entering the other side 
of today’s dialectic of the human relation with capital – 
the operations of direct exploitation and force. 

7. We cannot turn away despite the risks in obtaining 
a full understanding of the arrangement of the 
elements of the urban setting, in close relation with the 
sensations they provoke. It entails bold hypotheses that 
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must be constantly corrected in the light of experience, 
by critique and self-critique. 

8. The dérive as a technique consists of wanderings 
that express not subordination to randomness but 
complete insubordination to habitual influence. Yet the 
length of the colonial war in Algeria has conditioned 
and broken the youth of France, creating conditions of 
overwhelming conformism. 

9. It is the colonial subject who can most fully realise 
the dérive, whose presence alone represents a complete 
insubordination, whose body tests the first binding 
upon the possible that must be smashed. This is where 
we must stand.

10. Starting from this position, some must renounce all 
that we have, others take back all that we never had. 
Together we must understand the city to tear down, 
rebuild, repurpose to create a new way of life. This will 
be the new dérive. 

�

Imagine how these words might have moved the intellectual debates 
around spectacle and violence, urbanism and architecture, play and 
struggle. They are simplified, of course, because spectacle does not 
fully belong to the privileged nor violence to the oppressed: they 
are just heavily weighted that way. But it is so much more difficult 
to look past the spectacle to uncomfortable truths than it is to see 
the other way round.

I confess, however, that pretty much everything written above 
about Bernstein’s theses is a lie. 

Most of the phrases used in the theses are, of course, détourned 
from Debord’s ‘Architecture and Play’, ‘Introduction to a Critique 
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of Urban Geography’ and ‘Theory of a Dérive’, along with Attila 
Kotanyi’s ‘Gangland and Philosophy’. An assemblage of sentences 
and ideas with a few additions, cobbled into a declaration that 
might actually have actually meant something to the man who went 
to prison twice for doing nothing more than observing the city. 

Instead Khatib’s arrest meant that ‘the present – the political 
future, no less – may be abstracted due to considerations carried 
out on psychogeography itself ’. Their results? The dropping 
of psychogeography, rather than a new challenge against the 
assumptions of equality in experience or access to space. The 
dropping of revolutionary possibilities and a silence brutal in its 
acquiescence to the oppression of Algerians and the role of France 
as colonial power. 

After this, we no longer hear Khatib speak.
This is the moment his comrades decided to cling to the safest 

possible understandings of capitalism, rather than to start from the 
position and the struggle of the oppressed made so clear to them 
through his imprisoned body. They might have begun to disentangle 
the ways in which colonialism had been fundamental to the growth 
of Paris and to capitalism itself; how it undercut the power of 
their own work; the ways in which race and nationality stood in 
dialectical relation to both spectacle and brutal, death-dealing force 
at the level of the city as well as at the level of the nation. People 
were dying all around them as Algeria fought for its independence 
– fought against former heroes of the French resistance against 
German occupation. The Situationists did not fail to notice de 
Gaulle’s return to power and the birth of the Fifth Republic in 1958. 
How could they? Before Khatib’s experiences, Raoul Vaneigem had 
already written in Internationale Situationniste #1 (8 June 1958):

To maintain its Algerian rule, the colonists, who 
controlled the government in the government in 
Paris long before their official appointment, must 
now rule unopposed in France. Their goal remains the 
intensification to their profit of the war effort across 
the whole of France, and at present this necessitates 
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the liquidation of democracy in this country and the 
triumph of fascist authority.

Over the eight years of the Algerian War of Independence (1954–
62), six French Prime Ministers would fall, along with the Fourth 
Republic itself. Vaneigem makes explicit the connections between 
colonialism and widespread fascism, and yet his comrades expended 
little intellectual energy on this subject. A curious omission. 

It is also in 1958 that Éditions de Minuit published Henri Alleg’s 
The Question, a French Communist’s account of his torture at the 
hands of French Paratroopers. Censored after 60,000 copies were 
sold in two weeks, who on the left did not read it? Alleg writes:

It is a bitter and tragic fact that, for the Europeans 
in Algeria, being a man means first and foremost 
supremacy to the Moslems. But what if the Moslem 
finds in his turn that his manhood depends on equality 
with the settler? It is then that the European begins to 
feel his very existence diminished and cheapened. 

The report from the Third Conference of the Situationist 
International in 1959 included the following:

The quasi-dissolution of the activities of the French SI 
group is explained by the conditions of overwhelming 
conformism inspired by the military and the police, 
currently dominating the new regime in that country, 
and the length of the colonial war in Algeria, which has 
conditioned and broken the youth of France: from now 
on, Paris can no longer be considered as the centre of 
modern cultural experimentation.

Surely the connections are clear. Cultural experimentation has all 
but stopped and yet still there is silence on their position, on the 
theoretical implications. 

On 17 October 1961, over 200 people were killed on the Pont 
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Saint-Michel in Paris during an attack ordered by Maurice Papon, 
head of the police, during a protest held by the National Liberation 
Front (FLN) – it took until 1998 for the government to admit 
anything happened at all. The official figures put the deaths at 40. 
Bernstein and Debord co-signed a letter in 1962, Declaration on the 
Right to Insubordination in the Algerian War, the day after de Gaulle 
had announced strict measures against the first 121 signatories. 
They were questioned. This was their only public intervention.

Also in 1962, in a letter written to protest the expulsion of 
the German Spurist group from the Situationist International, 
Jacqueline de Jong, Jorgen Nash, and Ansgar Elde highlight the 
reality as lived at the time: 

Paris, a witches’ cauldron of political instigations 
and demonstrations, armoured cars in the streets, 
the bloody shadow of the Algerian War, the O.A.S. 
[Organization de Armée Secrete], the F.L.N., mysterious 
assassinations and torture. Strikes, police raids, 
censorship, no Gallic clarity but a dark witches’ trial, 
shootings and reprisals, many dead and wounded. 
Paris, where our Conseil Central [Central Council] held 
a meeting of the Internationale Situationniste [on] the 
10th and 11th February 1962, [at] 129 Boulevard Saint-
Germain – even here, [it is] brother against brother!

All these things happening, and the Situationists write their 
abstractions as though this violence, as though these inequalities 
and relationships of power, were not being scripted into the fabric 
of the city itself. As though it had no bearing on architecture, 
planning, emotional urban currents, authentic life. As though war 
were not spectacle, and white European skin was the salvation to 
dream of anything at all. 

Abdelhafid Khatib has slipped from us and our limited 
memory. Perhaps he wanted it that way, wanted to remove himself 
from everything but a few footnotes in books on the Situationist 
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International, everything but: his recorded presence at the Second 
Situationist Conference in January of 1958; a signature on an April 
1958 address, ‘Against the International Assembly of Art Critics’; 
and that incomplete psychogeographical study of Les Halles in 
December of 1958 – the only serious attempt at documenting place 
the Situationist International would carry out. 

If so, I wish him well. I have not been able to dig deep enough 
to resuscitate his thoughts and feelings, his past, his revolutionary 
dreams. The possibility of his desire to erase 1958 from his memory, 
to disappear into either the struggle for his people’s independence, 
or into oblivion. Instead I have brought forward some of his words, 
hopeful words, full of his conviction that the revolution is just 
around the corner and that this project of his will help build it.

The Situationists believe themselves capable, due to 
their current methods and to the foreseeable devel-
opment of these methods, not only of rearranging the 
urban environment, but of changing it almost at will. 

When you compare this hope and idealism to the sordid ordeal of 
curfews and police harassment and nights in jail, followed by his 
comrades summarily renouncing psychogeography itself rather 
than rise theoretically or practically to his defence, it seems that it 
is the movement rather than any specific urbanist who has reduced 
the possibilities of praxis to nothing. Khatib’s thick description of 
Les Halles in Paris is an attempt to create such a praxis, yet where it 
is mentioned it has not inspired more than dismissive footnotes in 
descriptions of what psychogeography should be. 

He writes:

THE WORLD WE LIVE IN, and beginning with its 
material décor, is discovered to be narrower by the 
day. It stifles us. We yield profoundly to its influence; 
we react to it according to our instincts instead of 
according to our aspirations. In a word, this world 
governs our way of being, and it grinds us down. It 
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is only from its rearrangement, or more precisely its 
sundering, that any possibility of organising a superior 
way of life will emerge.

A world that narrows, that stifles, that grinds down… These are the 
descriptions of an oppressed people, and a recognition of the role 
that surroundings play in shaping that oppression. Nor does he 
forget our power to reshape them. 

There were earlier glimpses of the Algerian member group of 
the Lettrist International, before they too were swallowed up in the 
mists of a time far too recent for this kind of swallowing. Just before 
the civil war began, they wrote:

Modern society is a society of cops. We are 
revolutionaries because the police are the supreme 
force of this society. We are not for another society 
because the police are the supreme force of all societies. 
We are not nihilists because we do not grant power to 
anyone.

We are Lettrists for want of something better…. 

Algiers, April 1953 
HADJ MOHAMED DAHOU, CHEIK BEN DHINE,  
AIT DIAFER

They are probably none of them the ‘illiterate Kabyle’ who coined 
the term psychogeography, but they might remember his name. 
Still, they know very well who the enemy is. Mohamed Dahou stuck 
it out in these circles for some time. He too is mentioned as part of 
the Second Situationist Conference in January of 1958. Like Khatib, 
though, he disappears from print shortly thereafter, resigning in 
1959, followed by Khatib in 1960.

I find no explanation of Khatib’s – or Dahou’s – absence from 
Debord’s elliptical and Vaneigem’s vituperous memoirs. Perhaps 
Khatib remains alive and remembered to Algerians. Perhaps he 
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remains alive in Arabic, or in martyrdom, or in prisons. Perhaps 
there are more traces of him in French that have not yet been 
translated and through which I have not struggled: perhaps that 
explains his absence from the multitude of works available on the 
Situationist International. 

Still, this all tastes to me of betrayal. It signifies an absence 
both of material solidarity and theoretical rigour. It represents a 
movement once again claiming such surety in what it was doing, 
and yet as desperately unengaged with the reality of the city as lived 
by migrants and workers as it was with the cataclysmic anticolonial 
struggles toppling government after government and bringing 
France to its knees. Its members closed their eyes to it. 

This troubles me; but the ongoing and continuous nonchalant 
references to this closing of eyes, and this editorial note on police 
harassment, a continued inability to honour Khatib by intellectually 
grappling with the reality, troubles me even more. Especially 
given its contrast with the Situationists’ open and vocal defense 
of Trocchi, imprisoned for drugs in New York, rather than in Paris 
for his nationality and the colour of his skin while in pursuit of 
Situationist aims. Surely it must mean something that the principal 
documented attempt at psychogeography was cut short by a curfew 
and imprisonment of a comrade simply for being an Arab. Surely 
we must care, even if they didn’t. 

I wish they had taken hold of the opportunity, bailed or 
broken Khatib out as comrades should do, and rethought what 
understanding psychogeography – in Khatib’s words ‘the study 
of the laws and precise effects of a consciously or unconsciously 
elaborated geographical environment acting directly on affective 
behavior’ – could be. Explored with more integrity ‘the science 
fiction of urbanism’, to understand a city in some ways multiplied 
and enriched, in others limited and controlled, through difference. 
Attempted to see through different eyes, understand what a 
different skin might experience. Above all, to understand that the 
built environment does not stand above these things, but is co-
constitutive of them. With Lefebvre they edged towards this, but 
not in a way that held meaning to Abdelhafid Khatib's experience. 
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The point of it all was to understand the now, in order to build 
something new. How could they escape the oppressions of the old 
if they could not even see them?

�

All of this does not change the fact that Khatib’s is a dry-as-dust 
exposition of Les Halles, left out of most collections of Situationist 
Texts. 

Dust, along with Khatib’s ‘temporary constructions which 
intervene by the hour’ and ‘the feverish commercialism’, remained 
constant between his descriptions and arrests in 1958, and our 
own visit in 2015. 

Les Halles is hot. Dusty and hot and there is too much 
sun. Too many people. Too much noise. Traffic blares 
everywhere, and it is the only place with construction, 
here at the centre of it all. Fumes rise with tempers, the 
bulk of Parisians carrying off short skirts and tank tops 
the way Londoners and Americans could never do. It 
doesn’t seem to make them happier.

We pass a square, shade and people and nowhere to 
sit – no moveable chairs here, no welcoming benches. 
Perhaps there is a distinction between this place and 
the parks, a distinction we don’t know. It is noisier here, 
more of a teenage hangout, less white. There is nowhere 
to sit without ordering something in this public square, 
except the too-low edges of statue and fountain already 
crowded with youth.

They have tried to make this a place for passing through. 
Construction drills in the background. The giant mall of 
glass we just walked past rises up in our imaginations. 
This is the only place we have seen construction on a 
large scale.
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I don’t think there is anything to do here but shop, eat 
cheap food, and drink.

We need a drink. 

We pass a street from which traffic seems to have been 
barred, which the sun cannot beat down on. Gratefully 
we walk up. Rue Montmartre, full of cafes. Couples. Quiet. 

People pour in and out of the other streets, impossible to 
tell where they come from or where they are going. We 
are too new, too untutored to feel the lines of force, to 
understand these zones. 

We only know that it is not an entirely pleasant place 
to be. But in that, it has not particularly changed. It 
continues to be ‘extremely animated and well known’.

My own description is boring. It was boring to sit there and 
observe, despite the drink, and it remains all too true that ‘Les 
Halles is a quarter that is difficult to penetrate’. There are now piles 
of studies of urban life and space that get at some of these issues in 
better, more interesting ways: Jane Jacobs, William Whyte, Donald 
Appleyard, Jan Gehl and more. But the revolutionary possibilities 
of a transformation of society are missing: that is the spark to be 
rescued from the Situationists. 

Missing from both is the emotional depth, the differences 
in how different people must navigate and experience and 
understand the city. Fiction does it better, or memoir. This opening 
to the experiences of others is what intrigues me most, of all 
the psychogeographic propositions that now float through the 
academic stratosphere.

Here is the feeling of Paris streets during Khatib’s time of 
walking them, from one of Assia Djebar’s stories in Fantasia: An 
Algerian Cavalcade.
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The couple continued to roam the streets, chatting 
together, momentarily free of the others and the 
‘Revolution’; nevertheless, even if their embraces in a 
doorway could not claim that they were making history, 
still their happiness was part of the collective fever, and 
they were always on the look-out to see if they were 
being shadowed and to throw the police off their trail. 
But the police were not seen to be the greatest danger…
the couple knew that the secret fratricidal struggle was 
all around them…

As they strolled through the Paris streets together, at 
every crossroads the girl’s eyes instinctively avoided 
the tricolour flag whose red reminded her of the blood 
of her compatriots recently guillotined in a Lyons 
prison…

This was Khatib’s reality, this whirlpool of revolution and violence. 
There is also the continuous police presence, the stop and search, 
the imprisonment.

Whenever I see an Arab with his hunted look, 
suspicious, on the run, wrapped in those long ragged 
robes that seem to have been created especially for him, 
I say to myself, ‘M. Mannoni was wrong.’ Many times 
I have been stopped in broad daylight by policemen 
who mistook me for an Arab; when they discovered my 
origins, they were obsequious in their apologies...

That is Frantz Fanon in White Skin Black Masks, a black man of the 
Antilles before he had joined the Algerian cause and come to refer 
to himself as Algerian. Yet he was only privileged in relation to the 
Arabs: a second anecdote places him firmly back within the colonial 
hierarchy as a whole. He tells us of a child starting upon seeing him, 
crying out ‘Mama, see the Negro! I’m frightened!’ 
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Fanon writes:

My body was given back to me sprawled out, distorted, 
recolored, clad in mourning in that white winter day. 
The Negro is an animal, the Negro is bad, the Negro is 
mean, the Negro is ugly…

Imagine being black and navigating a city to avoid such encounters, 
imagine building a city to keep your white children from having 
them. Of his own experience, Mouloud Feraoun writes in his journals 
(published as Journal 1955-1962: Reflections on the French-Algerian 
War):

Each one of us is guilty for the sole reason that we belong 
to a category, a race, a people, you fear that someone will 
make you pay with your life for your place in the world, 
pay for the color of your skin. You fear that someone 
will attack you only because nobody has done it yet. 
    – November 2, 1956

All things that white Europeans have not felt, cannot see. They 
can only try to imagine. Khatib’s arrest might have awoken some 
of them from slumber into empathy, yet instead they made a note 
of it, and continued in a new direction. One that did not include 
confronting power or privilege, much less either of those things as 
they existed within themselves. 

There are words to describe this refusal too. They come from 
Mouloud Feraoun in 1955.

[T]here is now an impassable breach between us; 
a rupture that both sides deplore but also endure, 
knowing that it is inevitable. We avoid talking politics. 
Our French colleagues are, however, quite tactful. 
When they comment on a crime, a bomb, an attack, or 
when they speak about their fears, they always assume 
that we are on their side, that our fates are identical, in 
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short, that we are just as French as they are. We tolerate 
the assumption, and everyday life remains bearable. 
    – December 18, 1955

They know, however, that as an assumption it is incorrect, and that 
it represents a failure of the French. We know that it is a failure of 
the white imagination that continues. 

Alongside repression, cities also contain liberation. Assia 
Djebar writes once more, of an experience forbidden to women in 
her own country, the bulk of Fantasia being about Algeria’s limits 
(and its treasures, and finding a voice made out of the two of them).

A woman walks alone one night in Paris. Walking for 
walking’s sake, to try to understand… Searching for 
words and so dream no more, wait no longer.

Rue Richelieu, ten, eleven o’clock at night; the autumn 
air is damp, To understand ... Where will this tunnel 
of interior silence lead? Just the act of walking, just to 
put one foot energetically down in front of the other, 
feeling my hips swinging, sensing my body lightly 
moving, makes my life seem brighter and the walls, all 
the walls vanish...

Paris was part-haven, as well, for a number of American writers; 
but who deserved such a haven more than African-Americans? 
Richard Wright, James Baldwin, Chester Himes, among others, 
found a release from racism here. Himes, in an interview with 
Michael Fabre, said of France, ‘Here a Negro becomes a human 
being.’ Baldwin writes:

Going, going, going, gone were the days when we 
walked through Les Halles, singing, loving every inch 
of France, and loving each other…

This city contains oppression and police harassment, all the fear 
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and suspicion and hate faced by Arabs, yet offers for others a new 
(though still limited) freedom, an escape from old constraints. The 
spaces of hope and sanctuary and imagination created by people in 
the grip of such experiences will surely be radically different from 
those dreamed of, desired, created by men (and they are all men) 
who share none of this. How different from Guy Debord and the 
others, the generations of intellectuals (still all men) who seemed 
perennially bored. ‘We are bored in the city, there is no longer any 
temple of the sun’ writes Ivan Chtcheglov in his ‘Formulary for a 
New Urbanism’. 

Despite the luxury of boredom, Chtcheglov is a reminder that 
a world of injustice takes its price from everyone. He would end 
up in a sanatorium, and in a letter to Debord and Bernstein quoted 
by McKenzie Wark, he explains ‘that the dérive has its limits’, and 
cannot be practiced continually. ‘It’s a miracle it didn’t kill us. Iron 
infected our blood.’

Being open to the emotional currents, to the meanings and 
messages inscribed into stone, to the ways that we shape our cities 
and the ways in which our cities shape us, has always been toxic. 

It is in our fellowship, our love for each other, our solidarity 
in struggle that the strength and ability to resist this toxicity 
lies. The turning away from issues like anticolonial struggle and 
mental illness and the perennial judgment of women who chose 
to publicly inhabit city spaces – things that have not directly 
impacted most intellectuals writing on the city thus did not fit into 
an easy theoretical framework of comfortable activism – is where 
things perhaps began to crumble. Have always crumbled. Khatib’s 
experience is written off in a footnote, as though colonialism, racism, 
police harassment and brutality in service of white supremacy were 
mere blips we could ignore in the study and transformation of the 
city and the life within it, rather than fundamental to this struggle.

A truncated list of what gives the lie to such a belief: the 
continuing racialised tensions in Paris; the regular explosions of 
the banlieus; the uprisings in cities across the United Kingdom; 
the intensity of segregation and the horrors of police impunity 
against communities of colour in America highlighted by the 
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#blacklivesmatter campaign; and the variations of racial and 
religious hierarchies left by colonialism across the world. This is 
not a blip, a side note. 

This list also forms the basis for solidarity. On a Tube ride home, 
my nose buried in a book, a man asked me how it was possible that 
I came to be reading Assia Djebar’s Algerian White. A Maori, he had 
read Djebar and violence in Algerian women’s writing as part of his 
anti-colonial studies in New Zealand. We had a slightly awkward 
but smiling conversation about Algeria, writing, colonialism, Fanon, 
struggle. A gift of a conversation, a connection however fleeting. 

I tried to summarize the point of this article for him, as it had 
brought me to read a whole list of amazing authors that included 
Djebar. An Algerian tried to study Paris, I said, an Algerian named 
Abdelhafid Khatib, and because he was an Arab he was harassed 
and imprisoned. Because he was an Arab, he could not freely move 
through the city, he could not observe, he could not carry out a 
dérive the way his comrades could. 

And none of them cared. 
How fucked up it was that white intellectuals did not have 

the back of their Arab brother. How fucked up it still is, as 
#blacklivesmatter shows even more than Khatib’s experience as a 
continuing footnote to psychogeopgrahy, that so many do not care 
to see, to understand experiences they cannot share. 

What arrogance. Psychogeography could offer the potential to 
broaden our theory and practice and collective reimagining, to see 
the city through other(s’) eyes, in an empathy that leads to action; 
to see collectively, past individual blindnesses, to name in full our 
oppressions, and overcome them. To overthrow capitalism. To 
create a new world. Because that’s the point, after all.

Let this practice be a real and effective tool of theory and 
revolution, not a glib way of imposing a narrow set of arcane 
interests and obsessions upon our cities that shuts out other voices, 
voices which speak and write words that cost them dear. 

to sing hurts me but who does not dream 
– Hocine Tandjaoui, Sand Songs
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JORD/ANA ROSENBERG 

Trans/War Boy/Gender:  
The Primitive Accumulation of T*

 
1. Trans/War Boy/Gender
The Coma-Doof Warrior, lashed to the front of the War Rig, his 
mother’s face gunked onto his own, is mowing down the open 
desert, plumes of sandvapour cresting over his head, swallowing 
the backside of the rig and the whole war train following behind. 

* Including niche-interest section for Marxists over forty on how to take a 
testosterone shot.

Mad Max Fury Road, © Kennedy Miller Productions/Village Roadshow Pictures/Warner Bros/Warner Home Video, 2015.
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That mask he wears is his dead mother’s screaming visage 
– the typically deranged bootlicky ‘feminism’ of the serial killer. 
But the compulsion-to-repeat is really your only option once 
someone saws your mother’s head off and tosses it into your little 
pre-adolescent lap and you cradle her head there in a freaked-out 
stupor for three days, the way the Coma-Doof Warrior did, and you 
weren’t old enough to know not (for a variety of reasons) to do 
that. I mean you’re really so fucked that they might as well staple 
you to the front of a War Rig so you live out the rest of your days 
on repeat, like some post-apocalyptic Kate Winslet figurehead 
on the bowsprit of your landbound, sand-chewing War Rig, just 
thrashing at your ‘guitar’. I mean, everything’s kind of screwed 
and chopped for you now, just a slooooooowed-down version of 
those three days, decelerated so much in fact that they come out 
the anus-end of Oedipus shriekingly fast, like I mean so fast you’re 
basically stimpakked into some ungodly velocity untranslatable 
into language’s constitutionally too-slow temporality. But this 
jacked-up dragged-out traumatime is your whole life now; that’s 
it, you’re always going to be some version of sitting there with your 
mother’s head in your lap – so why not just literalise that endless 
looping-three-days-guillotine-blowjob-cradling-her-head moment 
and go ahead and be her. Sew her face onto your own, Buffalo Bill/
Jame Gumb-style, except you’re not ‘transgender’ (or whatever the 
transphobic trainwreck Silence of the Lambs appalled us with) so 
much as just gendered. I mean fully hetero, fully cismale – you’re 
so fully hetero cismale and you love your mother so much you just 
need to crawl up inside her face and become her. 

So you’re strapped to the front of a War Rig with your mother’s 
scream plastered onto your own for the rest of your life, and all you 
can do for forever now is just thrash the shit out of your guitar. 

That’s cismale for you. Or (like Judith Butler said) that’s the 
melancholic desire at the heart of hetero cismale for you: a bunch of 
hopped-up macho figureheads bulldozing through the desert, their 
mothers’ death screams frozen onto their own faces, their guitars 
spewing their own endless screams. 

In case you didn’t get it, George Miller will give it to you twice: 
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Max Rockatansky, bound and gagged Takashi Miike-style, another 
figurehead. 

But the Coma-Doof Warrior’s the Frank N. Furter souped-up 
version of all of them – all the War Boys of the oil refineries and 
aquifers. And fuck them anyway, here come the Vuvalini of Many 
Mothers with their replendent weatherbeaten faces and white 
hair and bags of seeds and homegrown knowledge of the body and 
nomadic clan-commons straight out of a Sylvia Federici screenplay. 

They probably give each other sexy manual abortions with 
their beautifully gnarled suntanned hands. Or, more likely, they 
collectively herbally sterilise any man that the more hetero-inclined 
among them are going to fuck beforehand so they never even have 
to worry about getting pregnant. They’re exquisite. 

But it’s been so long already that you haven’t been a woman 
any more. It’s been so long already, and while you can imagine it 
– I mean you can picture the Vuvalini seeing the dyke inside you, 
stroking your face in recognition; you can imagine sitting there in 
the backseat with them, languid and tuff like it’s a Saturday night 
and you’re all just driving around in shitty cars drinking and singing 
– you’re not one of them any more, and while you might be able to 

Mad Max Fury Road, © Kennedy Miller Productions/Village Roadshow Pictures/Warner Bros/Warner Home Video, 2015.
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imagine it just fine, you can’t feel it. All you can think is how you’re 
a War Boy now, and feel sick about it. 

It’s very obvious that the War Boys are whiteness gone 
rampant: a superwhite, ultraviolent, resource-hoarding deathcult†. 
Whiteness is that thing that transforms everything else into raw 
material for its own self-realisation: it’s like that Cheryl Harris 
argument about ‘Whiteness as Property’, court-protected status 
property that substructures the right to self- and national identity. 

Which is a conceptualisation of whiteness dependent on a 
shift in how property itself worked, back in the eighteenth century, 
when capitalist property laws got codified. If for Locke you could 
consider something your property because you laboured on it 
directly – so property depends on use or ‘enjoyment’ of the thing 
– by the time you get to Bentham, actually using the property isn’t 
the point (see, the ruling class would like to own property all the 
way across the Atlantic, without having to necessarily be there to 
so ‘enjoy’ it directly, because they would like to be somewhere else 
entirely, enjoying stuffing their faces with mutton). For Bentham, 
property gets defined not by use, but by the ‘expectation of use’ – 
the feeling or affect of possessing. 

You get the dialectic here? Use becomes no longer necessary 
for the legal definition of property, but as it recedes, it puts in place 
the feeling of possession, like the white curd leftover on the sand 
when the ocean drags its frothy lip back into the deeps.

This frothy lip of curd is white privilege – well, privilege as an 
affect of entitlement and expectation. 

At issue here is the question of the uneven development of 
consciousness as entwined with the property form, such that the 
relative diminution of possession as a legal justification for property 
ownership reworks itself into a characteristic of subjectivity. Put 
another way, what Harris asks is: does the waning of possession as 

† It’s so rampant, in fact, throughout that movie, that you have to admit 
you can only really see the film as an unqualified feminist triumph if your 
feminism looks like a shitstorm of whiteness tearing back and forth across 
Australian backcountry.
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justification of ownership take up residence somewhere else? And 
the answer is that it does so within/as the racialised subject itself 
– the subject who, as Brenna Bhandar puts it, possesses ‘particular 
qualities and attributes that give rise to a sense of entitlement and 
security’. The point here being that the sense of entitlement does 
not always translate into forms of security – or that it does so in 
complex ways that are not necessarily coterminous with security 
itself. 

And so, the affective dimension of subject-formation finds 
itself situated in the rather twitchy crosshairs of the property 
form. The frothy lip of history leaves its mark on subjectivity and 
consciousness: a white scum of possessiveness, the remainder of 
possession a property of the subject, a carapace of privilege. 

There’s something else here too, something Bhandar’s been 
asking: does possession as the sine qua non of ownership really in 
fact wane, or does it continue to exert force in ways that have been 
overlooked or clouded over? Is there an uneven development to the 
property form itself? In ‘Possession, Occupation and Registration: 
Recombinant Ownership in the Settler Colony’, Bhandar’s term for 
this is ‘recombination’.

[C]ontrary to ... [the] developmental narrative of 
property law ...  the settler colony remains characterised 
by a colonial animus to both possess and control 
indigenous lands. In the settler colony, a more ‘modern’ 
and abstract mode of ownership, embodied in a system 
of title by registration ... co-exists alongside and is 
sometimes displaced by a mode of ownership that is 
rather more antiquated and primordial: possession.

Recombination, in other words, is essential to understand the 
intertwining of contemporary settler-colonial modes of ownership 
with the legacies of the plantation system and propertisation 
of bodies: the combination, in other words, of ‘the materialist–
capitalist logic of title by registration and the ethno-racial logic of 
subordinating the natives’.
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Here, the co-constitution of racial ontologies and the property 
form represents a ‘real abstraction’ and a set of material effects. 
Robin Kelley, in ‘The U.S. vs. Trayvon Martin’ illustrates this point in 
urgent contemporary context. 

Martin died and Zimmerman walked because our 
entire political and legal foundations were built on an 
ideology of settler colonialism – an ideology in which 
the protection of white property rights was always 
sacrosanct; predators and threats to those privileges 
were almost always black, brown, and red; and where 
the very purpose of police power was to discipline, 
monitor, and contain populations rendered a threat to 
white property and privilege.

The continuing force of property-as-possession (occupation, 
resource-plundering, dispossession), then, is a structure of racial 
capitalism, characteristic of both imperial and domestic landscapes.

As for the War Boys – they parabolise a certain function of this 
whiteness. They are not financiers, speculators, expectationers: this 
isn’t The Wolf of Wall Street. They are resource-hoarders, possessors, 
occupiers. They work one particular angle: the transformation 
of natural resources into raw material. Their domains are water, 
oil, gasoline, and – of special interest to us here – blood. Hooked 
up to ‘blood bags’ – their caged slaves, their blood siphoned as a 
source of health, living stimpaks – the War Boys are juiced up and 
ultrawhite, which you could say is the movie’s way of signalling that 
function of whiteness-as-propertisation. The War Boys see aquifers, 
petroleum, or other bodies, and their aim is to transform those 
natural resources into raw material for their own consumption. 

On this topic, in a passage underappreciated for its macabre 
sensibility, Marx argues that,

[e]very object possesses various properties, and is 
thus capable of being applied to different uses. One and 
the same product may therefore serve as raw material 
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in very different processes ... [A] particular product 
may be used in one and the same process, both as an 
instrument of labour and as raw material. Take, for 
instance, the fattening of cattle, where the animal is the 
raw material, and at the same time an instrument for 
the production of manure. A product, though ready for 
immediate consumption, may yet serve as raw material 
for a further product, as grapes when they become the 
raw material for wine.

His point is that both raw material and the commodity are products 
of labour; neither is ‘natural’. Both are defined by their position 
in the production-consumption cycle. But War Boys – reeking of 
psychotic, water-and-blood-hoarding whiteness – don’t need to 
read Marx to know anything can be repurposed as raw material. 

And while you may want to be identifying with the Vuvalini 
and their kindly satchels of seeds and lesbionic commoning, maybe 
you’re recognising something in these War Boys – or recognising 
something about raw material too. Something about needles and 
resources; or something about testosterone, masculinity, and the 
ethno-racial function of the property-form. And – following Bhandar 
– along with acknowledging that whiteness propertises, you also 
want to understand the function of abstraction here. That is to say, 
you may be starting to wonder: what dispossessions turned the 
natural resource of testosterone into an exchangeable commodity? 

How did testosterone become a raw material of gender? How 
did gender, for that matter, become the product? Is testosterone a 
grape, and you(r gender) the wine? 

The War Boys’ secret talent is driving this set of questions 
into the forefront – not due to any subtlety of vision per se, but 
simply because they’re this really really loud kind of parable about 
racialisation and the transformation of natural resources into raw 
materials. And watching the Coma-Doof Warrior screaming away 
inside his mother’s face, you’re recognising something about the 
intersection of raw material and the paroxysm of gender. Because 
this whole time, you’re realising you can’t identificatorily stir at the 
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sight of the gorgeous ancient Vuvalini any more, because now you’re 
just this permanently juiced-up, resource-hoarding body, kind of 
screaming through the desert on top of the War Rig of history. 

�

Galactic Visuality: an Anti-Bildung of How to Take a Shot
How the hell did you get here? Who cares? Far more important than 
your particular Bildung of testosterone is the question (pace the 
War Boys) of the differential capacitations of whiteness through 
exogenous hormone application. I mean if, as Stuart Hall once said, 
race is the modality through which class is lived, we might add that 
the application of exogenous hormones makes one very aware of 
the gendered dimensions of that modality. But – as Nikhil Singh 
has so indispensably explained in ‘Note on Race and the Left’, if 
this argument of Hall’s emphatically does not (as some on the ‘left’ 
have been known to interpret it) mean the ‘relegation’ of race as a 
secondary political effect of class, but rather must be understood as 
a ‘political ontology’, singular and primary in its effects – we ought 
to be very clear that ‘awareness’ is not really the point. You can be 
aware all you want, but awareness in itself does not constitute a 
form of resistance. 

Put another way: consider this list of chants from the Tenth 
Annual Transgender Day of Action, June 2014. None of these chants 
is asking for your ‘awareness’. These are demands, and they do not 
require any further explanation from me.

1. Fuck your assimilation, we want our liberation! 

2. No Justice, No Peace!  
No Transphobic Police 

3. We ain’t cross the binary, the binary crossed us! 

4. Queer Don’t Deny It, Stonewall was a riot! 
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5. We’re Here, We’re Trans, We’re Fabulous don’t Fuck with us! 

6. Whose Streets? Our streets! 

7. What do we want? TransJustice! When do we want it? NOW! 

8. Everybody Raise Your Hands If you Love Someone Who’s Trans! 

9. Stop! Drop! Shut em down open up shop!  
Whoa, No, Transphobia’s Got to Go! 

10. There is only one solution! 
Revolution! Revolution! 

11. Back Up, Back Up 
We Want Freedom, Freedom 
All these Dirty Ass Cops 
We Don’t Need ‘Em, Need ‘Em 

12. P-O-W-E-R we got the power cuz we are the collective! X2  
We’re trans (yea!) and we’re ready to fight! (Uh huh) 

13. Trans folk of Color standing up for our rights! Standin’ up for 
our rights! Standin’ up for our rights! 

14. When ______ are under attack, whatta you? Stand up! Fight back! 
(Queers, Trans people, trans youth, People of Color, sex workers, 
immigrant workers, etc.) 

15. Life-saving healthcare is a must, turn down for what! 

16. 45 years later 
we’re still bashed and beaten 
end hate violence 
and transphobic policing 
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Look, if testosterone is a kind of capacitation, or – as Jasbir Puar 
argues in ‘Bodies with New Organs’ – if testosterone has a tendency 
to get troped as a kind of hypercapacitation of the body, what’s 
to say it will always capacitate those aspects that contribute to a 
radical project? Sometimes testosterone is a War Boy. So you need 
these chants, and you need to chant them together. 

Remember that thing Marx says near the end of Capital about 
how our struggles are excised and erased from dominant narratives, 
but how ‘the history of this ... expropriation [of the oppressed], is 
written in the annals of mankind in letters of blood and fire’? We’re 
still looking for that bloody reading practice, aren’t we? 

But let’s not mistake testosterone itself for either blood or fire. 
Because it’s the struggle that put it here – just watch Sylvia Rivera 
shouting down the crowd at the 1973 Christopher Street Liberation 
Day Parade, or read Reina Gosset’s ‘Star People are Beautiful People’ 
– and that continues today. 

So with all due respect to Paul Preciado’s extraordinary work 
chronicling the pharmacological history of testosterone production, 
we must take some exception to his claims that ‘hormonal self-
experimentation’ can function as a ‘technique[...] for de-installing 
gender’. Testosterone will not, itself, ‘de-install’ shit, at a molecular 
level or anywhere else. This extension of operaismo’s leap from 
the factory to the territory – and then the extrapolation of the 
territory as the body... well, it’s ingenious. Frankly, it’s brilliant. But 
the relation between territory and body is not analogical. Really, 
doesn’t this fascination with the molecular structure of resistance 
risk mistaking the view from inside for the view from below? 

Or, put another way, perhaps now is a good time to remember 
that there are lots of things molecules can do – not in ‘themselves’ 
but when collectively deployed, as in the ’92 Act Up Ashes Action, 
that mass political funeral in which the ashes of HIV-positive loved 
ones were scattered on the White House lawn, a tidal flood of grit 
jamming the machine‡. But a molecule on its own? How do you 
differentiate a molecule that resists from a molecule that complies? 

‡ For more on this, you should watch Eric Stanley’s Blood Lines: AIDS, Af-
fective Accumulation and Viral Labor.

82



Jord/ana  Rosenberg 

In case you think being able to make this distinction doesn’t 
matter, consider Sekula’s argument about the rise of fingerprinting 
technology in the early twentieth century – its having surpassed 
and replaced ‘juridical photographic realism’, as a technique of 
state power over individuals.

With the advent of fingerprinting, it became evident 
that the body did not have to be ‘circumscribed’ in 
order to be identified. Rather, the key to identity could 
be found in the merest trace of the body’s tactile 
presence in the world.

What’s very clear here is that the project of deterritorialising 
sexuality from identity – or resistance from subjectivity – is more 
complicated than simply dissolving the body into its constituent 
particulate matter. Even if we centrifuged the body into a squalid 
soup of molecules, that soup can still synechdocalise the subject 
perfectly well, and thus function as a mechanism of discipline and 
control. The history of the fingerprint suggests as much. 

Or, more succinctly: Soylent Green is people!
And if the molecule is the twenty-first-century fingerprint – 

as Dorothy Roberts has shown, in tracing the legalisation of the 
extraction of genetic material from incarcerated populations – 
then we must locate methods other than molecular unruliness for 
remedying the paroxysms of gender to which the body has for so 
long now been subjected. Clearly, we can’t escape the question of 
the collectivity (which is to say, of resistance). And of history. 

And why would we want to? There’s this great line – actually, 
it’s two lines that I mashed together in my head somehow now a 
decade ago. The first part is Fredric Jameson, who has this thing 
about ‘galactic visuality’ being that moment when your perspective 
swivels and you realise that ‘it is the stars that look down on us’. 
And in that moment, from that perspective – as was once said to me, 
and later published in what I believe is the definitive volume now 
on avant-garde poetry and the commodity form (Ruth Jennison’s 
The Zukofsky Era) – ‘you begin to count yourself amongst the data 
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of history’. So anyway, Jameson + Jennison got stitched together 
in my head into this thing about galactic visuality and the data of 
history, but the point is this: never will you have been so happy 
to be a mortal being as in such a moment, having the universe 
reconstellated for you by a woman. Some people used to call this 
recruitment. 

And while recruitment can happen in many different ways, 
right now we’re discussing seduction. That moment in which a 
woman reveals to you some expansive concept of a future towards 
which maybe you could struggle without replicating yourself 
within a nuclear family. A future that will never know your name 
or remember you personally. Radical anonymity. I am not talking 
about anonymity in the present. I am talking about anonymity to 
the future. I mean politics. 

I don’t think Jameson intended it this way, but this is galactic 
visuality seen through the lens of a love event: in a perspectival 
shift, a kind of revolutionary consciousness begins to be grasped.

Clearly the jouissant dissolution of the self-into-another 
is a time-honoured element in beginning to commit oneself to 
the project of working towards aims that are disjointed from 
the simple iteration of the self through familial structures. Too 
bad that, within a certain tradition, it’s only Alain Badiou who is 
the closest to wanting to admit this, and his theory of love is so 
irremediably fucked up – not only in its separate-spherification 
of love and politics, but its orientalist parody of online dating as 
a recidivist arranged marriage for the present. Clearly Badiou has 
never experienced the really spectacular je ne sais quoi of that 
butch-femme exchange we all used to have. 

Remember before the T, and all of it, women who saw you a 
certain way? How (gendered) embodiment was something you 
made together? Remember how secret it felt? And even if you get 
your gender from a bottle now, can’t you take that secret you used to 
have and let it seed other things? (Soundtrack: Prurient, ‘There are 
Still Secrets’) You’re really going to have to. Because testosterone 
wants you to be a War Boy. It wants you to hoard resources and 
forget where they came from. But you can’t share confidences 
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with testosterone. You can’t have secrets with testosterone or 
have a love-event to which you swear fidelity with testosterone. 
And women are so good at holding secrets for/holding the(/your/
their) body for/giving their(/your/the) body to you. (I mean just 
as an aside, you were a ‘they/we’ before you ever were a ‘they’, 
now weren’t you/we? Yes. We were, and in more ways than one). 
That form of radically-dependent embodiment is one history that 
Badiou – with his bizarre distinction between a filthy shameful 
attraction to ‘breasts, buttocks and cock’ and the rarified embrace 
of ‘the very being of the other’ – seems not to have known, and a 
history, moreover, that testosterone seems to want you to forget.

On the other hand, if you look at it certain way, perhaps 
taking testosterone can be a form of galactic visuality. Or really, 
maybe arriving at testosterone can be the result of a form of 
galactic visuality. Let’s say you’re of a certain age and may have 
spent many decades as a lesbian, never considering such a thing 
as testosterone, and were even a fully grown adult person before 
taking the stuff, and even might have had a lot of resistance to 
taking it – in the name of not remaindering lesbian subcultures, 
and in the name of some concerns around the way that the 
pronoun ‘she’ had suddenly, and at a widespread level, become 
so verboten. Whatever made you think you could stand outside 
it all and never have your desires be infected by the movement 
of history (which is where Badiou’s elision of the body makes his 
equation-but-separation of fidelity in love and fidelity in politics 
specious)? Did you think that all your life you would just carry 
your same old form of desire around with you like a piece of 
luggage? Untouched by the conjunctures you inhabit? 

On this point, Deleuze and Guattari had something to say. 
Desire can be, and is, recoded in the social, deterritorialised by the 
broader movement of history. Maybe such desires weren’t written 
in your stars, but it is from the perspective of the stars that some 
desires might come into focus. 

�
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The Gendocrine System
If you admit you’re among the data of history, and thus by definition 
non-immune to all the desires it sweeps towards you, and you’ve 
decided you want to take a shot of testosterone, then you should 
familiarise yourself with its secret history and figure out what 
debts you owe to the past and future.

For some cis people, testosterone is a natural resource but not 
a raw material (the distinction in Marx is that between Rohstoff and 
Rohmaterial): but somewhere along the way, through the application 
of science/industry – but more importantly, violence (more about 
that in a minute) – testosterone did become a raw material, and an 
object of exchange. This brings us back to the way Bhandar traces 
the binding of race to the property form as a kind of abstraction, 
and the violence of that binding/abstraction, which is fundamental 
to the origins of capitalism, and produces objects of exchange that 
are ‘deracinated of the lived, social relations of occupation, multiple 
use, spiritual significance, and prior histories that attach to the 
land’. She’s talking about the turning of land into an abstraction, 
an exchangeable commodity; so here let’s add the turning of the 
endocrine system into an abstraction – a raw material, and then an 
object of exchange – and ask how far back that lineage stretches. 

Obviously, all the way to the eighteenth century. Not just 
because that’s when the property form takes root, but because 
that’s when a certain formulation of the body takes root, one 
acutely illustrated in a very grisly set of debates that had to do with 
the utility of incarcerated bodies.

You can see that what we’re aiming at here is a history of 
the production of the abstraction of the endocrine system itself. 
Or, to be more specific: the gendocrine system (that abstraction 
that sutures gender and the endocrine system to one another; or 
produces them, anew, together). This is a history that needs to be 
entered askance, or galactically. Here, the question is about the 
production of ‘testosterone’ as a deracinated object of exchange 
– and indeed, the production of the body-in-parts, as well: ‘[t]
he violence of abstraction ... lies in the production of an object of 
exchange deracinated of the lived, social relations of occupation, 
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multiple use, spiritual significance, and prior histories that attach 
to [it]’. 

�

Interlude: The Primitive Accumulation of T
So what are the prior histories of testosterone? Like China M once 
said to me, particularly given your still-unfolding state and status, 
they are everyone’s, but they’re pointedly yours. Like all history, this 
one’s a nightmare, sure – that’s about to become vividly clear – and/
but it’s one of which you’re a newly-invested component, one you’re 
still learning to dream, so from which you’ve no(t yet) any desire 
to wake. But thankfully you don’t have to wake to understand it: 
maybe it’s easier if you don’t. You’re a way yet from any formal 
derivation, any point-by-point exposition of the sufficient and 
necessary, but you can at least get to grips with the preconditions 
for testosterone’s specifics, the emergence of its prehistory. 

And you’ll find the matter of this matter, in large part, in the 
real dark enlightenment (as if there was ever any other kind), in the 
eighteenth century, in the bloody abstraction of the criminal body. 
Here is the foundation for the whole story – the uncovering of the 
primitive accumulation of testosterone and its secret.

To understand the production of the abstraction testosterone 
(aka, the gendocrine system) we have to get our genre right. This 
history is not science fiction – not a dystopia of soaring mirrorblack 
high-rises housing corporate headquarters and barons of industry; 
‘Testosterone’ is a soaked and reeking horror story. It opens in the 
choking filth of Newgate Prison, with a debate that is both grotesque 
and bureaucratic – Cronenbergian avant-la-lettre – between 
political economists, jurists, and even some novelists, about what 
to do with prisoners: whether to execute them and then dissect 
them for scientific knowledge; or to transport them to the colonies 
as indentured, living labour, to do the work of dispossessing the 
indigenous people of North America. In this petrifyingly lose-lose 
proposition, we’re circling the question of the relationship between 
bodies and raw material (and thus are Tom Six-ian avant-la-lettre?).

87



salvage

The first position in this revolting debate – that the criminal 
body is best used as a raw material for research – may be best 
represented by Bernard Mandeville. He was so enamored of Dutch 
capitalism that he came running back to England harping on 
about how it wasn’t fair that at the University of Leyden they got 
to dissect all the criminalised indigent people while in stagnant, 
backward England they didn’t get to surgically rape dead bodies 
nearly enough.

The University of Leyden in Holland have a Power given 
them by the Legislature to demand, for this Purpose, 
the Bodies of ordinary Rogues executed within that 
Province; but, with us, it is the general Complaint of 
all Professors of Anatomy, that they can get none to 
dissect: Where then shall we find a readier Supply; 
and what Degree of People are fitter for it than those I 
have named? When Persons of no Possessions of their 
own, that have slipp’d no Opportunity of wronging 
whomever they could, die without Restitution, 
indebted to the Publick, ought not the injur’d Publick 
to have a Title to, and the Disposal of, what the others 
have left? And is any Thing more reasonable, than that 
they should enjoy that Right, especially when they only 
make use of it for commendable Purposes?

A screed hateful and menacing enough on its own, but far more 
dreadful to recall with Thompson that by 1723, capital offenses in 
England included ‘wearing a disguise’ while committing a crime, or 
harvesting turf.

The loading of Mandeville’s argument with its syrupy 
legitimations of both execution and dissection in the form of 
the attribution of indebtedness – in which the criminal pays off 
a debt to the public with his dead body – or the ‘fitness’ of the 
criminal to dissection (an encoded justification of the division of 
labour by ‘fitness’, anticipating Smith by several decades), and 
in the vertiginous sleight of hand by which lack of ownership of 
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possessions is catachrestically substituted for an ontologically-
barred relation to self-possession (an argument that in some ways 
echoes a plantation logic), is worthy of a longer investigation. 
But it’s the shift of ‘enjoyment’ from enjoyment-in-use (Locke) to 
enjoyment of a ‘Right’ that interests us here. 

It interests us because now we’re remembering Harris and 
Bhandar’s arguments around racialisation and property. And 
recalling Bhandar and Harris on property as enjoyment/possession 
and property as expectation/speculation, we’re noticing that 
Mandeville’s (rather smug) version of this has to do with the 
enjoyment of a right to knowledge about the body. This liberal 
formulation generates oodles of language from Mandeville who 
finds it just so utterly reasonable to want to open up the bodies of 
the criminally poor and take a look inside.

I have no Design that savours of Cruelty, or even 
Indecency, towards a human Body; but ... as Health and 
sound Limbs are the most desirable of all Temporal 
Blessings, so we ought to encourage the Improvement 
of Physick and Surgery, wherever it is in our Power.

It’s not – says Mandeville – that we (so-called reasonable citizens) 
want (as in salivate over) the actual bodies of the criminal (doth-
ent he protest too much?), but that we desire our own ‘health’! 

That other, vulgar, awfully handsy desire for the corporeal body 
itself – well, this is the desire of ‘the Mob’, that gathering storm of 
common people who attend executions for the purpose of rescuing 
the body after death from the hands of the surgeons and dissectors 
in order to give their comrade a proper burial. On Execution Day, 
Mandeville tells us, 

a Torrent of Mob bursts thorough the Gate. Amongst the 
lower Rank, and working People, the idlest, and such 
as are most fond of making Holidays, with Prentices 
and Journeymen to the meanest Trades, are the most 
honourable Part of these floating Multitudes. All the 
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rest are worse. The Days being known before-hand, 
they are a Summons to all Thieves and Pickpockets, of 
both Sexes, to meet. Great Mobs are a Safeguard to one 
another, which makes these Days Jubilees, on which 
old Offenders, and all who dare not shew their Heads 
on any other, venture out of their Holes; and they 
resemble Free Marts, where there is an Amnesty for all 
Outlaws.

Upon execution, the crowd surges forward, resulting in ‘a Squabble 
between the Surgeons and the Mob, about the dead Bodies of the 
Malefactors that are not to be hanged in Chains.’

For Mandeville, the vulgar desire for bodies is counterposed to 
the civilised, anticipatory ‘enjoyment’ of our right to our own health 
– which right requires gaining knowledge from the dissection of 
these bodies – the enjoyment, that is to say, of the transformation of 
the criminal body into the raw material of knowledge-production. 

�

 Jailbreaks/the Body I
There were others, Daniel Defoe among them, who were more 
interested in the living capacities of the criminal body than in its 
corpse. Hot Topic Number One for basically the entire English 
eighteenth century was Jack Sheppard: wily prison breaker, beloved 
lothario, and petty thief.

Defoe and other anonymous scribblers put out a whole slew 
of stories, plays, and graphic renderings in which the likeable and 
nimble Sheppard pulls off numerous impossible prison breaks 
only to be tragically executed, and his dead body rescued by the 
commoners from the waiting hands of the dissecting surgeons. 
In one account, the desire for Sheppard’s body is so oozy and 
excessive that the battle for its possession becomes its own theatre 
of dangerous foibles. 

Sheppard, still alive, is snatched from the execution theatre by 
the Mob and inadvertently smothered by their ‘Love’.
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[I]n open Violation of the Law [he was] cut down ... 
and delivr’d as ’tis thought, Alive, but ’tis suppos’d 
very Faint, into the Hands of his Friends, who hugg’d 
him about with so much preposterous Love, that in all 
probability, they kill’d him with Kindness.

This mob of ‘preposterous’ lovers constitutes but one example of a 
densely-populated field of publications on Sheppard in which his 
body is the location of spectacular and complex desire – whether 
through the numerous graphic illustrative renderings of his 
escapes –
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– or through the detailed textual gaze on his nimble, almost 
ethereally capable form as it penetrates the most seemingly sealed 
spaces. 

Sexy shot.
Sheppard’s remarkable dexterity hovers somewhere between 

apparition and exemplary labourer. Sheppard is a ‘proteus, 
supernatural’, an uncannily apt craftsman who saws through his 
chains in Newgate with, according to Defoe, ‘unheard of Diligence 
and Dexterity’.

And yet this ‘slight man of 5'4"’ does not come naturally to his life 
of crime. Rather, as it is told, he is seduced from his apprenticeship 
with a master carpenter by his lover, the mastermind, Edgeworth 
Bess. Thus, per Defoe, was ‘lay[ed] the foundation of his Ruin’.

We’d love to pursue further the question of seduction 
and recruitment to rebel positionalities – not to mention the 
transgendering of dainty Jack by the ‘mannish’ puppeteer, Bess in 
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the process – but this is a thread too far for now. For Jack’s desire 
for Bess is just one strand in a tangled braid of desire structuring 
Defoe’s text: not only Jack’s desire for his lover, but the desire of 
the state to repossess his body for the dissectors, and the desire 
of the Mob to save him from dissection, to bring Sheppard to his 
burial at St. Martin’s in the Fields (which in fact they did). It’s this 
play of desire – the equation of the desire of the Mob for the body 
with the desire of the State and the dissectors for Jack’s body – 
that we’re interested in here. Because it’s this play of desire that, 
at least at first glance, functions as a direct retort to Mandeville’s 
cruel language of ‘civility’ and ‘enjoyment’ of knowledge and rights.

Defoe’s text shines a light on Mandeville’s: in the glare of the 
equation of the desire of the State with the desire of the Mob, we 
see that the concept of ‘Enjoyment’ that Mandeville deploys to 
naturalise criminal dissection in fact veils a gruesome, and quite 
handsy desire on the part of the State for the body itself, a desire that 
makes it no different from the Mob which it seeks to differentiate 
itself from – and indeed police. 

So, great! Someone thought Mandeville was a monster, and 
basically showed how. 

And yet, as both you and I know, one of the more nauseating 
tricks of liberal ideology is its abiity to cover all the bases of the 
so-called public sphere of so-called intellectual ‘debate’ (lucky for 
most of you that you aren’t eighteenth-centuryists by trade and 
don’t have to deal with this kind of shit all the time. But this is not 
the place for me to kvetch about that). For this reason, I am sure 
you will not be surprised to know that the apparent opposition 
between Mandeville and Defoe itself puts in place an even more 
insidious logic. 

At first glance, then, it seems that Defoe’s text is on the ‘side’ of 
the convict, exposing the gruesome nature of bodily dispossession. 
Through Defoe’s lens, we see dissection for what it is: the making-
raw of Jack’s body, a form of resource-extraction and profiteering. 
Defoe renders visible the death sentence’s horrific face. Far more 
‘reasonable’ – it is implied – would be the commutation of a death 
sentence to one of indenture and transportation to the colonies. We 
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should expect nothing less from the author of that other utopia of 
transportation and self-reinvention, Moll Flanders.

This is the dialectic, but I won’t go on at length about that. 
Suffice to say this: the opposition between the death sentence and 
the sentence of transportation hides their dynamic integration on 
another register. Through the fictive juxtaposition of the threat of 
Sheppard’s tragic dissection, with his bodily self-mastery and skill 
at excarceration, Defoe’s narrative makes an argument in favour of 
the translation of the death sentence into the durational, interest-
bearing death of living labour. Who would kill a nimble servant – a 
sexy lithe being who can slither through the narrowest of cracks 
– when his labour could be turned to such profit? And so the 
more profitable outcome, indeed, is not Mandeville’s but Defoe’s. 
For here, the gruesomeness of dispossession associated with 
dissection is not overcome but in fact perversely multiplied. Skilled 
apprentices like Sheppard ought not to have been subjected to the 
horrors of execution, Defoe’s narrative implies, but put to labour in 
the colonies doing the work of land-dispossession and imperium-
building. 

And indeed, Defoe’s extolling of Jack’s capabilities as a labourer 
(even as a prison-breaker, for it is here that his skills as a carpenter 
and apprentice shine most vividly), is revealed to be what it is: 
an extolling of the interest-bearing sentence of labour over the 
punctual sentence of execution. A crucial node in the inception of 
the fiction of ‘free’ labour. 

In the texts, Sheppard is always running, breaking through 
walls, shimmying up chimneys, hiding, escaping, fleeing. We’d 
love to say that his virile body is the object of revolutionary love 
in Defoe’s text, but let’s be honest, Defoe wasn’t a revolutionary, 
and it’s up to someone else to write that story. Instead, in Defoe, 
Sheppard’s fleeing, shimmying, running body is always haunted 
by the possibility of its dissection: and this haunting is not simply 
the spectre of a rejected and inhumane (Mandevillian) Dutch 
capitalism, but of the abstraction of dissection foundational to 
capitalist development: what Marx described as the ‘separation’ 
integral to the act of primitive accumulation by which subjects 
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are excised from a relation of subsistence on the land and ‘freed’ 
into wage labour. From thence flourish the multiple, simultaneous 
temporalities of toil that eventuate in the extraction of surplus-
value; the foreclosure of ontological being (the institution of 
difference as skin-colour) that is secured through the racialisation 
of colonial labour; and the dispossession and occupation of 
indigenous peoples and lands. 

It’s this squabble over the utility of the criminal body as raw 
material in death and/or as labouring body (to transform the land 
into raw material) in life that, in time, the Murder Act of 1751 would 
‘resolve’ by joining the two poles into one efficient and dastardly 
legal logic.

The Act made it criminal to bury a person accused of and 
executed for murder. The destination of the dead body is not to 
the ground, but to the surgeons. But the Act performed its work 
not through a simple Mandevillian legitimation of the ‘enjoyable’ 
quality of surgical forms of knowledge, but rather through the 
propertisation of the dead criminal body simultaneously with the 
propertisation and dispossession of colonial land. And this suture 
is only accomplishable through the apparatus of the Law: that 
precision-weapon of violent equivalence known as sentencing. The 
‘Mob’ who rescues their comrade from the hands of the dissectors 
are cast, by the Act, as thieves, seeking to steal the property/body 
back from its ‘legally’ self-proclaimed possessor, the state and the 
surgeons. And for this crime, their sentence will be transportation 
and indenture.

For better preventing the horrid crime of murder…
some further terror and peculiar mark of infamy be 
added to the punishment ... in no case whatsoever shall 
the body of any murderer be suffered to be buried ... 
[and] Punishment of 7 years transportation for anyone 
attempting to rescue the body from the surgeons.

The Murder Act makes overly clear the ways in which, as the body 
is anatomised, new regimes of property jockey to lay claim not 
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only to that body, but also to its potentialities in the form of labour. 
The propertisation of the dissected body is thus one moment in 
a broader movement of abstraction that sutures together (so to 
speak) anatomy and raw material. Put another way, anatomy is 
an abstraction (a making-raw of the body) that joins together the 
potentialities of the labouring body and the dispossession-projects 
of the New World, rendering the natural resources of the land into 
colonial raw material.

What we should be getting here is this: for ‘testosterone’ to 
emerge into history, the foundations for the conception of bodily 
anatomy as raw material had first to be laid. The catachrestic and 
material relationship between the propertisation of the body as the 
raw material of scientific knowledge, and the propertisation of the 
labour of that body as capable of transforming territory into raw 
material, forms a dynamic prehistory of the gendocrine system. For 
only once the body itself can appear as a form of raw material can 
the endocrine system by conceptualised, bound to ‘gender’ as its 
primary motor, and the particular experimentation necessary to 
extract and synethesise the molecule as such begin. 

A series of such histories could be performed, of different 
commodified corpse-juices, etc, of which the gendocrine system 
is one. This is the prehistory not only of the gendocrine system 
but of all such ‘metabolicism’ (see, for example, Henrietta Lacks). 
What we have here isn’t – and doesn’t purport to be – a full history 
of the gendocrine system. Rather, it is a prehistory followed by a 
recent history. We’re not claiming to present the specific derivation 
of the gendocrine system from the Enlightenment vivisectionism 
– although this would be an interesting research project. What we 
do mean to do is outline a sufficient grundnorm history of the later 
development of the gendocrine system. 

�

Jailbreaks/The Body II
So then here it is: the history – no, the pre-history – of testosterone 
is the pre-history of the extraction of the corpse, its juices, its parts; 
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and the simultaneous abstraction of labour on the model of that 
dissection. Labour; the division of labour; labour’s division of the 
body/the body’s capacities/bodies from one another; from the 
land; from the means of production: all of these dissections. The 
institutions of this dissection are the surgeons, the state, and the 
prison. So it shouldn’t surprise anyone if this entire pre-history 
gets entirely literalised at the site of the prison (again; or, again and 
again) at some point or another. 

Since the capture of the lifeless criminal body to the state as a 
form of property – as well as the disturbingly ‘efficient’ relationship 
between the lifeless criminalised body and the labouring 
criminalised body – is one of the US’s many gruesome inheritances 
from the British penal system, we could have anticipated this 
would be the case. But I’m not sure we would have known it quite 
so thoroughly without Ethan Blue’s recovery of the ‘Strange Career’ 
of San Quentin’s prison doctor Leo Stanley and his testicular 
experimentations on the incarcerated. During Stanley’s tenure at 
San Quentin (1913–51), 

prisoners became subjects in a series of eugenic 
treatments ranging from sterilization to implanting 
‘testicular substances’ from executed prisoners – and 
also goats – into San Quentin inmates. Stanley was 
convinced that his research would rejuvenate aged 
men, control crime, and limit the reproduction of the 
unfit. His medical practice revealed an underside to 
social hygiene in the modern state, where the lines 
between punishment, treatment, and research were 
blurred.

Finally, we are grasping the violent pre-history of testosterone: 
both the forced anatomisation of the incarcerated body (as both 
object of scientific knowledge and, as Federici might have it, 
‘factory’ of labour), as well as the quite literal forced extraction of 
the hormone testosterone as raw material. Such horrors inflicted 
upon incarcerated bodies in the name of ‘virilisation’ exemplifies 
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the history we’ve been trying to sketch out all along: the perverse 
combination of the propertisation of the executed body with the 
labouring capacities of the living prison population. 

A New York Times article from 1919 makes this point for us: 

SAN FRANCISCO, Oct. 17. – Thomas Bellon, a 
young murderer, was hanged today at San Quentin 
Penitentiary, and after his death, interstitial glands 
from his body were transferred to a man of 60, also 
a prison inmate, to test the efficacy of the theory of 
restoration of youth. 

Bellon was pronounced dead at 10:36 A.M, the 
body was hurried to the prison hospital. There on 
an operating table lay the aged convict. The body 
of Bellon was lifted to an adjoining table and his 
interstitial glands were removed. 

Then the glands were transferred to the other’s 
body. Unable to feel pain, because of anaesthetic 
injected into the spine, he talked with the doctors 
as they cut and sewed. 

The surgeons believe that new strength, mental as 
well as physical, will follow the operation. Similar 
results, it is said, have come from such operations 
previously performed at the prison. 
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The ‘new strength’ gained from the ‘gland transplant’ is an 
extraordinarily precise rendering of the complex of social forces 
that – we’ve been trying to suggest – began with Enlightenment 
ideologies of prisoners’ bodies, and the rise of the transportation 
and indenture system of labour. What we must be beginning to 
glean here is that the gendocrine system – that material abstraction, 
linking gender to the endocrine system – is preconditioned on a 
carceral logic and history, one for which the body has long been a 
raw material as well as the tool for creating the raw. Recall Marx 
on cattle both as that raw material and as ‘instrument for the 
production of manure’. To paraphrase: the history of testosterone 
is inseparable from the history of shit. 

But this history, as fascinating as it is, lacks an aim unless we 
understand it in terms of a politics of the present and its unwritten 
futures. 

�

Stealing the Body Back
Alongside the now-familiar rallying cry for gender self-
determination, we hear its under-whisper. To recall the Murder Act 
and its prohibitions, this whisper exhorts us: steal the body back. 

The gender self-determination we desire for ourselves and 
others is not possible to effect, in other words, as an individual act. 
There is no Bildung of self-determination. 

In fact, ‘self ’-determination is a theft: one that we mount, and 
that has been mounted, collectively. The collective stealing of the 
body back from the apparatuses of its capture. This is not a theft 
we can accomplish alone, nor was it ever accomplished alone, not 
in the eighteenth century, and not today. The only way to steal the 
body back is to steal someone else’s body back for them. Maybe 
you’re thinking of that butch-femme encounter we spoke of earlier, 
when a woman stole your body back for you in the small hours of 
the night. Or maybe you’re thinking of Sylvia Rivera, of the original 
Christopher Street Liberation March – its gathering finally in a 
mass rally at the women’s house of detention with the chant, ‘free 
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ourselves, free our sisters’. Or maybe you’re thinking of the recent 
blockading of the corporate Pride parades in Boston and Chicago.

Please don’t take from this some new historicist nonsense that 
contemporary forms of transgender resistance owe their particular 
configuration to the Enlightenment past. The point here is quite 
the opposite: only through the lens of the political present does the 
past take on the dimensions that it does, and begin to inform us 
about itself in ways previously uncomprehended. 

It’s no exaggeration to say that the Enlightenment history 
sketched above is only known to us now through the lens of 
transgender justice. 

I want to close with the Audre Lorde Project’s points of unity 
for the Eleventh Annual Trans Day of Action for Social and Economic 
Justice, its own deeply militant love-event, in fact, to which I am 
only very lucky to have been initiated. 

1. We demand an end to profiling, harassment and brutality 
at the hands of the police.  

2. We demand access to respectful and safe housing. 

3. We demand access to the NYC LGBT Center without fear of 
harassment, or censorship. 

4. We demand the full legalization of all immigrants. 

5. We are in solidarity with all prisoners, especially the many  
TGNC POC people behind the walls.  

6. We oppose the US ‘War on Terrorism’. 

7. We demand health care. 

8. We demand safety while utilizing public transportation. 
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9. We demand that all people receiving public assistance be 
treated with respect and dignity.  

10. We demand that TGNC POC people have equal access to  
employment and education opportunities.  

11. We demand justice for the many TGNC POC who have been 
beaten, assaulted, raped, and murdered.

 

History is not, at its heart, some telic journey where we track the 
wretched annals of capital accumulation into the present. Rather, 
‘history’ is nothing more than the political contingencies that have 
interrupted and shaped it. To derive an anatomical genealogy of 
criminal dissection, then, we begin with the present: its seizures 
and openings, its political upwelling, acts, movements, breaks. I 
suppose this is something of what Benjamin meant about looking 
backwards while being blown forwards: that the past awakens 
only under the pressure of the political present. If only now do 
the insurgent, collective burials of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries seem part of some transgender genealogy, it is because 
today’s insurgent, collective relationship to counterknowledges 
and practices press down upon the past to release its hidden 
message. We are in solidarity with all prisoners. 

The secret history of your body has very little to do with what 
you inject into it. This is because the secret history of your body is not 
the same as the secret history of testosterone – the one we detailed 
above, the soaked and reeking horror story. It’s not unrelated to 
this horror story, but it’s not contained by it. Your history – the one 
written in letters of blood and fire, the one whisperwritten inside 
you, and to be written still – well, this history has been the work of 
the collectives who stole it back from the clutches of the dissectors 
and the indenturers, the collectives who liberated Christopher 
Street, and the collectives of the future whose name we can never 
know, but for whom we will need to steal some bodies back as well. 
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ROSIE WARREN

Some Last Words on Pessimism

 Is it pessimism to diagnose cancer as cancer? 
Thomas Merton 

�

We’re not diagnosing cancer because we’re pessimistic – we’re 
pessimistic because our diagnosis is that this is cancer. Not 
necessarily terminal – but no cure for cancer comes easily, if at all, 
and it is incurable if you treat it as if it were a cold.  

�

As many commentators have pointed out, it has become a left cliché 
to note, after Jameson, that it has become easier to imagine the end 
of the world than the end of capitalism. Nevertheless, it remains 
true. Indeed, we may not even need to use our imaginations for 
very long. A report entitled ‘The State of the Climate’, released on 16 
July 2015, from a study which brought together 413 scientists from 
58 countries, was categorical in its assertion that climate change 
has contributed to the rising waters, and that the impact of higher 
ocean temperatures will be felt for centuries, even if immediate 
efforts to reduce carbon emissions were undertaken. 
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In the words of Greg Johnson, oceanographer of the US National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Agency, 

Even if we could freeze the greenhouse its current 
level, the sea would continue to warm for centuries and 
millennia; and that warming will cause its expansion 
and therefore its elevation.

And regardless of the schemes cooked up by geo-engineers who, 
as Andreas Malm has pointed out, realise it is more realistic to try 
to change the composition of the Earth’s atmosphere than to change 
our economy and the carbon emissions it produces, climate change 
is no longer a dreaded outcome to be avoided, but a given.

�

Two iterations of pessimism are commonly conflated. One is a 
pessimistic lens through which one looks at the world; the other 
is the result of what one sees when one looks. These are not 
coterminous, though they may be co-constitutive.

The first might, in a better context, be termed (critical) realism. 
But when ‘don’t demoralise the class’ is a common reprimand within 
activist circles, a more explicit statement of position is necessary. 
To reclaim something called ‘pessimism’ against such nonsense 
is to assert that the belief that optimism, in the face of repeated 
defeat and the scale of the task we face, is in any way motivational 
or appropriate for those trying to change the world, is delusional.

What one sees reflected back from the world, for analysis, is 
another thing altogether. The question is, is the situation one about 
which one can be hopeful? This can’t be an a priori attitude nor 
affect, but the result of an assessment. We should not confuse the 
attitude one has and the analysis of the state things are in, though 
of course each affects the other.* 

* Many of those who denounce pessimism in public admit behind closed 
doors that they’re struggling to put a positive spin on a situation. Such an at-
titude of pas devants les enfants must be eradicated if we are to get anywhere.
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Activist circles are often guilty on both counts – always-
already optimistic before analysis, and always concluding that 
#therearemassiveopportunitiesfortheleft in the terrain they see, 
no matter what it looks like. 

�

For some there is no difference between accusing pessimists of 
dereliction because their analysis is wrong, and accusing them of 
dereliction because they are ‘demoralising’ the class, irrespective 
of the truth of their claim. For them, optimism is always presumed, 
regardless of the situation, regardless of the balance of forces, 
regardless of the world around them. It is always necessary to find 
a positive spin. It is this attitude that Eagleton aptly describes in 
his book Hope Without Optimism: ‘Since the truth is often enough 
unpleasant, it must be trumped by the unflinching will.’ 

This is a dereliction of duty. 
We do not, and should not, do the things we do because we are 

certain we will win. We can never be certain. We do them – should 
do them – because we cannot do anything other.  

�

There is no need to fear a pessimism that remains committed to 
emancipation. Pessimism is not cynicism.† Pessimists may, as 
Salvage does, simply insist that comrades in that endeavour realise 
– and act upon the realisation of – just how hard this is going to be. 

Having a pessimistic analysis certainly doesn’t mean thinking 
that good things never happen. 

But do not mistake joy for optimism. 

�

Some look to the phenomenal success of Jeremy Corbyn in the 

† There are plenty of cynics on the current and former left. We do not 
need any more.

105



salvage

UK and Bernie Sanders in the US, to the sudden emergence of left 
parliamentary formations across ‘peripheral’ Europe – Syriza in 
Greece, Podemos in Spain, Left Bloc in Portugal – and conclude 
that pessimism is ill-founded. But even such successes occur 
against a background of the historic weakness of the working-class 
movement, at a time when trade-union density is at an all-time low, 
at a time when the far Left is fragmented into more groups, with 
fewer members, than ever before. This is not a time of our strength. 
We’ve never been weaker, and (therefore) the success of the above 
is highly embattled, as we have already witnessed with Syriza. 

�

Pessimists shouldn't be committed to pessimism. On the contrary, 
they should always be glad to be surprised when good things occur 
against the odds. It can thus precisely be pessimism that allows joy. 
Pessimism is not invested nihilism. It is the considered result of an 
analysis that suggests that the odds are not good. That what is faced 
is incomparable difficulty, and unless it is faced in the knowledge of 
how unlikely triumph will be, there is no chance at all. 

�

Pessimism is not the main culprit behind demoralisation. It can 
only be assumed that those making such proclamations have never 
experienced the guilt that so many activists silently harbour, about 
not believing the claims that success is around the next corner – 
something that they may themselves fervently insist to others – at 
feeling exhausted and unmoved by the repeated expressions of dire 
urgency, week after week, at being burnt out by relentless tasks and 
the moralism that comes with them. 

It can only be assumed that such people have never drifted 
away, or been tempted to, because their heart – heart-broken as it 
was, still is, at the world – wasn’t in it, no longer convinced of the 
efficacy of all that unthinking activism. 

Bad hope reinforces bad despair.
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�

It is not the duty of leftists to be a comfort blanket in the abyss. 
Pessimism is not dereliction of the ‘duty’ of leftists, nor is it 

‘irresponsible’ to have such an outlook. It is irresponsible to try to 
give people the impression that things are fine, are getting better, 
that we are building strength, numbers, influence, gaining ground, 
when we are plainly not. As Terry Eagleton puts it, 

The card-carrying optimist responds to everything 
in the same rigorously preprogrammed way, and so 
eliminates chance and contingency. 

It is irresponsible to give the impression of having answers that 
demonstrably we don't. Let us commit to asking the questions.

�

If leftists have any duty, is it not to be honest about their appraisal 
of the situation, to begin from an honest analysis, to construct a 
strategy in light of it? Look at the devastation and failed revolution 
in Syria, at the murders Israel commits with impunity year after 
year, at the crushing of the Greek attempts to stand up to its 
creditors, at the water cannons fired at migrants on the Hungarian 
border while bodies wash up on beaches, and state with conviction 
that things are getting better.

�

The Left’s euphoria over Corbyn (and before that, the SNP) is 
a clear example of mistaking joy for optimism. Everybody was 
taken by surprise, and overjoyed, by his success. But if one does 
not admit how bad things have gotten, Corbynmania can be seen 
straightforwardly as the dawn of a new era that could spark the 
movement that brings down the government. 

And it is true that given the situation of recent years, this is 
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a fantastic development. But if one thinks relative to the postwar 
period and the 1945 government, about which the Left was not 
starry-eyed at the time, much of the programme on offer from Corbyn 
and his team constitutes not a huge improvement over traditional 
left social democracy. And the odds of him getting anywhere close 
to being able to implement it are vanishingly unlikely. 

We are with him as he tries. We are delighted – and surprised – 
if he succeeds, and ready if he fails.

�

There is, of course, a danger of bending the stick, becoming rigidly 
pessimistic, fetishising pessimism tout court in just as evacuated 
a position as those so eager to accentuate the positive. Salvage is 
not interested in pessimism for pessimism’s sake, in prolonging our 
pessimism any longer than is justified by our analysis, and aches 
for a time when pessimism is no longer necessary. 

In recognition of the pulls towards a performed, defensive, 
cock-swinging pessimism, this will be the last rumination from 
Salvage’s editors focusing on the topic. 

We are more interested in undertaking, and deem it to be 
more important to undertake, more of the analysis that led us to 
our current pessimism – and that might even, indeed, lead us away 
from it – than to spend any more pages discussing its nuances.

�

Pessimistic is just another word to describe those who fear we 
might be doomed but are fighting anyway, those who don’t have 
a lot of hope but plenty of hate and heartache, plenty of yearning 
for something more, who have no certainty about the way forward 
except that it cannot be this.
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part two of ‘FRAUEN-
WERK- STADT'

The familial scale stabilised at 1:100 adequate for 
competitive submission in the promotion act and 
we communicate in building code, nighttime
falls with whispered evaluative models rising based
on modulating guidelines for innovation and inclusion.
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A domestic woman is a builder. Social change is
practicable in small movements. Attention is drawn
and I am brightly aware of my existing shortcomings 
to which you present the short term solution hence 
initiating greater much much greater improvements.

women selected as builders
with a backside in public transportation 
that had been studied and
found transcendent for our
immaterial demands; both sides were included in the 
competition which gained ground for a current version
of outlook onto overwhelming desire
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everyday this situation is everyday

I draw you up and down into my semi private silence

worthful cadence rattled me through in good 
knowledge; discordant still I'll always see possibilities 
wherever I can; I used to hold you, you
were 1/5th and entropy took us both 
in gulping that tiny face in you
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Often neglected stores of articles can be located 
on a common roof a tip of building arrangement 
easily accessible via serious falls and
leaving sociability to those with the competence in 
combination withdrawn to needs and neighbourly 
enhancement: base function anxiety in four
units per story aids the avoidance of anonymity I want to 
be well lit and out of my own danger zone I want to live 
usablely and pleasantly forever and in common with others 
and in utter transparency barring only those moments 
of semi privacy I will reserve for sex and the most
revealing practices of cleaning I would like a ring-
type garage with a basic function to protect me and 
my family and our own access but I would hold the 
master key as I am reliable and they are all large and 
have sufficient daylight for supreme happiness forever 
and communication is a routine now we never pay 
another transient family member to do that for us but
if we did we would be totally transparent about it because 
we are openly structured and still protective and never 
having to explain each other’s trauma only living through 
it and in the flats themselves except on holidays which
are now taken alone as a counterbalance to 
quotidien patterns of sociability. Moreover, we 
anticipate future tenants and their desires and 
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so remain pleasant and useable and basic and 
neighbourly functional with open stories.

Good evening and welcome 
to the women’s office.
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In the corner a fax is arriving, it tells of mass 
competence on previously unrealised scales and 
the sheer necessity of continuing despite.

elle la machine is really weeping now and not one of the 
rallied burghers can do a thing to stop it weep as they 
might within their own deficits chains and postures; 
they are crawling to the gallows and to history
but get caught up in a statue, help them elle-
! She’ll never listen to a word I say and works 
to rule for years at a time no matter
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and I have called in to hear about the 
campaign for our destructive rights
Giullotina looks up from her desk and 
flashes her callbacklater smile so I will
I’ll return here. To time in capital:
we just lost our rights to not say yes to work
so as a yes woman, one of millions, I 
say we stand on mountainous Issues 
and envelope ourselves, in the waiting 
room this is all I can think of that I
am here again and that I wish I 
could provide a service.

At left and right the workers bees 
repeat indefinite assumed positions; 
they have an industry about them 
which impresses and it’s neat to 
see their diploid origin so fertile
and their sorority so full; they are the 
closest sisters they are from sameness 
replicated on each of their sides it all 
works so well on a backdrop of drone 
passivity who wouldn'’t want to be 
as sterile as a little worker bee
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elle la machine is overproductive and splits each 
cell she meets until it’s empty anyway

The interior and exterior interactions are sources 
of growing concern as I wait I can only get a 
hand in so far without consumption kicking in 
my teeth, sweet from accord the drones remain 
sterile too until a matriarchal bee displays herself 
in wax and louchely drapes her wing all over
my interior. Here I will return here.



KALPANA WILSON

 Hedge Funds, Hype and 
Hindu Fascism: Modi Visits 

His Mother Country

Sajida recognised many of the men who came to her house that 
night and beat her father Akhlaq to death with the bricks that they 
found under his bed. It was already past ten when the 200-strong 
lynch mob of young men – her Hindu neighbours – forced its way 
into the house. Minutes earlier an announcement had been made 
over the newly installed loudspeakers of the Hindu temple in the 
village: one of the handful of Muslim families in the village – Sajida’s 
family – had eaten beef. By the time the police arrived, Mohammed 
Akhlaq was already dead. Sajida’s brother, twenty-two-year-old 
Danish, was fighting for his life. The police took away some meat 
they found in the fridge, saying they were sending it to a laboratory 
for ‘forensic testing’. Many hours later, when the media descended 
on the small village just sixty kilometres from Delhi, it was eighteen-
year-old Sajida who spoke to them. Her anguished question ‘If it is 
not beef, will they bring my father back?’ reverberated around the 
country. Others asked – suppose it had been beef? Is India now a 
country where a human being can be beaten to death for what they 
have eaten?
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Yet any outside observer who thought that the lynching of 
Mohammed Akhlaq was really about beef, about spontaneously 
inflamed religious passions in a country where in the majority 
religion Hinduism, cows are considered sacred (though many 
Hindus traditionally eat beef), would have quickly been disabused 
of this notion. It soon emerged that the people who forced the 
temple to install loudspeakers, who made the announcement, and 
who led the mob to Akhlaq’s house, had been preparing the ground 
for several months, setting up a new organisation, the Samadhan 
Sena (Solution Army), which drew in young men in the area, 
indoctrinating them with the current canards of the Hindu far-right 
like ‘Muslim population growth’ and ‘cow slaughter by Muslims’. 

Barely a month earlier, three young Muslim men had been 
attacked and murdered in the same area for allegedly stealing cattle. 
And anyone still claiming that this was a matter of local power politics 
in this corner of Uttar Pradesh state could hardly sustain this view 
when, one after another, leaders of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) spoke up to condemn not the murder, 
but the arrests of the perpetrators (the main accused is the son of a 
BJP functionary). They demanded that the charges be dropped and 
called for ‘legal action against those people who are engaged in cow 
slaughter as it is hurting Hindu sentiments’; most ominously they 
called for mass gatherings of powerful castes, ‘mahapanchayats’, 
like those preceding the orchestrated mass killings and rapes of 
Muslims in Muzaffarnagar (also in Uttar Pradesh) ahead of the 
2014 general elections. From the central government, meanwhile, 
Culture Minister Mahesh Sharma came forward to call the lynching 
‘an accident’ – citing as evidence that Sajida had not been raped.

And what of Modi? With the case dominating headlines, he, 
just returned from the US and soon to be preparing for his visit 
to Britain this November, remained markedly, but by now not 
unexpectedly, silent. In his ‘Digital India’ tour of Silicon Valley, 
Modi had proclaimed that the ‘most fundamental debate’ for youth 
in India today is the choice between Windows, Android and iOS. 
As a statement released at a massive protest in Delhi against the 
lynching put it: 
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Today, twenty-two-year old Danish, battling for his life 
in a hospital, brings out the complete farce of Modi’s 
statements. The ‘most fundamental debate’ for youths 
like Danish is to how to keep alive in a country where 
emboldened communal [inter-religious] fascist goons 
can literally kill people in the name of what they eat or 
any other pretext to whip up communal frenzy!

But Modi’s silence over the lynching of Mohammed Akhlaq was 
very far from being the ill-judged indifference of a globetrotting 
Prime Minister blinded by his own rhetoric of a hi-tech India 
– on the contrary, it was a strategic silence that gave exactly the 
same message as Sadhvi Prachi, a vocal leader of the BJP’s sister 
organisation, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (World Hindu Council) 
who flatly stated ‘those who consume beef deserve such actions 
against them’. In fact, the rise of the ‘beef ban’ campaign to its 
current homicidal proportions as a central plank of the Hindu far 
right is a recent phenomenon which can be traced back to speeches 
Modi himself made in his election campaign last year; he talked 
about a ‘Pink Revolution’ of cow slaughter and beef production that 
would occur in India were he not to be elected.   

�

Modi’s politics cannot be understood without reference to his 
lifelong membership of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). 
The RSS was formed in the mid-1920s, in opposition to Indian 
independence from Britain. An authoritarian, militarist, cadre-
based organisation, it shared many features with rising fascist 
parties in Italy and 1930s Germany, which were a direct source 
of inspiration. RSS ideologue M.S. Golwalkar notoriously viewed 
Hitler’s treatment of the Jews as a model of ‘race pride’ which 
India should emulate in its treatment of minorities. The khaki 
shorts-wearing stormtroopers of the RSS continue to provide the 
ideological direction – as well as the leaders – for the plethora of 
organisations which have been established around it, including 
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the ruling BJP. This became clearer than ever when Modi and his 
ministers in India’s elected government were recently summoned 
to a secret RSS conclave at its headquarters in Nagpur to give an 
account of their actions to date to the RSS leaders. 

For many commentators, the Hindu supremacist violence 
promoted by the RSS – targeting Muslims, Christians, and Dalits 
– gives the lie to India’s much-trumpeted modernity: it is seen as 
being at odds with India’s rapid economic growth and the idea of 
‘development’ which Modi constantly invokes. But the reality is 
that this violence is both essentially modern and highly compatible 
with, in fact embedded within, the predatory neoliberal version 
of ‘development’ which Modi stands for. Before Modi ascended to 
power in Delhi, when he was Chief Minister in the western Indian 
state of Gujarat, corporates enthusiastically hailed the so-called 
‘Gujarat model’ of development. This involved huge swathes of 
land and coastline being converted into Special Economic Zones 
(and latterly ‘Special Investment Regions’) and handed over to 
corporates massively subsidised by the state. High levels of growth 
in relation to the rest of India were accompanied by some of the 
worst rates of farmers’ suicides, nutrition poverty levels higher 
than all-India levels, an incidence of child malnutrition of forty-
seven per cent, higher than the national average, and the virtual 
elimination of labour rights. 

Inextricably entwined with the idea of Gujarat as a ‘model’ 
was the even more sinister notion of Gujarat as a ‘laboratory’ for 
a Hindu state. In 2002, Modi had presided over systematically 
organised genocidal attacks in which over 2,000 people from 
Gujarat’s Muslim minority community were systematically killed, 
and more than 200,000 people were displaced. Women and children 
were specifically targeted for horrific violence. The police were 
instructed not to intervene while Hindu supremacist mobs linked 
to the BJP murdered and raped, selectively targeting the addresses 
occupied by Muslim families. Court cases implicating Modi are 
still being heard, including one filed by Zakia Jafri, whose husband 
Ahsan Jafri, a former MP, was brutally murdered in the violence. The 
family of two British citizens, Saeed and Sakil Dawood, murdered in 
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Gujarat while on holiday are also pursuing a civil case against Modi. 
Judgments in both these court cases are expected in the next few 
months. The Hindu supremacist groups repeated this ‘experiment’ 
in Odisha, in 2007, in an anti-Christian pogrom, and again against 
Muslims in Muzaffarnagar, Uttar Pradesh, ahead of Modi’s election 
campaign. The day the election results were declared, software 
professional Mohsin Sadique Shaikh was beaten to death in the city 
of Pune, and his death celebrated with the chilling text message, 
‘the first wicket has fallen’.

�

The Hindu supremacists’ Hindutva ideology does not represent a 
return to ancient Indian traditions as its exponents claim. It is in fact 
deeply colonial, a product of the nineteenth century. It was informed 
by the British rulers’ ‘scriptural’ understandings of Hinduism 
which, in a context of multiple understandings and practices within 
Hinduism, drew on specifically elite, upper caste, and patriarchal 
interpretations. Part of the Hindutva project continues to be one 
of homogenising, Brahmanising and masculinising Hinduism – 
for example destroying temples to Hindu Goddesses and Gods 
whose origins are in indigenous religions or those worshipped 
by Dalits.  Despite recent attempts to mobilise Dalit communities 
and to appropriate the legacy of the Dalit leader and thinker – and 
architect of the Indian constitution – B.R. Ambedkar, Hindutva is 
deeply invested in the maintenance of the caste hierarchy and in 
violence against Dalits.  

Hindutva was also shaped by the British response to the 
first war of independence of 1857. This unprecedented wave 
of uprisings had demonstrated the potential for anti-colonial 
solidarity between Hindus and Muslims who shared a syncretic 
culture. The post-1857 British rewriting of Indian history as an 
age-old struggle between Hindus and Muslim ‘invaders’ – part of 
a deliberate strategy of divide and rule – was adopted wholesale 
by the ideologues of Hindu supremacy, and continues to be used to 
target India’s Muslims as ‘enemies’ and ‘outsiders’.
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While after independence the RSS adopted the rhetoric of 
economic nationalism, and continues to do so when convenient, 
Hindu supremacist forces played little part in the anticolonial 
movement, focusing their attentions on Muslims rather than the 
British rulers, and in fact actively collaborated with the British on a 
number of occasions. 

It was in the 1990s that the Hindu far right decisively 
emerged from the political shadows it had occupied since the RSS 
assassinated Gandhi in 1948 for ‘compromising with Muslims’. Its 
visibility soared with its national campaign to build a temple on 
the site of an existing 500-year-old mosque, the Babri Masjid in 
Ayodhya in North India. Collections were made in Hindu temples 
in Leicester and Brent to send gold bricks for the construction. On 
6 December 1992, the historic Babri Masjid was destroyed by a 
crowd of 15,000 Hindu right ‘volunteers’ led by BJP leaders. This 
was followed by a cycle of orchestrated inter-religious violence 
across the country, in which 900 people lost their lives. By 1998, 
the first national BJP-led government came to power. Hindu fascism 
was well on its way. 

This rise was inextricably tied to the restructuring of capital in 
the era of neoliberal globalisation and the Indian state’s adoption 
of economic liberalisation. Following the first IMF loan to India 
in 1982, the Congress Party, which had been in power almost 
continuously since Independence, increasingly sought legitimacy 
for interlinked policies of economic restructuring and militarisation 
through Hindu-inflected nationalist rhetoric. The participation of 
national as well as local Congress leaders in attacks on minority 
communities marked a new phase in which Hindu chauvinism was 
explicitly visible in the material practices of the state. This was 
intensified after the second larger IMF loan of 1991.

If the last quarter-century has seen all the main political parties 
in India adopt neoliberal policies, it is the BJP that has embraced 
neoliberalism, both ideologically and in practice, in its most 
unadulterated form. Transnational corporations, both Indian and 
foreign, lauded Modi as ‘India’s CEO’ in-waiting and Washington 
indicated its preference for the BJP long before Modi’s electoral 
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victory last year, drawn by the vision he offered of a ‘shining’ India 
effectively shorn of most of the awkward trappings of democracy. 
Environmental regulations, human-rights concerns and labour laws 
would no longer matter. The legitimacy for a state that openly sells 
off the country’s land and labour in this vision would come from 
an aggressive redefinition of India as an exclusively Hindu nation. 
A three-day World Hindu Congress last November was sponsored 
by Jaguar, Dunlop, Jindal and other transnational companies. A 
pamphlet distributed at the Congress listed the five enemies of 
Hindu society, five fingers in the claw of the demon Mahasur. Among 
them were Muslims who are the ‘poisonous fruit of Islam’ and 
Marxists,  ‘the thumb of the demon’s claw’, which has given birth 
to ‘multiple bastard offspring like Communists, Socialists, Liberals, 
Maoists, Anarchists and all other forms of Leftists’. 

British colonialism in India began with a transnational 
corporation, the East India Company. The new East India Companies 
are those like the British Vedanta, currently fighting a battle with 
Adivasi (indigenous) communities determined to protect their 
sacred mountain and source of livelihood from bauxite mining; 
or Essar which has funded a murderous paramilitary, the recently 
revived Salwa Judum, to terrorise and displace thousands from their 
homes and into camps. If the high pitch of corporate enthusiasm 
for self-styled ‘Man of Development’ Modi has been tempered 
somewhat in recent months it is not because of the escalating 
bloody wars of displacement and dispossession, the multiplying 
bans of books and burnings of human beings. It is not because of 
the lynchings of elderly Muslim men in small villages, and of young 
Muslim men in cybercities. The corporates are merely anxious that 
Modi is not going far enough fast enough. 

�

Modi’s meetings with Ministers will be only part of the story of his 
visit to Britain. The Hindu right has a network of organisations in 
Britain, and they have been promoting him as a ‘superstar’ politician 
and, never short on hyperbole or shy of evoking historical parallels 
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others might think better avoided, have promised to showcase him 
in a massive ‘Olympics style’ event at Wembley Stadium (tagline: 
‘Two Great Nations – One Glorious Future’). 

Hindu right networks draw upon the Indian diaspora in the UK 
and North America extensively for moral and, more importantly, 
material support for their project of establishing Indian as a Hindu 
rashtra or state. By setting up groups claiming to represent Hindu 
‘faith communities’ in Britain, they also have access to government 
funding for their activities. Pro-Hindutva groups in Britain like the 
Hindu Swayamsevak Sangh (HSS, the international wing of the RSS), 
forged strong links with both the Labour Party and the Conservative 
Party. For example, Labour MP for Brent North Barry Gardiner of 
the Labour Friends of India, displayed a prominent endorsement 
from Modi on his own campaign material and attempted to invite 
Modi to the UK in 2013 – only changing his mind after South Asian, 
human rights and trade union groups staged a vocal protest outside 
his constituency surgery. 

Back in 2001, on one of several visits to Gujarat, Gardiner had 
personally presented then Chief Minister Modi with a cheque for £1 
million collected in Britain by Sewa International for earthquake 
relief. After the Gujarat genocide of 2002, progressive South-
Asian organisations in Britain exposed Sewa International for 
diverting funds raised for earthquake relief and channelling them 
to organisations directly involved in carrying out the violence. 

Hindu right groups have consistently tried to block legislation 
which Dalit organisations have campaigned for, outlawing caste 
discrimination in Britain. During the 2015 general elections, the 
Hindu right circulated leaflets urging ‘Dharmic’ (sic) people to 
vote for the Conservative candidate in Harrow, who promised to 
overturn the legislation.

A glance at some key figures involved in building support for 
the Hindu right – and Modi in particular – in Britain is instructive, 
revealing once again the synergies between Hindu supremacist 
ideologies and global corporate capital. Take Alpesh Patel. A founder-
director of the Praefinium Hedge Fund and ‘India Dealmaker’ for the 
Department of Trade and Industry, and a committed Conservative 
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(notably, his blog describes David Cameron as ‘genuine’ and 
‘authentic’), the trader and financial journalist writes a regular 
column for the UK newspaper Asian Voice. His columns reiterate 
all the key tenets of Hindutva – in one he addresses Modi’s newly 
formed government, drawing an oft-repeated parallel with Israel.

The first determinant of your relations with any 
Foreign Government must be their treatment of the 
Hindu population within their borders. It has to be the 
business of this Government how Hindus are treated 
worldwide. If they want better relations with India, 
first make the best relations with Hindus in their own 
country ... The people of Israel provide protection for 
Jews wherever they are in the world, of whichever 
nationality. We shall extend no lesser protection to 
Hindus.

Within the discourses of Hindutva, Muslims, and Muslim men in 
particular, are identified as the primary threat to the nation, and 
made to symbolically represent a series of interlinked tropes 
including terrorism; fanaticism; allegiance to forces external, and 
hostile, to the nation; illegal immigration; population growth; 
and women’s subordination. Indian ‘national interests’ within 
these hyper-nationalist discourses revolve around the perceived 
threat from Pakistan, and focus on Kashmir, and the bodies of 
Kashmiris, as the territory over which Indian ‘integrity’ must be 
violently reproduced. Clearly, this has multiple intersections with 
the post-Cold War shift which identified Islam as the new enemy of 
and, post-9/11, the US-led War on Terror; with the Islamophobia 
which has become central following realignments in the dominant 
discourses of British racism; and with the changes in the British 
state’s approaches to race which underpinned the shift from 
multiculturalism to ‘community cohesion’ and ‘muscular liberalism’.

This convergence was evident in February 2007 when the 
Hindu Forum of Britain made allegations of ‘forced conversions’ of 
‘hundreds’ of ‘Hindu and Sikh girls’ by ‘Muslim extremists’ at British 
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universities. The allegation of forced conversions of young women 
is part of an arsenal of myths propagated by the Hindu right in India 
to incite violence against minority communities; inflammatory 
leaflets making these claims were in circulation immediately before 
the massacres of Muslims in Gujarat in 2002, and most recently they 
have resurfaced in the myth of so-called ‘Love Jihad’ – Muslim men 
‘seducing’ and converting Hindu women. The notion of ‘Love Jihad’ 
has been used both to control and terrorise Hindu young women 
who choose their own partners outside their community, as well 
as to incite violence against Muslims. Amit Shah, Modi’s right-hand 
man, is among the many Hindu right leaders who directly incited 
rape of minority women in election speeches while invoking this 
myth. In fact the notion of Hindu women needing protection from 
predatory Muslim men informs the core patriarchal-nationalist 
narrative of Hindutva, which appeals to Hindu men to reassert their 
masculinity through the performance of sexual and other forms of 
extreme violence against minority groups. 

Metropolitan Police Commissioner Ian Blair, who was a guest 
at the HFB conference where the claims were made, seized the 
opportunity to commit his force to action, despite the complete 
absence of any evidence that such conversions were in fact 
occurring. Blair’s remarks were duly reported under headlines like 
the Daily Mail’s, ‘Police Protect Girls Forced to Convert to Islam’ and 
the Metro’s ‘Hindu Girls targeted by extremists’. Mail readers were 
told that ‘extremist Muslims who force vulnerable teenage girls to 
convert to Islam are being targeted by police’. The Metro further 
reported that ‘Scotland Yard is to set up a Hindu Safety Forum with 
“aggressive conversion” as its top priority’. Yet a few months later, 
the police were apparently unable to cite a single such case. 

Increasingly, in contrast to earlier constructions of ‘Asians’, 
‘British Hindus’ are not only distinguished from ‘Muslims’, but 
represented as the acceptable, integrated face of ‘difference’, a 
process of redefinition with strong colonial antecedents which began 
in the 1990s and in which Hindutva groups actively collaborate. The 
self-defined ‘British Hindu’ is constructed as the ideal neoliberal 
diasporic subject. Her/his ‘difference’ consists only of elements of 
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‘culture’, which are both essentialised and commoditised, and does 
not imply any critical perspectives on global capital or imperialist 
intervention. Meanwhile the fact that Indian capital is playing an 
increasingly significant role in the crisis-ridden British economy 
has only reinforced new representations of its diaspora as loyal and 
deserving British citizens.

The extent to which ‘Hinduism’ in the racialised discourse of 
British citizenship has come to be associated with an assumed 
allegiance to the ongoing British imperialist project was 
demonstrated back in October 2011 when David Cameron spoke 
at a reception for ‘prominent members of the Sikh and Hindu 
communities’ hosted at 10 Downing Street to celebrate Diwali. 
In his first public comments on the televised lynching of Colonel 
Muammar Gaddafi by NATO backed forces in Libya earlier that day, 
Cameron enthused to his guests that ‘Diwali being the festival of 
a triumph of good over evil and also the death of a devil, perhaps 
there is a little resonance in what I am saying tonight’.

This Diwali, Cameron will be welcoming Narendra Modi 
himself at Downing Street. Modi notoriously loves the camera 
on such occasions, and perhaps the beleaguered Cameron too 
is looking forward to the opportunity to play Margaret Thatcher 
to Modi’s General Pinochet. But left and progressive South Asian 
groups and individuals, and thousands of other people who oppose 
fascism and corporate imperialism, will be spoiling the party, and 
making Modi feel very unwelcome indeed. 

Join us. 
#ModiNotWelcome
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The Ljubljana School 
of Radicalism

Some interesting things have begun to happen while the old far 
Left has been ‘waiting for the upturn’. Although strike rates in most 
OECD countries remain at historic lows, there are modest signs of 
the beginning of a leftist revival. Syriza and Podemos are the most 
visible cases, and perhaps the most expected, occurring as they do 
in indebted southern-European social formations subjected to the 
most extreme variants of austerity, with indigenous communist 
traditions and experience, within living memory, of struggles in 
which the whole future of society was at stake. But even in the Anglo-
American wasteland, where neoliberalism once swept all before it, 
there are in Corbynism and the Sanders surge (#feelthebern – no 
matter how inadequate Sanders’ so-called ‘socialist’ politics) signs 
of the radicalisation of a minority who have broken with Third 
Way social democracy. Younger, more educated and more ‘white 
collar’ (to the extent that that distinction still means anything), 
the Corbynistas and Sandernistas are responding not in the first 
instance to workplace struggles, but to the breakdown in the 
traditional modes of political domination. They are the legatees of 
recent protest movements, seemingly ‘antipolitical’ in thrust; but, 
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from Occupy to the Indignados, this is a ‘political antipolitics’, in 
which the breakdown of liberal democracy has been the central 
issue of contention, and the basis for some prefigurative agitation.

In fact, it’s striking that the dominant level at which, since 
the credit crunch, crises have occurred largely is the political-
ideological level. No doubt this is in part because of the elevated 
role of capitalist states in orchestrating counter-recessionary 
measures, implementing mild institutional reforms, and 
subsequently austerity projects intended to restore profitability to 
capitalism. Yet this is in itself symptomatic of an acute phase in the 
chronic degeneration of representative democracy, as empirically 
demonstrated by Peter Mair and Wolfgang Streeck. And what’s also 
telling is the staggered nature of the crisis as it unfolds, the distinct 
temporalities of economic and political crises, and the different 
modes of action that characterise each. 

Nicos Poulantzas addressed precisely this problem in his 
1976 essay, ‘The Political Crisis and the Crisis of the State’. He 
took issue with both ‘bourgeois sociological’ conceptions of crisis 
as momentary disruptions of a harmonious social order, and 
‘fundamentalist’ conceptions of crisis as a generic tendency in 
capitalism that is always sharpening towards a final showdown, 
arguing that such approaches missed the specificity of the political 
crisis. 

Stressing the ‘relative separation’ of the capitalist state from 
capitalist productive relations, a separation marked in the state’s 
organisation and institutional arrangement, he argued that while 
economic crises certainly can give rise to political crises, the 
latter need to be understood primarily in relation to the specific 
characteristics of the political terrain – the parliamentary-
democratic form; the struggle of parties; the relations between 
different ideological-state apparatuses; the convocation of masses 
as ‘social democratic’, ‘liberal-conservative’ or ‘reactionary’. And, 
because of the specificity of the political, there’s no necessary 
chronological concordance between economic and political crises. 
It has taken almost eight years since the economic crisis began, and 
a long and savage period of austerity, with worse to come, for this 

130



Richard  Seymour 

new phase of the crisis to kick in. Now that it definitively has, it’s 
imperative that we understand it. 

Britain is, of course, a political backwater. The fact that 
Corbynism has emerged as a rebellion within the institutions of 
a sick and declining Labourism is a product of leftist weakness. 
Where, in the rest of the continent, the neoliberalisation of social 
democracy has resulted in sizeable split-offs and new radical-left 
formations bringing together reformist and revolutionary currents, 
in Britain, the Labour left was too emaciated and enfeebled by 
the wounds of the Thatcher years to put up much resistance to 
Blair. To make sense of this crisis, and – all our earned pessimism 
notwithstanding – the real opportunities for the Left it potentially 
offers, it’s more useful to examine a more advanced case. 

Arguably, the most interesting and exciting initiative of the 
radical Left in Europe is also one of the least acknowledged: 
Slovenia’s United Left.

As Left organisations go, the United Left alliance is one of the 
most militantly antisystemic, and yet – with its confident, media-
savvy young leadership – it also stands a reasonable chance of 
actually winning the next parliamentary elections. At present it 
has only six of ninety National Assembly seats, but on some recent 
polling it could be propelled to first place. It faces the prospect of 
having to take office, despite being founded only in March 2014, and 
despite very limited experience of organising in state apparatuses. 

The Slovenian situation is, in many ways, uniquely optimal for 
left-wing advance. It has relatively strong trade unions willing to 
collaborate with the radical Left; the values of the old revolutionary 
Liberation Front are kept alive through a mass organisation, the 
Alliance of Fighters; Yugonostalgia is an important element in the 
Slovenian cultural formation, thus allowing certain arguments 
about socialism to be made. Now, after years of careful underground 
work, and amid great waves of protest in 2012–13, a radical Left 
has finally emerged to take the lead.

In May 2015 I had the opportunity to visit Ljubljana, as guest 
of the Institute of Labour Studies (successor to the Workers’ and 
Punks’ University). Invited to speak on my book, Against Austerity, 
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I offered a breezy, general summary of the book’s themes – the 
reorganisation of social classes, political power and ideology under 
neoliberalism, and the dual crises of capitalism and of the Left – and 
sat back. After some polite questions, a member of the audience 
finally said: ‘Excuse me, but, I may be a little cheeky here, but… we 
already know all this.’ 

More than familiar with the Althusserian and Poulantzian 
problematics I’d brought to bear, and unencumbered by the dogmas 
of revolutionary leftism in the UK, these activists found themselves 
inhabiting an advanced stage of the political crisis, one in which 
the general problems and questions posed by Against Austerity 
required concretisation. They had succeeded in building a political 
organisation that was articulated with social movements and trade 
unions, that had occupied a space in the state apparatuses, and 
that had a very successful media strategy, without being politically 
subordinate to mainstream media narratives. Indeed, they were, 
if anything, alarmed at the prospect that they might actually win 
a parliamentary election, have to take control of the ministries 
and try to govern, despite their inexperience at running state 
apparatuses and the inevitable resistance they would face upon 
trying to implement a socialist policy. 

It struck me that they didn’t need to hear from British socialists, 
but that the British Left urgently needed to hear from them. Not 
because I expect all of their answers to convince everyone, and allay 
all doubts. They are conspicuously in the process of developing their 
outlook, learning from experience and building on their theory. The 
British Left needs to hear from them because they are posing the 
correct questions.

Boštjan Remic and Rok Kogej are members of one of the United 
Left’s constituent organisations, the Initiative for Democratic 
Socialism, and representatives on its main leadership body, the 
Council, as well as advisors to the parliamentary group of the 
United Left. They also work at the Institute of Labour Studies. In 
the interview below, they explain the organisational, political and 
theoretical background to their current success, and their strategy 
for confronting capital both inside and beyond the state.
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�

The recent background to the formation of United Left was the 
2012–13 Maribor protests, against the corruption of Maribor city 
mayor Franc Kangler, Ljubljana city mayor Zoran Janković, and the 
right-wing Slovenian Democratic Party government led by Janez 
Janša. The protests broke out in Maribor, Slovenia’s second city, 
and quickly spread to other urban centres, including the capital 
Ljubljana. If the protests were driven in the first instance by ruling-
class political corruption, this fused into a wider discontent about 
the economic crisis and the austerity measures which were imposed 
as a result. Out of this struggle, two new organisations were formed, 
the Initiative for Democratic Socialism (IDS) and Solidarity, which 
Boštjan Remic describes as ‘a left-liberal party, mostly consisting of 
old transitional left cadres and some new actors’. There was, he says, 
‘quite intense electoral struggle between our political party [IDS] 
and theirs’, which was in part a struggle to ‘hegemonise the space 
that was opening up with these uprisings’. Solidarity’s decision to 
cooperate with the social democrats left them discredited and now 
‘more or less non-existent’.

 The decision to form an electoral alliance was therefore ‘a 
pragmatic one’, Remic explains.

There were two other parties on the left, apart from 
IDS. One was the Democratic Labour Party (DSD), and 
the other was the Party for Sustainable Development 
of Slovenia (TRS). The key question for us was how 
to intervene in the upcoming elections. There was a 
pragmatic question of how to multiply our forces so 
as to field enough candidates, since we were a small 
party. We wanted to build a socialist left to unite the 
remains of the old liberal-left which had collapsed, and 
we also had three consecutive elections coming up in 
Slovenia: the EU parliamentary elections, the national 
parliamentary elections, and the local elections. So we 
needed to form some kind of alliance.
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The resulting coalition is relatively broad, with constituents 
including a liberal-Green party (the TRS) and a populist social-
democratic party (the DSD). The ‘main cadres’ of the TRS ‘came 
from the 1980s social movements’, says Kogej. Founded in 2012, 
‘they had got quite a lot of media coverage, obtaining two to three 
per cent of the vote, just below the four per cent threshold for 
entering parliament’. The DSD ‘were also formed before the 2012 
elections. They fight on a bare-bones programme, stressing the 
fight for workers’ rights.’

So, the IDS is the only party that has an elaborate 
reference to examples in other countries – Die Linke, 
Syriza, Fronte de gauche, etc. However, there are some 
important differences. Our ideological programme 
is quite pure. IDS was formed in the wake of protests 
in 2013. The main motor of the initiative was a small 
group of students from social studies and humanities 
departments, which was built around a project called 
the Workers’ and Punks’ University. It was a Marxist 
project, with references to Marx, Lacan, Hegel – but the 
dominant reference, if you look, was basically Althusser. 
Insofar as the Lacanian School was influential, it was 
not so much Žižek or even Mladen Dolar, but Rastko 
Močnik. When the Workers’ and Punks’ University 
was initially established in late 1990s, it was at first 
Arendtian, then later Hegelian and Lacanian. However, 
with the change of generations, it became radicalised 
and the main reference became a more orthodox 
Marxism.

Kogej argues that the collaboration has been ‘quite a success’ for the 
IDS in that the coalition’s programme reflects that of the IDS on all 
key points. ‘We managed to unite all the relevant parts of the extra-
parliamentary left other than anarchists and NGOs.’ Electorally, 
IDS occupied a radical left space supported by ‘well-educated, 
precarious students, young people just joining the labour market’. 
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Their biggest support is ‘young people, especially in the eighteen 
to thirty-five category’, which reflects the average age of the 
leadership group: their main spokesperson, Luka Mesec, is twenty-
eight years old. According to Remic and Kogej, the organisation is 
very self-critical on this point, acknowledging a need to broaden 
out. However (as King’s College researcher and political scientist 
Paolo Chiocchetti has observed in his unpublished dissertation 
on the European radical left parties), this demographic basis is 
mirrored in most other European countries, as the social basis 
of the Left shifts from older, typically male industrial workers to 
younger, white-collar and more highly educated workers.

�

As Chiocchetti also points out, however, the striking fact about all 
European radical left formations thus far has been the limits of 
their achievements. Most such organisations, occupying a political 
space previously defended by the left wing of social democracy, 
have, at best, stabilised at around 10 per cent of the vote – if not less 
– without seriously altering the dynamics of electoral competition 
or the neoliberal constitution of the state. Podemos has achieved 
much stronger support, but even its surge is now contested by a 
right-wing ‘antipolitical’ rival, Cuidadanos. And in the one case 
where such a party has succeeded in taking office, Syriza, the 
resulting defeat and closure of radical possibilities has been quite 
devastating – witness the collapse in turnout at the second election 
this year, Tsipras’s etiolated ‘triumph’. United Left have taken note 
of Syriza’s failures, but what, if anything, makes them different 
and prevents them from following a similar path? ‘The answer’, 
according to Kogej, ‘is quite complex’.

I would say if you look at Syriza concretely, one of 
the problems they had was in terms of their mode 
of political organisation. As they became integrated 
into the parliamentary system and became more 
of an electoral than a socialist force, the leadership 
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became more and more distant from the party. The 
link between the mass base and the party leadership 
was broken, such that the leadership didn’t even listen 
to decisions of the central committee; it became totally 
autonomous. This is one of the things we are working 
on. We are trying to build an organisation that will 
not become a hostage of leadership. However, it is 
not only an organisational problem, it is structural. It 
comes from being integrated into the logic of corporate 
media and so on. Basically in today’s political format, 
the media demand that the organisation has some 
kind of ‘face’. As soon as you have that, one individual 
has a lot of political power. So here we are trying to 
find some organisational solutions for disciplining our 
leadership, and ensuring they are answerable to the 
base.

The organisational degeneration derives not just from the 
structural logic of electoral politics, but also from political strategy. 
Syriza was ultimately imprisoned by its pro-European politics, 
such that it could not countenance any break with the European 
institutions. United Left stands out among radical left formations in 
the Balkans in that it has always had a profoundly sceptical attitude 
to the European Union. 

Formed against the backdrop of the eurozone crisis, the 
alliance’s constituents, particularly the IDS, began to think through 
the crisis. ‘In the sense of our programme’, Remic says, ‘the two 
topics that influenced us were financialisation, and the crises of 
the European Union.’ In the context of the uprisings, ‘the signifier 
of democratic socialism was put forward and managed to draw 
in a leading core of students, many of them PhD students, young 
precarious workers, people just joining the labour market with 
no possibility of some kind of career’. In the ensuing arguments 
about what democratic socialism meant, ‘we discussed the famous 
Lapavitsas debate’ – about Eurozone exit. 
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We went through his proposals. We organised a lot of 
international events through which we debated this 
question. And I would say that most of us were anti-EU. 
This became a uniform position in the last few months 
because of Syriza, but even before, insofar as we had 
quite a lot of people who were pro-EU in the Syriza 
sense, this was mainly pragmatic. We are presently 
developing a programme for the coalition, and at the 
upcoming conference we will try to collectively confirm 
a euroscepticist position in the mould of Lapavitsas’s 
stance. 

�

Aside even from the combined power of the European ruling classes 
and their specific condensation in the European institutions, there 
are inevitably, to put it mildly, dilemmas in trying to exercise power 
in a capitalist state without either being coopted or effectively 
neutralised. United Left’s perspective is a broadly left-Poulantzian 
one, of attempting to build resistances within the state in order to 
change the balance of state forces, while simultaneously building 
up popular power at the base. ‘Democratisation’, Kogej says, has 
been the main strategic concept in this regard, but,

[w]e are being forced to concretise what this exactly 
means. At the Institute of Labour Studies, we are now 
working on higher-education legislation alongside 
progressive parts of the profession, so we can 
concretely see the problems and work through the 
relations of force. This was where the general slogan of 
democratisation has to be concretised, but it will mean 
different things in different contexts. 

Remic does not believe that United Left will face exactly the same 
difficulties as Syriza:
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The Slovenian state apparatus, I would say, is a ‘young 
state’ in a sense. We don’t have this deep state in the 
way that Greece has, linking right-wing organisations 
to legal/police networks – although there is some 
continuity of cadres from the ex-Yugoslav regimes. 
The key question is how to move this neoliberal 
power bloc that functions in the state, particularly 
when there is a nostalgic left-leaning presence in the 
state apparatuses. The right often complains that the 
courts are filled with ex-communists, and in some 
sense I believe it is one of the more left-liberal parts 
of the state apparatuses. ‘Structural selectivity’ in 
the Poulantzian sense is at work, so we have to have 
this guerilla tactic of moving the initiative between 
state apparatuses, moving in and out of situations, 
retreating where necessary. The main opportunity that 
radical socialists have in parliamentary office, having 
taken control of the executive, is to take ministers and 
put them into practice mobilising people in bottom-
up struggles – for example, in education, which is very 
important in Slovenia. You can use different parts of 
the state apparatuses to promote social movements 
and achieve transformations.

The major danger, he says, is ‘being absorbed into a parliamentary 
logic’. Kogej agrees.

One of main problems we are dealing with right now 
is parliamentarism. We have learned that this abstract 
term refers to very concrete and powerful processes, 
which are affecting the relationship between the 
party and a very strong parliamentary group. The 
parliamentary group is a group of three different 
parties, so this anomaly accentuates some of the 
processes of parliamentarism. We are trying to work 
out how to democratise ourselves so that the mass 
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base in the party can control the whole political project, 
along with its parliamentary group. This is not a simple 
problem to solve, but the key is political. Our strategy 
is not mainly to win elections, but to mobilise the mass 
of society in the direction of progressive change. The 
main precondition for achieving this is a revolutionary 
party with a revolutionary subjectivity, which could 
be capable of operating in parliament without being 
subsumed into its logic.

�

I point out to Kogej that, ordinarily, if one speaks of a ‘revolutionary 
party’, one thinks of the sect parties, not of a group that is at the core 
of an alliance that could wield governmental power. ‘The irony’, he 
allows, ‘is that we would be a sect in any other political situation, 
say in the UK’. It is only ‘the specifics of the Slovenian situation’ that 
allow it to happen. 

But even so, it is not clear what exactly ‘revolutionary’ means in 
this context. These strategic outlines contain none of the references 
to dual power, for example, or to the ‘smashing’ of the repressive 
core of the state apparatuses, that Leninists would look for. However, 
one of the key references for the United Left is the unique Yugoslav 
experience, elements of which the coalition seeks to articulate in 
a twenty-first-century socialism. This makes sense due, as Remic 
points out, to cultural traditions dating from the Titoist era, the 
values of World War II antifascism embodied in the Alliance of 
Fighters, traditions of socialism supported by pensioners groups, 
voluntary organisations, and the Alliance of Firefighters.

In an abstract sense, self-management could develop. 
We have not found a practical form that could be a 
realistic alternative to capitalist productive processes 
yet, but in terms of the political idea behind it, it points 
to the workers’ control of the productive process. 
But we are also dealing with the critics of this self-
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management experience, and of course there are many 
difficulties. In practice, it wasn’t a system that could 
be made to function, because it was tied to market 
reforms. There were economic and political crises 
arising from this, and the attempt to resolve them 
usually involved more decentralisation coupled with 
more self-management rhetoric. But the consequence 
of this was the strong antagonisms which developed 
between the different republics of Yugoslavia. The 
question is how to organise the social and political life 
of the country. It is always productive to start from local 
historical experiences and try to build on that. But of 
course, we are engaging with it critically. IDS strongly 
supports the self-management aspect of Yugoslav 
socialism, but we are sceptical especially of the market 
side of it, and the reforms that led to the disintegration 
of Yugoslavia. We also focus on ex-Yugoslav territories 
as a cultural space and as the basis for some kind of 
Balkan internationalism, even if the other outposts of 
the Left in Croatia, Serbia and Macedonia are weaker.

Whatever resources in theory and experience Slovenes may be 
able to mobilise for the construction of socialism, there are more 
immediate – and large-scale – problems. United Left, if they take 
office, are objectively committed to the administering of capitalism. 
Aware that they would be unable to simply take a quantum leap 
to the socialist future, they assert that they will aim to implement 
anti-austerian, socialist policies within the context of the capitalist 
mode of production. But of course, if they are to expand welfare 
and the social wage as elements of a socialist programme, they will 
have to do so in a way that is consistent with the reproduction of 
capitalist relations in the short run. 

In other words, they will need a growth formula, a way of 
developing a productive base that can sustain significant levels of 
taxation, while at the same time undermining the class power of 
capital. How is this possible? Is, indeed, this possible?
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‘One of the specifics of the Slovene economy’, says Kogej, ‘even 
now, in the midst of the third wave of privatization since 1991, is 
that a great share of the economy and also the financial sector is still 
owned by the state. For example, NLB, our largest bank, is 100 per 
cent state-owned.’ This, United Left hold, is the key lever through 
which their programme can be implemented. Kogej continues:

The core of our economic programme consists of 
what we call a ‘socialist development programme’, 
which is a more or less concrete plan of how to use 
government control of the economy to democratise 
the management of these companies and banks. We 
will make them more transparent, build new chains 
of production and develop existing ones, and integrate 
them into an industrial policy, focused on sustainable 
growth, even regional development, technological 
progress, employment and gender equality, to name 
just few of our goals. So I would say that our goal is to 
build a sort of ‘developmental state’, but one that goes 
beyond ‘actually existing’ developmental states of, say, 
East and South East Asia and would have a completely 
different orientation. It would not stop at economic 
development in the capitalist sense (of rising economic 
output and competitiveness in international markets), 
but would also try to develop internal aggregate 
demand (via rising public investment, welfare state 
and household expenditure). And above all, it wouldn’t 
measure its success only by quantitative (monetary) 
means, but also by how far it got with the elimination 
of class, gender and other forms of inequality and with 
building a truly democratic society, where the question 
of democracy will not be posed only every four or five 
years at presidential, parliamentary, local or European 
elections, but daily and at all levels of our social lives.

In formulating these policies, they derive their general strategic 

141



salvage

perspective from Marxists, but many of the concrete practical ideas 
come from developmental and left-Keynesian economists such as 
Ha Joon Chang. This, Kogej and Remic argue, is not to limit their 
purview to left-nationalist or Keynesian objectives. Such aims 
would require a shift in the direction of a national capitalism to 
a transformative extent: as Remic argues, ‘deindustralisation and 
financialisation of the European periphery is directly connected 
to the Eurozone framework and its policies, so getting free of 
this limitation is a precondition for any progressive economic 
development’. Historically, as Yugoslavia was dismantled and 
industries privatised as part of the incorporation into the European 
Union, Slovenia lost many of its developmental advantages. 
‘Slovenia had quite an advanced information and communication 
technologies sector’, says Remic, ‘which was dismantled in the 
process of privatisation and turned into small firms which produce 
parts for German automobile industry’. 

The point is that all of these proposed measures are not about 
producing growth on capitalist terms. The objectives, rather, 
are to reduce the working week, raise the living standards of the 
majority, equalise wealth and incomes, and replace competition 
with cooperation and planning. This, then, according to Remic and 
Kogej, is the concrete mediation between austerian capitalism and 
socialist democracy.

�

It’s particularly arresting about the Slovene experience that 
the opportunities presenting themselves have little to do with 
the ‘classical’ scenario of workers' struggles leading to political 
generalisations, and/or of the moulding of cadres of battle-hardened 
militants capable of leading the struggle. The strike rate is so low 
that the Association of Free Trade Unions, the main private sector 
union confederation, has stopped collecting data on stoppages. 
It is political generalisations that have come first, perhaps to be 
followed, in the best of cases, by a generalised economic struggle. 

The leadership of the present struggle comes from those who 

142



Richard  Seymour 

have the least leverage in terms of production relations, those 
whose collective power in relation to the ruling class is limited. 
Certainly, the unions have an important role to play in the radical 
movement, but, at this stage at least, they’re allies in a campaign led 
by students and by those precarious young. They provide funding 
and potential social power, but are not – yet? – exerting that power 
in any frontline confrontations. This is class struggle at the political 
level, in which a far-from-enormous coalition (comprising roughly 
two thousand people in a nation of two million) has taken upon 
itself the task of using this crisis to implement practical radical 
reformist steps – as they see it – toward socialism, to use state 
power to empower the dominated classes, and develop a viable – 
revolutionary – subjectivity.

Put this way, for these reasons, the situation might seem 
terribly unstable. There has been a crisis in the traditional, weakly 
rooted forms of political domination, one that is partly attributable 
to the loss of legitimacy incurred by the dominant institutions in 
the context of economic crisis, eurozone turmoil, and austerity. The 
window created will not remain open forever. The restoration of 
political stability would by no means be assured by the stabilisation 
of the economic situation, but the political initiative of the ruling 
class won’t remain deadlocked indefinitely. United Left are keenly 
attuned to the problems of parliamentarism, but there is also 
the far larger problem of controlling capitalism itself. If they are 
to succeed, they will have to find a way to square the circle of 
administering capitalism, while preparing for its overthrow. This is 
something no ruling class in control of its affairs will give them any 
time or space to do.

No one has as yet come close to a historically validated model 
for socialist transition, least of all in a contemporary capitalist social 
formation. The question of how to confront the political power of 
the ruling class in a modern, expanded capitalist state, which has 
incorporated great chunks of the citizenry into its workforce, and 
integrated all into its daily operations, has been solved precisely 
nowhere. However, the fact that this question can even be posed 
in a serious, sober and theoretically scrupulous way in a relatively 
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prosperous, educationally and culturally advanced European 
nation-state, with, even, some concrete and practical mediations 
being suggested by the terrain, is a challenge to the traditional 
conceptions of the far Left. 

Whatever their ultimate successes – or failures – United Left 
are thriving because they’ve grasped, as few other anticapitalist 
political parties or coalitions have, the key features of the 
conjuncture, and have acted on them accordingly. Those of us in 
more backward situations, up against far more daunting odds, 
should have the humility at least to learn from success.
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 KATY FOX-HODESS 

Is an Injury to One  
an Injury to All? 

Some Critical Thoughts 
on Trade-Union 

Internationalism Today

The necessity of working-class internationalism must surely be 
one of the Left’s most invoked truisms, providing the semblance 
of a solution to the problems facing embattled workers and 
governments of the left. But too often the concept is deployed in 
vague, even contentless ways. The global economic crisis has put 
the issue of ‘internationalism’ into greater focus – particularly, 
perhaps, in Europe, where political and monetary union is in 
question as never before. 

The 2015 election of Syriza in Greece, and the dead-end 
negotiations of the first avowedly socialist European government 
in decades with international lenders, have underlined the urgent 
need for working-class internationalism against finance capitalism 
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and austerity. But these ‘exceptional’ problems for Greece, Portugal, 
Spain, Cyprus and Ireland are faced every day by workers and 
left-wing states in the Global South. The inadequate international 
support for Greece cannot be a lesson for and about Europe alone, 
but the start of a new, broader, more grounded conversation about 
building left labour internationalism generally.  

Here I examine three brakes on a left working-class 
internationalism within the trade-union movement today: 
economism; absorption by the foreign-policy apparatuses of 
imperialist states; and top-down technocratic orientations. The 
common thread is the problem of labour bureaucracy – specifically, 
that of national labour unions in the Global North. Distant enough 
from the rank-and-file to make agreements with employers and 
governments that don’t serve their own members’ long-term – 
and often even short-term – interests, they’re even less capable of 
standing up for workers in other parts of the world. Such groups 
jealously guard power and resources, with which they control 
priorities of global union federations. There are examples of 
progressive, successful international efforts from Northern unions: 
but, relative to their power and resources, they are rare, and heavily 
self-interested. 

Successful local efforts at union reform – what is called 
the ‘union democracy movement’ in the US – could, then, have 
profound consequences for labour internationalism. Indeed, radical 
labour internationalism has historically come, typically, from the 
local layers closest to the rank-and-file, and their work to raise 
consciousness, funds and hell on the shop floor and beyond. 

What’s needed for a left labour internationalism, then, isn’t 
more progressive global bureaucracies or technical capacities, but 
reforms to shave away layers of bureaucratic mediation, bringing 
workers from different countries together more directly. In the 
meantime, fighting against tendencies that absorb national unions 
into states’ foreign-policy apparatuses, force unequal ‘partnerships’ 
with employers, and conduct global campaigns in a top-down 
manner, would be a good start.
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�

Solidarity is hard to define: we know it when we see it, but try 
putting it into words. Take the famous slogan of the Industrial 
Workers of the World (IWW): ‘An Injury to One Is an Injury to All’. 
Outside of individual workplaces – or exceptional, extreme anti-
worker authoritarian states – instances in which an injury to one 
is an injury to all in the most literal and unmediated sense are hard 
to find, particularly internationally. In fact, in such immediate and 
local terms, an injury to one, when not neutral for others, may 
even, to put it provocatively, be a short-term opportunity for them, 
on the basis of successful divide-and-conquer strategies pitting 
workers against one another. Such divisions, great enough locally 
and nationally, are magnified many times at the international level, 
by imperialism and uneven development. Across such widely 
divergent objective conditions, the material bases for solidarity are 
often shrouded in layers of mystification. 

In fact, the principle of ‘An Injury to One Is An Injury to All’ is 
most often invoked as part of an imaginative process of proto-class 
formation, rather than to reflect immediate material realities. When 
it comes to these at an international level, the ugly fact is that trade 
union ‘interests’ – in terms of marginal wage gains – are sometimes 
better served in the immediate term by making protectionist 
alliances with national capitalist classes or states to preserve jobs 
– in exchange, perhaps, for an insular approach to the rest of the 
world. Yet, it is clear that in the long run, workers everywhere are 
harmed by harm to workers anywhere, from lowering standards, 
increasing the size and desperation of the reserve army of labour, 
and emboldening states and employers to step up attacks. This 
tension between short- and long-term interests is a classic problem 
of trade-union economism – a problem that of course remains just 
as relevant today as it was in the past.

�

  
During the Cold War, the international labour movement fractured 
along Communist and Social Democratic lines. But the damage 
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was deeper than just organisational separation, particularly in the 
US. There the AFL-CIO union federation collaborated with the CIA 
against left-wing unions (and governments) in the US and beyond. 
After World War Two they supported anti-communist unions 
in Europe; engaged in wide-ranging activities to undermine left 
governments in Latin America, including Allende’s Chile; backed 
the most conservative sections of the labour movement in South 
Africa during apartheid; and provided support for government-
sponsored unions in Marcos’ Phillipines and death squads targeting 
trade unionists in Indonesia. Nor were they alone: global union 
federations, like the International Transport Workers Federation 
(ITF), played a similar role, collaborating with the CIA, with their 
post-war Mediterranean anti-communist ‘vigilance committee’, 
and their activities in Latin America and beyond. 

Unions, especially in the US, continue to toe their states’ 
foreign-policy lines – particularly, though not exclusively, when 
they overlap with perceived economic self-interest. When my 
own union, UAW 2865, representing 13,000 academic student 
employees at the University of California, became the first 
mainstream local union in the US to vote in favour of the call from 
Palestinian trade unions – including fellow university-teachers’ 
unions – to support the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) 
movement, unions in other sectors put intense pressure on us to 
back down. The Teamsters issued a public letter stressing the fact 
that many of the targetted companies – all heavily complicit in the 
Israeli occupation – are Teamsters (and UAW) employers in the 
US. Ignoring the repressive conditions faced by Palestinian trade 
unionists calling for boycott, they wrote, 

[w]hatever your motives, we cannot conceive of an 
action more hostile to the interests of our members 
and more antithetical to the most basic principles 
of the union movement than for a union to call for 
actions which are intended to do harm to the economic 
security of other union members. 
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Even putting aside the absurd argument that a boycott aimed at 
getting giant transnational corporations to drop business with one 
small country would harm their employees, it’s important to note 
that with their intervention, the Teamsters harmed ‘the economic 
security of other [Palestinian] union members’. Moreover, they are 
supporting the occupation, working to ensure the smooth flow of 
bulldozers and weapons. 

There are, of course, rarer, uplifting instances of labour 
intervention in foreign-policy issues on behalf of workers 
internationally. There is in particular a strong potential for 
meaningful, concrete international trade-union solidarity from 
workers at key nodal points of the global economy, or those 
involved in producing commodities used directly by the repressive 
apparatuses of states. The United States West Coast (ILWU) 
dockworkers have a long history of such actions. They refused 
to load weapons for fascist countries in the 1930s, and through 
industrial action, they supported the Chilean resistance during 
the dictatorship; the fight against apartheid in South Africa; and 
opposition to US involvement in Vietnam and the Middle East. And 
last summer, during the siege of Gaza, members of ILWU Local 10 in 
the San Francisco Bay Area refused to cross a community-led picket 
to ‘Block the Boat’, an Israeli Zim line carrier. This minor action 
was a first in the US – taken for the BDS movement, echoing earlier 
actions by European dockworkers. In part, it inspired my own union 
to take up the issue. We refused to be put off by the Teamsters’ – and 
other unions’ – arguments, and became the first mainstream local 
union in the US to join the BDS movement through a membership 
vote. The great majority of the US labour movement, however, lags 
far behind. 

�

Our national union, the United Auto Workers (UAW), has a tawdry 
history, ranging from its McCarthy-era expulsion of Communist 
organisers who had played a central role in forming the union in 
the 1930s; to the repression of radical black rank-and-file activists 
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fighting racism in the plants and the union in the 1970s; to signing 
off, during the economic crisis, on shameful multi-tier contracts 
that that have done untold damage to the workforce. As one of 
the largest industrial unions in the country, heavily involved in 
global export, the UAW is important for proponents of left labour 
internationalism. Recently, it has illustrated the calculated self-
interest of the international orientation of many American and 
European unions.

In the mid-2000s, the UAW played an active role in the coalition 
of US and South Korean labour unions opposing their countries’ 
proposed Free Trade Agreement. In 2007, the UAW highlighted the 
negative impacts the FTA would have on US autoworker jobs and 
conditions, but also the difficult and repressive conditions faced by 
unions in South Korea, and the agreement’s lack of protection for 
South Korean workers. Nevertheless, in 2011 the UAW endorsed 
the agreement, after protections were added – for the US auto 
industry. Pressure from the Obama Administration to step into 
line doubtless played a critical role in the decision, following 
the government’s bailout of the auto industry. While selling out 
erstwhile allies was bad enough, more galling still was that the 
UAW cited, as a factor behind its shift, the strength of South Korea’s 
trade-union movement – despite continued opposition from South 
Korean unions. 

The UAW’s role in the campaign of General Motors – one 
of the ‘Big Three’ auto company UAW employers in the US – in 
Colombia is also revealing. Colombia has the highest annual 
rate of murders of union activists, and is widely considered by 
international monitoring bodies to be among the worst countries 
in the world for labour organising. Nevertheless, against these 
odds, since 2011, Colombian autoworkers formerly employed by 
the GM plant in Bogotá have been camped, demanding justice, in 
front of the American Embassy, since hundreds of workers were 
fired after sustaining severe workplace injuries. The UAW agreed 
to help negotiate with the company in 2012, but GM came back 
with minimal concessions: a payout insufficient to cover expenses 
for, in many cases, permanently disabling injuries – and a refusal 
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to rehire workers, as required by law. When the workers refused 
these terms, the UAW ended its support for them, and pressured 
other unions to do the same. 

Such behaviour would be appalling anywhere, but this hypocrisy 
is particularly deep, given that UAW now-former president Bob 
King staked his legacy in part on developing stronger ties with 
unions in other countries. The UAW has developed international 
relationships over the past five years, but as these examples 
indicate, they will likely only stretch as far as self-interest allows. 

Such behaviour serves to illustrate how Northern union 
interests are constituted within national economic and political 
environments. Locking unions into corporatist arrangements as 
the UAW has done since the bailout, is an effective – though not 
the only – means to prevent the development of left-oriented 
trade-union internationalism. Ironically, such ‘social partnership’ 
constraining UAW support for workers in other countries has been 
a Faustian bargain within the US itself, as UAW members suffer 
from concessionary bargaining and multi-tier contracts. 

�

In Europe, ‘social partnership’ is far more common than in the US 
and often embedded in long-standing formal arrangements. Yet few 
but the most committed union bureaucrats could argue that such 
arrangements still function well for workers in Europe today. But 
memories of seemingly positive experiences have led international 
departments of many Northern European unions to advocate 
similar approaches in repressive political contexts where they 
are wholly inappropriate, and unlikely to benefit workers. What’s 
needed to bolster labour in most of the Global South is support for 
militant, democratic class-conscious unionism, not the importing 
of a strategy which – even at home – is under question. 

Also common in ‘Northern’ solidarity is support for unions 
elsewhere in a purely technocratic fashion without regard to 
union politics – proceeding as if what is needed is simply training 
activists, and as if this can be done in a politically neutral fashion. 
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Union strategy, though, is not at all neutral. Where unions are 
organised along political lines (as in much of the world), simply 
providing training or support to one union over another is a highly 
political act, with potentially far-reaching consequences. Decisions 
disguised as politically neutral can anoint winners or losers, as the 
Cold War experience shows. 

�

The need, one might think, is to shift from a framework of national 
unions to a global level of organisation. But in fact, the international 
labour movement has more than a hundred years’ of experience 
with global union federations (GUFs, formerly the International 
Trade Secretariats). The results have been, at best, mixed. 

For years, the GUFs were caught up in the politics of the Cold 
War, acting more as proxies for states and blocs than workers’ 
advocates. But they have reorganised in recent years, and, at least 
on paper, their politics today are improved. And they’ve racked up 
important victories, like the ITF’s Flags of Convenience campaign, 
resulting in a global collective-bargaining agreement for seafarers 
on low-standard vessels; and the agreement with primary 
employers reached by IndustriALL and UNI in the wake of the Rana 
Plaza disaster. 

But what are these federations? They claim to represent 
millions – the membership totals of their affiliate unions – but they 
aren’t representative bodies in any meaningful sense. With their 
leadership elected by national officers of their affiliates and day-to-
day work largely carried out by hired professionals, they are several 
steps removed from members. Additionally, top-level decision-
making tends to be dominated by wealthy, powerful Northern 
unions. All of this is no criticism of the good work they often do 
carry out: it is an appeal for clarity. These are not international 
labour unions, built on principles of bottom-up democracy: they 
are, essentially, international labour-rights NGOs set up to provide 
technical support, industry research, training, corporate campaigns 
and advocacy. Left labour internationalism requires more than this.
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This NGO-like structure underlies serious problems. The 
GUFs are funded primarily by wealthy Northern unions and are all 
based in Europe, with mostly European staff. Many observers have 
pointed out their Northern bias in priorities, and in their relations 
with Southern unions. As the Teamsters have shown, campaigns 
for labour in the South that are deemed to threaten the bargaining 
position of Northern unions will likely be opposed. 

The lack of organic connection to rank-and-file workers and 
the geographic stretch of many campaigns results in a top-down 
approach to activism. Participation by affiliate unions is often 
limited to easy-to-organise symbolic actions, typical of bureaucratic 
unionism, rather than more powerful industrial actions that require 
rank-and-file engagement. Whatever gains GUFs have made for 
affiliates, the extent to which such top-down, technocratic activism 
transforms the consciousness of members is suspect. 

�

Will labour-union internationalism ever be enough? Of course 
not. There are real limits to making politics through unions. But 
the Left must not underestimate unions: better to inquire what is 
possible within this arena. As long as there is capitalism, workers 
can strive to organise at the point of production, and at a moment 
of much soul-searching on the Left over forms of politics and 
organisation, we must remember that many people’s primary 
experience of class happens at the workplace. A well-organised 
workforce can fight for changes that go far beyond its own 
immediate economic well-being – should it choose. A truly global 
and leftist labour movement could not just deliver powerful gains 
at the workplace, but might embolden workers to fight for truly 
systemic change. 

As the hope in Syriza crashes against a brick wall of European 
and IMF intransigence, we must ask what could have been, had 
a united European labour movement stood behind Greece’s 
workers. Without state allies, how would Syriza’s bargaining 
position have looked different in the context of mass solidarity 

171



salvage

strikes in Europe? We mustn’t lose sight of this international 
dimension of left government viability. 

European unions could or would not see that in this case, an 
injury to one is indeed an injury to all – and likely sooner rather 
than later. With the troika’s success in humiliating Syriza, the 
possibilities of similar projects emerging elsewhere diminishes. 
Europe’s workers will feel the effects of a state with severely eroded 
labour standards on its periphery. For the sake not only of the local, 
but for a globalism from below, it is past time for the rank and file 
to take matters into their own hands. 
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12 Theses on the Theory 
of Astrology

 
ARIES (March 21–April 20)
Things are looking better for you, Aries, but you’re not out of the 
woods yet. Saturn, the star of melancholy, paralysis, and ill health, 
is in transit across your ninth house, where it will remain until 
December 2017. While the long stretch of involuntary abstinence 
and familial disintegration that dominated the period from mid-June 
to late September is coming to a close, with this shift new problems 
may emerge. Now is a good time to start a new relationship, 
although it will quickly become tedious. Saturn rules your career 
sector; under this baleful alignment, places and positions that 
once felt comfortable may begin to close in around you. If you’re in 
work, the oppressiveness of your job will no longer be felt in brief, 
searing jolts of late-night misery, but as a constant suffocating hum. 
If you’re unemployed, ceilings will feel lower, walls closer, and you 
may find it entirely impossible to go outside. You’re likely to have 
an increasing desire to travel but pointless daily routine has come 
to dominate every area of your life, and escape will be impossible. 
Now is a time for self-reflection and self-discovery: tunnel deep 
down inside yourself, slam tight every door to the outside world, 
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and wait out the storm. You’ll emerge wiser, calmer, and more self-
assured. Speak to as few people as possible. Remember, everything 
happens for a reason.

�

TAURUS (April 21–May 20)
The world is your playground right now, Taurus: with Venus out of 
retrograde and Jupiter in the fifth house, everything seems to be 
accelerating; life dissolves into a pulsing stream of fast and fleeting 
colours, and while it’s been great fun, sometimes it’s all happening 
too fast for you to really sit down and take stock of things. If you’re 
already in a relationship, it’s likely to be enlivened by a new sense of 
fun and excitement, whether through your partner or an intriguing 
new lover. If you’re single, a giddying array of romantic options 
will open up to you. It’s a season for flings, whirlwind romances, 
centrifugal motions of every kind. Creatures you once thought to be 
sentient and autonomous human beings will now reveal themselves 
as garish marionettes, puppetted by the long tendrils that churn 
from Jupiter’s boiling core, as it drags them whooshing across the 
surface of the Earth to collide with your crotch. But sometimes, 
afterwards, when you lie together panting on sweaty sheets, one 
hand raking through their hair or lazily tracing the line of their 
pelvis, you’ll see something: the faint tremor of an eyelid, the 
piston-movement of a gulp rippling below the skin of their throat, 
some tiny trait that makes them burst out in a fit of incalculable 
otherness. Who is this person? Look into their eyes and you might 
catch a glimpse. There, in the vast darkness, a tiny swirling orange 
dot, gleaming with madness and fury. Comets smash into its surface 
and hardly leave a ripple. Its storms rage for centuries. Jupiter, the 
jealous king, the all-consuming giant, has descended from the 
heavens to rule your world.

�
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GEMINI (May 21–June 20)
If you’re reading this, Gemini, chances are you don’t really believe 
in astrology – or, at least, true to your sign, you’re in two minds 
about it. Saturn opposes your Sun; you might find yourself locked 
in a strange space of indecision and indeterminacy. If you corner a 
believer, grab them by the lapels and really interrogate them, they’ll 
probably end up admitting in a desperate squeak that no, they don’t 
really think that moving lumps of rock in outer space determine 
everything that happens on Earth, but it works, it makes them 
feel better, it helps them makes sense of things. They understand 
the situation far better than people who firmly insist that it’s all 
bullshit. (There’s certainly a gendered division of labour when it 
comes to astrology: in modern times, at least, horoscopes appear 
mostly in women’s magazines, while men are subjected to a less 
sophisticated system of mythology – tales of barbarian heroes, 
legendary characters who drive expensive cars, bed attractive 
women, and always have the right length of stubble. Much of this 
has to do with old-fashioned sexism: women’s bodies, primal and 
unrestrained by higher reason, are susceptible to the wheeling 
rhythms of nature. But at the same time women are judged to be 
at least minimally capable of seeing their lives in context, while 
the fragile male ego hides from any influence beyond itself.) The 
astrological sign should be read as just that, a sign; astrology 
concerns the logos or wordliness of the night sky. In Saussurean 
linguistics, the signifier is always arbitrary. It’s only because there’s 
no organic connection between word and thing that anything like 
meaning can take place, otherwise you’d break your teeth trying to 
describe a rock. Astrology is a vast and complex system of signs, a 
symbolic realm in which things can be represented and understood. 
To complain that it’s all just made up is like angrily walking out in 
the middle of a play because nothing happening onstage is real, or 
yelling over a public speaker that they’re just making noises with 
their mouth. The point is to delve into this system, to see how it’s 
used, who holds what ground, and how it might be changed.

�
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CANCER (June 21–July 22)
Neptune square to the Sun. Lunar eclipse. Planets vanish in the 
gaps between constellations; stars drift screaming into the void; 
the Milky Way runs in glittering rivulets down across the sky’s 
glassy dome, coming to rest, defeated, against the hard bed of the 
horizon. There’s no mistaking it. You are going to die.

�

LEO (July 23–August 22)
Of course, dying is one of those things that never happen in 
horoscopes. The planets spin in their circles forever, and while they 
might help you out from time to time with dates and job interviews, 
they’re also entirely untroubled by your death. Astrological time 
is cyclical and repetitive. As Roland Barthes notes, ‘the stars never 
suggest that order could be overturned, but merely exert a little 
day-to-day influence, remaining respectful of social status and of 
the working week as defined by one’s employers’. Barthes was in 
many ways a classic Scorpio: always piercing, always interpreting, 
clawing through the surface of things to find the buried truth 
inside, and only then discovering that it was always hollow. I’ve not 
been able to find a horoscope for the 25 February 1980, the day 
he was fatally hit by a laundry van on the streets of Paris, but with 
a roughly constructed natal chart and an ephemeris it’s possible 
to approximate. On that day the Sun was at seven degrees Pisces, 
in his eleventh house, suggesting that it would have been a good 
day to focus on friendships or close colleagues. Jupiter was in the 
fifth, indicating a particularly fertile period for literary and creative 
endeavours. Perhaps the stars had fated the new ideas buzzing 
ceaselessly in his head to find expression through a collaborative 
project, possibly with François Wahl or Julia Kristeva. But instead 
he died in hospital, and the stars kept on shining, heartlessly 
distant: they didn’t care.

�
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VIRGO (August 23–September 22)
We could repeat the exercise. Theodor Adorno, who called occultism 
the ‘metaphysic of dunces’, who argued in The Stars Down To Earth 
that astrology forms an institutionalised, objectified ‘secondary 
superstition’ in which the irrationality of social domination is 
perversely rationalised as the expression of cosmic fate, was of 
course (like me) a Virgo. The horoscope that he read for The Stars 
Down To Earth urged him to ‘ignore the things or statements you 
don’t like, and take a constructive viewpoint of things’. Not the best-
calibrated advice; he sullenly refused. On the day he died of a heart 
attack, Jupiter transited the fourth and Mars the twelfth: a good 
time for solitary thought and reflection, but also bearing a strong 
chance of financial good fortune. No such luck. But it wasn’t always 
like this. In ancient times the movements of the heavenly bodies 
were thought to foretell wars and revolutions, the crumbling of 
empires, or the fiery end of the world. How did we get here? 
Modern astrology tends to not really predict anything; the stars just 
describe, in a strange and cryptic code, things that are happening 
here on Earth. Read enough horoscopes and you’ll end up with the 
uneasy impression that the stars and planets, with all their light 
and fury and strangeness, are really just ‘about’ the day-to-day 
world of offices and public transport, small monetary gains and 
small romantic misfortunes. Vast clouds of searing fire a million 
miles wide have been domesticated, so that they can no longer 
accommodate the death of even one person, let alone an entire 
mode of production. Against all this, it’s necessary to insist that the 
galaxy itself does not have any particular regard for capitalism. If 
astrology has been pressed into the service of mundane power, to 
represent a world that can never change, our task is not to do away 
with it, but to fight for its liberation. We must – to employ an ironic 
inversion of the type Adorno was so fond of – put the stars back in 
the sky.

�
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LIBRA (September 23–October 22)
According to scientific chauvinism, astrology is the dross left over 
by the slow transformation of superstition into astrophysics. But 
alienated astrology has another lineage, in which its cousins aren’t 
dinky space probes and radio telescopes, but the Fordist assembly 
line, the pitiless regime of benefits sanctions, and the algorithmic 
software that tracks our productivity and keeps workers in a 
constant state of terror. Human beings everywhere have been fixated 
by the grand and slow drama of the constellations, but wherever 
unified systems of astrology arose – in Mesoamerica, Mesopotamia, 
the valleys of the Indus and the Nile, and China – it was always along 
with a despotic, paranoid, agricultural State. Systematic astrology 
is a form of labour discipline. Before the clock – a familiar cycle 
of twelve equal, abstract, and mathematically determined signs, 
claiming their origin in outer space, to which human life has been 
forced to adjust itself – there was the zodiac. In a sublunar world 
ruled by chaos and disintegration, the orderly movement of the 
sun through the constellations told people when to sow and when 
to harvest, when to pay their taxes, when to make sacrifices, and 
when to go to war. The astrological calendar and its harmony were 
imposed at the point of a spear. Cyclical (as opposed to linear) time, 
the ‘natural’ time of bio-rhythms and seasonal progression, that for 
Debord was ‘consistent with the real labour of [ancient] societies’, 
is still the object of a certain leftist nostalgia: even Walter Benjamin 
laments its transformation into ‘homogeneous and empty time’. 
But these natural cycles did not arise spontaneously; they had to 
be imposed through extraordinary violence. The Aztec Empire 
had to tear out human hearts in their millions on stone altars, just 
to maintain the balance of nature and keep the sun rising each 
morning.

�

SCORPIO (October 23–November 21)
Early despotic states, trying to regiment a sullen population, found 
a model of order in the sky, but for the technology to work they 
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had to immediately start imposing the same kind of division and 
immiseration that had been forced on the people on the stars 
themselves. Before it could serve as a model, an unruly sky had 
to be tamed. Astrology is based on the central doctrine of Hermes 
Trismegistus, the first philosopher, who lived in the darkest and 
most cloistered depths of humanity’s screaming infancy, and whose 
revelations underlie all Western magic. That basic law, received by 
Hermes at the foot of God’s throne and passed down to the Egyptian 
priests, the patriarch Abraham and the prophet Mohammed, is 
recorded in the Emerald Tablet as quod est inferius est sicut quod est 
superius – as above, so below. Those in power have taken this as a 
normative principle. What is below will have to conform to what is 
above, whether the ‘above’ is an ordered extraterrestrial universe 
or the perfect efficiency of an idealised free market, through force 
if necessary. But a liberated astrology, far from discarding this 
doctrine, should instead take it very seriously.

�

SAGITTARIUS (November 22–December 21)
Modern cosmology has stumbled across a truth that the ancients 
have always known, but tried to repress: our world is essentially 
meaningless, and in constant decay. This is why healing magic 
requires a sacrifice: in an entropic universe, it’s not a restoration 
of harmonic balance, but something close to blasphemy. The 
cosmological principle states that the universe is homogeneous and 
isotropic: certain constants, the speed of light, or the permittivity 
of the vacuum, remain the same regardless of the position of the 
viewer. At a large enough scale, everything is the same. Scientists 
refer to this, in a rare moment of poetry, as the End of Greatness. 
The universe is made of enormous walls of galaxy clusters, each 
billions of light years across, containing millions of galaxies that 
themselves contain billions of stars, forming a fragile web between 
vast and empty voids. Its story is an epic. Clusters collide, stars 
are born and burn out, intelligent life stares out into the darkness 
and sees something of itself reflected back. But if you look at the 
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universe on a slightly larger scale, the filaments and voids vanish. 
Viewed as a whole, the universe is a flat grey expanse, all matter and 
all energy distributed evenly across its infinity, with no structure 
and no hidden meaning. All things are slowly collapsing, but on the 
highest possible level, the heat death of the universe has already 
happened. The world we think we live in, with stars and planets and 
trees and daily horoscopes in the back pages of the newspaper – it’s 
a translation error, a glitch between the blankness of the large-scale 
universe and the blankness of subatomic chaos. If we’re honest 
about our Hermeticism, it doesn’t tell us that the reason for all our 
daily injustices is encoded in an astral infinity. It tells us that there’s 
no reason for anything at all. 

�

CAPRICORN (December 22–January 19)
An astrology that properly recognises its magical responsibilities 
is the only possible point of contact between human reason and 
the seething anarchy of outer space. There are twelve houses in the 
zodiac, and all of them are on fire.

�

AQUARIUS (January 20–February 18)
Another horoscope is possible. But astrology can only help us if it 
proceeds from the fact that our galaxy is fundamentally ironic. Any 
meaning that can be gleaned from a universe whose map is a blank 
sheet of paper will always be fleeting, evanescent, puckish, and 
bleak. As critics of astrology are always keen to point out, the actual 
information contained in any daily horoscope is usually vague to the 
point of meaninglessness – in that respect, at least, it’s a perfectly 
accurate mirror of our world. For the reader of horoscopes, who 
finds some meaning and comfort in them, neither the arbitrariness 
of the positions of stars and planets nor the fudgery of the 
prediction make their truths any less valid. A linguistic signifier can 
have meaning only because it itself is meaningless, thrown together 
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with a signified with which it has no positively articulated relation 
and which it can never quite touch; signification takes place 
somewhere in the void between the two. Similarly, astrological 
truth doesn’t happen in the stupid depths of our solar system, but 
slips through the sky at that moment near dusk, when the first 
point of light howls gloomily near the horizon. It’s the shiver you 
get looking up at something very cold and very distant, shining 
from across an endless void. Linda Hutcheon describes irony as 
the possibility of simultaneity of multiple signifieds with any 
signifier (in its most radical sense, it’s the simultaneity occasionally 
encountered by Derrida of meaning and nonmeaning). Astrology 
is an ironist’s playground: its lions sleek or mangy, its virgins 
coquettish or forbidding, its water-carriers upright and obedient 
or leering through a gummy grin and spitting blood-flecked gobs 
in the swill. Constellations are vast, and any number of meanings 
can tumble through their nets. If, as Bataille knew, ‘the world is 
parodic and lacks an interpretation’, interpretation doesn’t then 
become pointless, but radically democratic. A proletarian astrology 
will hang all the court charlatans that crowded around Pharaoh 
and Reagan, guillotine the blue-rinsed flatterers of musicians and 
actors, and shoot every billionaire who really thinks the galaxy 
exists just to increase his stock yields. Our destiny might be written 
in the stars. But we must hold the pen.

�

PISCES (February 19–March 20)
We are living in the Age of Pisces; this is where the Earth has sat 
for thousands of years. You were born under the sign of a deep V of 
stars, its point turned accusingly against the Earth. The brightest 
star in the constellation, halfway down the eastern wing, is η 
Piscium. A giant nearly three hundred light years away, twenty-six 
times bigger than our Sun. Astronomers believe it has a companion 
star, a tiny, silent, sullen, nameless dwarf whose light is all but 
blocked out by the vastness of its neighbour. We can see the two 
stars moving in the same direction, and decide that they are orbiting 
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and influencing one another, but without any way of seeing in three 
dimensions, any place from which to watch them aside from our 
own Earth, it’s impossible to say for sure. They might be much 
further apart than we thought, with no relation at all: the study of 
stars never really outgrew its astrological origin. η Piscium is also 
one of the few stars to have kept its old Babylonian name – Kullat 
Nūnu, or the cord of the fish. The Mesopotamians, looking at that 
vast arrow in the sky, saw two fish on the end of a line, and called 
them Zibbāt Sinūnūtu: the Tails, flapping and gasping, helpless in 
the vacuum, tied fast to the firmament. The ancient Egyptians and 
Indians also saw two fish on a line; in Chinese astrology, Pisces’ 
western arm is a pig-pen in which the celestial farmer keeps his 
herd. However people dramatised the current astral home of our 
planet, it was always in cords, fences, and chains. Various mystical 
groups have put their faith in a rising Age of Aquarius, but the stars 
don’t care, and they’re not here to help us. The point is not to pass 
through Piscean oppression, and hope it never rises again, but to 
abolish it altogether. Astrology can be predictive, not because it 
cleaves to a predictable order, but because the night sky has always 
been the terrain on which we make and unmake our own social 
reality. One day, when we crawl out from the wreckage, we might 
look up, and see very different stars in the sky. 
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Doykayt: Yiddishland For All

A continent with moving borders now disappeared, a 
culture buried under the ashes and so many struggles 
for the emancipation of humankind hidden by the 
defenders of a victimising history. 

I was sold. ‘This collection aims to make the multiple voices of the 
Yiddishland resonate and to share its living memory.’ The book’s 
title, Revolutionary Yiddishland, had already caught my attention. 

It was the late noughties, and French publisher Syllepse had 
reprinted the book as part of its Yiddishland series, edited by 
David Forest. Its impact on me was immense. I devoured it and the 
following volumes; my political horizons radically expanded. Not 
only, I came to realise, was there no contradiction between Judaism, 
socialism and internationalism, but, until the Nazi genocide, they 
existed in a profoundly interrelated way. Not only was it possible 
to be a Jewish anti-Zionist without being a ‘self-hater’, but until the 
rise of fascism in Europe, anti-Zionism was the default position of 
the majority of the Ashkenazi Jewish masses. And not only had the 
Jews not been passive victims of history, they had in many instances 
been at the forefront of the struggle for its radical transformation. 

I was ecstatic. 
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I was a young activist, pulled between the internationalism and 
socialism of my family, and the Zionism and particularism with 
which I was surrounded at the synagogue and at Jewish community 
events. I grew up in a communist family, surrounded with the 
writings of Marx, Che, Mao, Fidel. My parents had been involved 
in solidarity movements with the Sandinistas in Latin America. 
My grandparents, hidden during the war, supported the Soviets 
from the victory at Stalingrad onwards, without any doubts or 
hesitations that might have been brought on by later betrayals and 
revelations. In their world, Zionism was an aberration; a colonial 
movement that needed to be defeated by the revolutionary struggle 
of the Palestinian people.  

At the same time, as in so many post-Nazi genocide Jewish 
families, Judaism was a taboo. After the war my grandparents 
changed their names, gave their children Christian ones, and never 
talked about the war or Judaism again. As a teenager, then, as if on 
cue, I developed a thirst for the history, culture, and religion, which 
was both mine and collective, which felt both incredibly familiar and 
indescribably out of reach. I started attending shul, reading about 
the holocaust, taking Judaism classes at school, and I discovered a 
world which was never talked about in the family home. I was also 
given unfamiliar political lessons. 

Now I was taught the importance of the Jewish state and the 
bravery of its soldiers. It was stressed to me how, during the Nazi 
genocide, our forefathers were led to the slaughter without fighting 
back, and that if only we’d had a state, we could have fought back, 
and saved so many. In these new circles, the fact that antisemitism 
was a historical constant was undeniable, unchallengeable. 

In this new world there was no Judaism without Zionism. In my 
family there was no internationalism without anti-Zionism. 

How was I to be Jewish, yet an internationalist? In Revolutionary 
Yiddishland I found a tradition that answered that question. 

�
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In this book I discovered a history that was, more profoundly than 
any before, mine. I learned that the Polish and Lithuanian shtetls 
and cities from which my grandparents had come were part of an 
area called the Pale of Settlements, that stretched from Poland to 
White Russia, from Lithuania to the Black Sea. That Yiddish was 
more than the few words muttered under the breath of old people 
around me, but had been a language at the centre of a huge cultural 
and political upheaval at the turn of the last century. I read about 
the Bund, the Jewish party that organised tens of thousands 
of workers, championed Yiddish, rejected the colonial logic of 
Zionism, and played a central role in the 1905 Russian revolution. 
I could barely believe that the socialist tradition of Lenin, which 
had been so central to my upbringing, was deeply connected to the 
revolutionary Jewish workers’ movement in the Pale. 

What struck me most was the discovery of Jewish resistance 
during the war: at the doors of annihilation, when, in Victor 
Serge’s words, ‘it was Midnight in the century’, Jews did not march 
sheepishly to the slaughter as I had been taught. They revolted. They 
struggled against their oppressors. They fought in the ghettos, with 
the partisans and the resistance. They even rose up in the camps. 

The history of the Yiddishland was a revolutionary history. It 
was the history of ordinary heroes, a collective, who challenged the 
world as it was and organised against oppression and exploitation 
until their dying days. In a sense, this revolutionary tradition was a 
direct consequence of the world that created it. The concentration 
of the majority of the world’s Jews in the confines of the Pale of 
Settlements was the outcome of successive Tsarist antisemitic 
decrees. Jews were forbidden to cultivate land outside of its confines, 
their numbers were limited in universities, and their participation 
in different trades was highly restricted. This reality generated a 
highly urbanised – and poor – Jewish population with a shared 
language, a shared culture, shared musical and literary traditions, 
shared religious and secular traditions. When, towards the end of 
the nineteenth century, the Jews of the empire were confronted 
with the combined influence of rapid industrialisation and growing 
antisemitic pogroms, the Yiddishland rose up. 
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Revolutionary Yiddishland recaptured these struggles through 
a ‘history from below’ made up of interviews, conducted in the early 
1980s, with participants in the momentous movements of the first 
half of the twentieth century. It ran through the formation of the 
Jewish workers movement in Eastern Europe, the struggle against 
antisemitic pogroms and exploitative bosses in interwar Poland, 
the Yiddish participation in the Spanish Civil War, the resistance 
during the Second World War, the role of Jewish officials in the 
machinery of the Soviet bloc. And it finished with Jewish opposition 
to Zionism in Palestine, before the creation of the state of Israel. 
Each chapter, built around the testimonies of these Yiddishland 
militants who spent their lives fighting, gives the book the strength 
of the participants’ convictions and the beauty of their struggles. 

It is a peculiarity – a weakness – of the book that the interviewees 
are limited to those who ended up living in Israel, despite their early 
convictions. One cannot help but wonder about those who lived and 
live in Europe or North America, or who decided to stay in Eastern 
Europe after the war. The contrast between the internationalist 
convictions of those who fought to change the world, and the 
resignation of their later defeated selves, living in the state many 
of them abhorred – and which some still do – is laid bare. It is clear 
that the terrible defeat of the revolutionary project under the boot 
of fascism on the one hand, and Stalinism on the other, left these 
men and women feeling as if they had no choice but to settle in 
the so-called Jewish state. The authors, Sylvia Klingberg and Alain 
Brossat, explain that ‘the particular situation of our informants 
brings out one essential factor: the gaping, radical break between 
the world that they lost and the arrogant new Sparta within whose 
walls they have chosen to live’.

Indeed, the book deals continuously with the confrontation 
of worlds, such as I had encountered. The confrontation runs 
throughout the debates about Jewish history, and has today been 
decisively – ‘officially’ – resolved in favour of those who hold the 
keys to mainstream history. This now established ‘common sense’, 
in the Gramscian sense, makes Revolutionary Yiddishland seem, 
at times, simply like the relic of a bygone age, a commemoration 
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of a land long forgotten and today submerged by history. In their 
preface, Klingberg and Brossat write: 

The history of the victors has done the rest, by 
imposing its retrospective certainties: if all those 
whose testimonies are gathered in this book belong 
to the camp of the vanquished, this is because, in the 
common sense of a certain ‘historicism’ referred to by 
Walter Benjamin, they were politically misled; they had 
linked their fate to the grand narrative of working-class 
emancipation, fraternity between peoples, socialist 
egalitarianism – rather than to that of a Jewish state 
solidly established on its ethnic foundations, territorial 
conquests and realpolitik alliances.

The process of discovering the near-forgotten history of the 
Yiddishland reminds this reader of the Ewe-Mina proverb, which 
tells us that ‘as long as the lion has no storytellers, the hunter 
will always have the best part of the story’. Jewish history as told 
today is lachrymose, a long series of defeats and disasters leading 
inexorably to the creation of the state of Israel, and justifying all 
violent means and colonial methods necessary for its creation. 
The heroic struggles for the emancipation of humanity conducted 
by Jewish revolutionaries alongside their comrades in Poland and 
Russia, in Spain and in France, in Yugoslavia and Romania – and 
even in Palestine – are today either ignored, ridiculed as useless, 
or dismissed as at least dramatically misguided. This movement – 
which at its height shook the rich and powerful across the globe 
– that promised to do away with exploitation and oppression, is 
depicted as a naïve side story to the heroic project of the Zionist state 
builders. Today, the heroes of the Yiddishland are undesirables. 

Klingberg and Brossat write: 

Thus official history as written in Israel divides these 
undesirables into two categories: those who did not 
exist, whose epic will always be a blank page for the 
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children of this country, and the renegades, the Jews 
who went over to the other camp, ‘self-hating Jews’ 
as the English expression has it. The Bundists and 
territorialists belong to the former category, the 
unrepentant Communists, Trotskyists and anarchists 
to the latter.

In this defeat of the Yiddishland against Zionism, in the battle of 
European Judaisms, lies the reason for the closing down of the 
universalist lessons of Jewish History. In a process that has been 
brilliantly described by Ivan Segre in Judaisme Revolutionnaire, 
contradiction in interpreting Jewish history and thought, between 
a particularistic focus and a universalist one, as to whether its 
lessons tell us something exclusively about Jews or about the 
human condition as a whole, is long-standing. It is a question 
resolved newly every generation, depending on context, in one 
direction or another. If the first half of the twentieth century in 
Eastern Europe represented the universalism of Jewish thought 
and action, the second half has undoubtedly been dominated by 
a narrow particularism. We might call this a sort of ‘Judeo-Jewish’ 
interpretation of history, in which Jews only act for Jews, and others 
act against them. 

Klingberg and Brossat write:

The Jewish specificity is no longer a springboard 
from which it is possible to reach the universality and 
infinity of a world in fusion; it has become a search 
for what distinguishes and divides, a never-ending 
confirmation of the tragic fate of the Jews. Narcissistic 
contemplation of the ‘little difference’ swells to the 
dimensions of an essential and irreducible alterity. As 
in the preachings of rabbis, the non-Jewish world, the 
universe of the goyim, tends once more to become a 
perpetually threatening other and elsewhere.

Yet despite this insightful – inspiring – analysis, at times one cannot 
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help but feel that the authors themselves fall into this very trap. It 
may seem peculiar to criticise this book, given its subject matter, 
for the overly Jewish focus of the narrative. But in answer, the critic 
could cite the Bundist doctrine of Doykayt. Literally translated 
as here-ness, Doykayt was the Bundists’ way of describing the 
importance of fighting where one is, alongside the people alongside 
whom one lives. It was conceived as a rejection of both Zionism and 
separatism. The Bund mobilised this slogan to argue with Jews 
about the importance of changing the world, their current world, 
together with their Polish, Russian, or Ukrainian neighbours. 
The Bund’s message: there is no Jewish history, and no Jewish 
movement, separate and distinct from the histories and movements 
of the societies in which they lived. This doctrine has important 
ramifications for those who want to discuss Jewish politics, or – for 
that matter – politics at all. The lesson of the Doykayt is that the 
starting point of a political analysis is not a random act. It is not one 
that we choose because of personal affinity or preference, one chosen 
for the sake of an academic endeavour or a current intellectual fancy. 
The starting point of politics for the Bund was that of the oppressed 
and the exploited, the victim of history, the wretched of the earth. 
The starting point of revolutionary theory and action, Doykayt tells 
us, are those who possess both the ability and the burning desire to 
rip the current order asunder. It was therefore not enough for them 
to organise the Jewish victims of the Tsarist Empire, one had to 
fight alongside all other oppressed minorities. It was not enough to 
simply fight against racist persecution, but one had to revolt against 
exploitation and the system as a whole, whether its gatekeepers 
were Jews, Russians, Ukranians, or Western Europeans. In Doykayt 
lies the fundamentally universal lesson of the Yiddishland’s history. 
It is Jewish in as much as this is the world that it aimed to transcend 
and expand. It is a revolutionary commitment to the breaking of 
the many particulars and the realisation of the universal, through 
collective struggle and victory, always from below. 

When the book fails to apply this doctrine it slips into 
dangerous places. This is most obvious in the sixth chapter: ‘I am 
Tired of Defeats’. Here, the authors discuss the life of (for the most 
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part) anti-Zionist Jews who, through various tribulations, ended up 
in Palestine, while still opposing the Zionist mainstream. Here the 
narrative is extremely Jewish-centric: the Palestinian movement is 
a side-actor to the lives of these protagonists. Yes, this is a story 
constructed around interviews with Eastern European Jews; but 
this is no excuse for the fact that, hampered by insufficient Doykayt, 
Klingberg and Brossat never address the nature of Zionism as such. 

Zionism is only ever discussed as an internal Jewish argument. 
Whether or not this is adequate when dealing with the political 
struggles in Eastern Europe, it becomes a major problem when 
discussing the Jewish presence in Palestine. Without addressing 
the nature of the Zionist project as a settler-colonial one, which 
aims at the destruction of Palestinian society in order to build an 
ethnically pure Jewish state on its ruins, one’s political scope is 
catastrophically limited. 

This is not a problem that is limited to the page of this book, 
or the era in which the interviews were taking place. It is one that 
current activists involved in the solidarity movement with the 
struggle for liberation of the people of Palestine must also come to 
terms with. The way in which Israeli and European state officials 
mobilise the Jewish populations around the world in order to 
justify the ongoing ethnic cleansing perpetrated by the so-called 
Jewish state, triggers many to fall into the same trap. The movement 
needs to demonstrate that it is not antisemitic, the argument goes, 
by showing its Jewish participants and promoting a Jewish voice 
against Zionism. This approach contains many problems. 

Firstly, it accepts the rules set by the enemy. Tackling the Israeli 
claims of Jewish universal representation by collecting as many 
Jewish voices to oppose it – and they are legion – is accepting to 
play the game on a Jewish terrain. It is, indirectly, acknowledging 
that we are, when all is set and done, dealing with a Jewish question. 
This, while trying to do exactly the opposite, obscures the fact that 
we are not faced with a Jewish project for national rights. We are 
faced with a colonial project, hell-bent on the full elimination of the 
Palestinian people, which operates with the full economic, political, 
and military backing of Western states, who see in its continued 
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existence an asset to defend its interests in a strategically central 
region for the global supply lines of capitalism. This is neither a 
Jewish problem, nor does it take Jewish voices to clarify this. Jews 
will often be part of the efforts to expose this reality, of course, as 
will Christians, Muslims, Sikhs, atheists, and none of the above, 
but this shouldn’t be as representatives of an imagined ‘authentic’ 
Jewish voice. Rather, this should be, amongst others, taking a 
principled anticolonial, anti-imperialist position. 

Secondly, the focus on Jewish opposition to Zionism carries 
within it another, and perhaps more sinister, unsaid assumption: 
that of a particular Jewish ability to resolve the situation. ‘Jews 
in the United States are rapidly changing their mind about Israel’, 
we are often told. If this is positive, as is the fact that around the 
world people of all creeds, religions, and backgrounds are taking 
up the struggle to delegitimise Israeli Apartheid, it raises real 
questions as to why this is repeatedly discussed. Do the Jews have 
an ability to influence Israeli lawmakers that could be mobilised? 
Are Western powers supporting Israel because of the opinion of 
the Jewish people? The answer to these questions is undoubtedly 
no, and there is no doubt whatsoever in this author’s mind that the 
activists, organisations and groups that fight for concrete solidarity 
with the Palestinians are more than aware of the absolute nonsense 
of these implications. However, a lack of challenges to the Israeli 
narrative of its Jewish rather than colonial nature leads inexorably 
to these political dead ends. It is Israeli propaganda that represents 
the world’s Jews as its natural allies. And it is Western governments 
who relay these positions in a cynical attempt to deflect attention 
from their geo-political interests in supporting Zionism, towards 
their Jewish populations and their defense. It is therefore crucial 
to reject these approaches and focus our energy on collective, 
principled anti-Zionist action, which focuses on our governments’ 
responsibilities and actions, rather than the behaviour of particular 
communities.

Thirdly, and most importantly, the focus on Jewish opposition 
to Zionism fails to recognise, the crucial political question, which 
the Bund identified as always being the first one: that of the agent 

195



salvage

for change. The victims of Zionism are not Jewish. They are the 
Palestinians in the lands occupied in 1948, treated as third-rate 
citizens and victims of over fifty laws targeted specifically at 
limiting their civil rights. They are the nearly 2 million Palestinians 
stuck in the death trap that is Gaza, in which they are left to starve 
between regular military massacres. They are the Palestinians 
of Jerusalem, unilaterally annexed to the Israeli state in 1967, 
stripped of any citizenship and fighting the continued expansion 
of state-built settlements. They are the Palestinians of the West 
Bank, fighting both the expansion of Israeli infrastructure – roads, 
settlements, military zones, and so-called security installations 
– which condemns them to a bantustanised existence, and the 
corrupt power of their Authority to which the colonisers have 
subcontracted the occupation. They are the millions of refugees, 
internally and externally displaced, stuck in camps, harassed by the 
different regimes under which they are forced to live, impatiently 
waiting – in Bensaïd’s words – to return. Not only are they 
Palestinian, they are also the masses of the region, whose regimes 
are propped up by Washington or Moscow, to facilitate their political 
control over labour supplies, natural resources, and strategic areas. 
American, European, or Russian governments’ continued support 
for these regimes goes to the heart of Israel’s reason d’être for 
them: a bulwark for their interests, a guardian for their rule. It 
is these voices of the masses that we need to amplify. It is those 
people that we need to ask for leadership. It is their organisations 
that in the end, might achieve freedom. Could we imagine the 
movements in support for Algerian, South African, or Vietnamese 
liberation without the voices of their resistance movements and 
their populations? Without celebrating their political and military 
resistance? Without a focus on their lives, their experiences, and 
their rage? Of course not, and the Palestinian movement should be 
no different. The question is not a Jewish one. It is an anticolonial 
one, an anti-imperialist one, a revolutionary one. In that sense the 
movement for Palestinian liberation is a truly universal one, but 
one which starts from the particularism of Palestinan life and its 
struggle to transcend its current existence. 
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It is these universal political implications of Zionism and 
Palestinian liberation that Klingberg and Brossat miss. For example, 
in discussing the presence of these Yiddishland revolutionaries in 
Palestine in early 1980s, they write: 

But, in contrast to the apostles of conquering Zionism, 
they continue to believe in history and not mythology. 
For them, this reality in no way implies the undivided 
domination of a Jewish state to the detriment of the other 
people that has a legitimate right to the land that they 
seek to assert. Precisely because they do not despair of 
history, do not believe that the present forward flight 
of the Zionist leaders (which does not open a radiant 
future for the Jews of Israel, but rather the perspective 
of an endless state of war, an interminable suicide) is 
the only perspective for the community of which they 
feel themselves full members. And since hundreds of 
thousands of Israelis demonstrated in summer 1982 
against the war in Lebanon, they feel far less alone.

Here, the problem of the Zionist project is limited to one between 
the ‘left’ and the ‘right’ in Israel, and a ‘state of constant war’, which 
is a ‘suicide’. The problem here is the suicide of Israeli society – 
a society of which the former heroes of the Yiddishland ‘feel 
themselves full members’. Palestinians remain absent from these 
pages.

This kind of description impermissibly obscures two things. 
Firstly, and most importantly, it obscures the process through which 
the presence of settlers in a settler-colonial polity in Palestine 
laid the foundation for the full destruction of Palestinian society, 
a politicidal process which is still taking place today. And this is a 
reality the presence of anti-war demonstrators in 1982 – or in 2014 
– does nothing to alleviate. The fundamental problem is not war 
as such, nor the inadequate numbers of anti-war protestors. The 
problem, rather, is Israel as such, the construction of a society on top 
of the ruins and bodies of another. This process has been an ongoing 
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one, well beyond the limits of particular wars or occupation. Of 
that process, all those Israeli demonstrators and our protagonists 
who are ‘full members of this society’, are, precisely, part. The vast 
majority of whom do not even stand against it, limiting themselves 
to opposing some of the violence it cannot but throw up. 

Secondly, by avoiding an honest description of the horrors of 
Zionism, the sheer defeat of the revolutionaries of the Yiddishland 
is necessarily underplayed. The current reality is not, after all, only 
one in which the vast majority of the Yiddishland was destroyed 
by the Nazi genocide, and one in which Zionism has become the 
dominant ideological force in Jewish life: it is also one in which 
many of those who fought to change the world, survived the horrors 
of the genocide, and ended up for various reasons in Palestine, 
became part of a new oppressive structure. 

The book describes beautifully how that process took place, 
how such fighers often felt that they had no choice. It explains how 
it was the resignation of a defeated Left, without a home or a people, 
that led them there. It examines the cases of those who fought 
against the colonial project initially, before later being effectively 
integrated within it. But by focusing on the internal argument as 
opposed to the overall situation, it ends up sidestepping the scale 
of the final defeat of the revolutionary Yiddishland. In the words 
of Edward Said, in a piece for the New York Times in 1999, the 
Palestinians ‘are the victims of the victims’ of the Nazi genocide, 
and the heroes of Revolutionary Yiddishland were, despite their 
criticisms, often part of that process. 

�

Such slippages into ‘particularism’ work against what is the 
most important lessons of the Yiddishland, a universalism to 
which the book itself draws attention. The rupture in historical 
comprehension which the authors identify as key to the obscuring 
of the revolutionary Yiddish tradition is not only evident in the 
triumph of Zionism as an answer to the Jewish question. As Klingberg 
and Brossat point out, we are in fact faced today with a much more 
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general – universal – challenge to the ideas of revolutionary change.

We have entered the age of the supposed universality 
and eternity of the democratic paradigm, in such a 
way that any notion of a sidestep decided outside 
of the conditions of present historicity now 
appears as a promise of inevitable disaster and 
unreasonable exposure to multifarious risks. An 
ideal of ‘immunitarian’ democracy has replaced the 
perspective of that social refoundation which, for those 
who attached themselves to it, implied full exposure 
to the winds of history. It is not simply because the 
collapse of the Soviet bloc created a wide gulf between 
our present and the historical sequence that was 
the very milieu in which our characters acted, the 
twentieth century of sound and fury, that their ‘world’ 
has become enigmatic in the eyes of the great majority 
of our contemporaries. It is, more radically, and in a 
manner less reducible to ‘particular circumstances’, 
because the horizon on which their rebellion against 
the existing order was inscribed has grown misty, with 
the effect that the signifier ‘communism’ has lost all its 
power and shrunk to the dimensions of a pejorative 
signifier, synonym of everything that, in the past era 
now rejected, bears the mark of the unreasonable and 
monstrous.

This is the reality that the ideological successors of the heroes of 
the Yiddishland are faced with today. After decades of triumphant 
capitalist order, how can we rebuild a political movement not only 
to fight for the amelioration of the conditions under which we live, 
but to strive for a fundamental break with the old world? In the 
process of rehabilitation of this history of struggle, led by ordinary 
workers whose belief in the capacity of humankind to live and 
organise itself differently remained unshakable – in the face of 
Tsarist repression, rising fascism, even impending extermination 
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– Klingberg and Brossat participate in the ideological challenge to 
the contemporary cult of TINA – There Is No Alternative. 

Not only this. They point to the longevity of struggle. With 
its narrative starting in the Pale and continuing for nearly half a 
century across a continent, Revolutionary Yiddishland points to the 
importance of the development of institutions and organisations 
of struggle which can carry its participants from moment to 
moment, from victory to defeat and back again. The women and 
men who, in the middle of the Second World War, decided to 
organise and revolt, had served in the Spanish Civil War. They 
had organised migrant workers and refugees in France through 
the Main D’Oeuvre Immigree (MOI). They had fought back against 
antisemitic pogroms in Poland, and struggled for a different world 
in the ranks of the Bund. Those who found it within themselves 
to rise up in the camps, despite starvation and the omnipresence 
of death, were Communists, Bundists, and Anarchists, or even so-
called left-Zionists. 

 It was the collective forms of organisation, the collective 
processes of understanding and struggling against the current 
order of things, which they had built up for decades, that allowed 
them to face the impossible and continue the fight in the face of 
impossible odds – those who did. Nor is this stress on that history 
of revolt to imply that those who did not fight back failed us: to 
imply, through a hero-worshipping sympathy restricted to the – 
genuine – heroes of the resistance, that only the radicals deserve 
solidarity, that because they were brave the others were cowardly, 
is grotesque. It would be a Red inverse of Zionism’s argument about 
quiescent Yiddishland, while accepting its premises. But of those 
who found it within them to rise, it was the knowledge that it is the 
system itself which creates the necessary contradictions for ever-
renewed struggle that helped them leave a message and – yes – an 
example to the generations to come. It was their conviction that 
humanity was capable of more, better, that enabled them to rise in 
battle, even at the century’s midnight. 

The passage from Revolutionary Yiddishland extracted here 
in the pages of Salvage brings this out clearly. The heroes of the 
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resistance were not born out of nowhere, suddenly, when faced 
with the Nazi menace. On the contrary, it was the existence of 
networks, of rooted activists, of ideologically solid organisers that 
allowed them to respond to the horrors of the war. They were the 
ones who could set up the necessary infrastructure and offer the 
needed direction to take up a new, and seemingly impossible task. 
It was not the broadcasts of an old aristocratic general, hiding in 
London, which gave the resistance in France its needed impetus; it 
was communist militants and their allies – often foreigners, often 
Jews – who brought their revolutionary traditions with them, who 
organised and fought the Nazi regime. They fought not to save the 
nation, not even only to close the ‘terrifying abyss open[ed] in the 
immense pool of human tears marked by a flow of blood’, as the 
Bundist anthem had it, but for a more fundamental and permanent 
condition of human liberation.

Of course we do not face occupation and extermination camps. 
What we face is the consequences of thirty years of destruction and 
disorganisation of our organisations and political traditions. What 
we call neoliberalism has represented a radical transfer of wealth 
to capital, made possible across the world by the destruction of 
revolutionary movements, the disorganisation of labour, and the 
breaking-up of collective forms of organisation. What is most 
striking if we compare the world of today to that of our parents 
– or in the case of Revolutionary Yiddishland, of our grandparents 
and their parents – is the way in which our organisational capacity 
is barely existent. We can revolt, of course, but we cannot – yet? – 
carry that revolt over a long period of time.

Whether it be trade unions, neighbourhood groups, political 
parties, or revolutionary organisations, our side in the ongoing 
clash of the classes is weak, and lacking ideological coherence. 
Our leaders are either stuck, like Benjamin’s angel, staring at 
the past, witnessing and unable to stop the tide of destruction; 
or frantically forced in a forward flight, unaware of the past, 
continuously reinventing its tools. I am surprised and delighted 
that Revolutionary Yiddishland is at last being translated into 
English. Yes, it can fall into the pits of Judeo-solipsism – but it also 
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presents the tools to rise above that, to honour its prophets. At its 
best, it is a calm reminder both of the importance of the lessons 
of previous struggles, and of the necessity of solid contemporary 
organisation. Like the heroes of this workers’ epic did, we face 
racist and oppressive states – their vindictiveness never so clear 
than in the face of the refugee movement. Just like the Yiddishland 
fighters, we are witnesses to crushed revolutions, and the influx of 
displaced people that they create. They challenge us from the past, 
to build political and organisational strength. To honour Doykayt. 
To succeed. Because heroism is not enough. They were heroes, and 
they were defeated.
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Translated by David Fernbach

Extract from  
Revolutionary Yiddishland*

From the start of the war, the Jewish group of the MOI [Main D'Oevre 
Immigrée] was the best structured and most active; it would 
provide the cadres of the Organisation Spéciale, responsible for 
major acts of terrorism and sabotage; it would also supply almost 
all the militants of the Travail Allemand, the work of propaganda 
and demoralization among the German troops – work that was 
extremely dangerous, and internationalist par excellence, carried 
out for the most part by women. In cafés and other public places 
frequented by the Wehrmacht, young women who spoke German 
sought to make contact, starting with an anodyne conversation on 
how hard times were, the absurdity of the war, by way of which they 
sought to ‘situate’ their conversation partner: as a fanatical Nazi, 
indifferent, former Socialist or Communist, etc. If the exchange 
proved positive, the discussion could take a more open turn at the 
next meeting; sometimes antifascist leaflets written in German 
were scattered, left on cinema seats, in restaurant toilets, etc. This 

* Our thanks to Verso Books, from which Revolutionary Yiddishland is 
forthcoming, for permission to print this extract. 
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work did indeed bear fruit, groups of German soldiers were formed 
in contact with the Resistance, information was transmitted, 
uniforms and weapons supplied to combatants. Sometimes too, 
militants of the Travail Allemand were denounced to the Gestapo 
and paid for this activity with their lives. Rachel Schatz, who was 
active in the Resistance in Lyon, recalls that the Parc de la Tête d’or 
was a favoured place for the Travail Allemand: women militants 
entered into conversation with soldiers, leaving leaflets on the 
benches and posting stickers:

One of my friends, too, went to work for the Germans. 
This was doubly dangerous work. On the one hand, she 
collected material and information under the cover of 
‘doing the cleaning’; on the other hand, her Resistance 
activity required her to hang around in public places 
with Germans and be taken for a collaborationist, a 
soldiers’ girl, one of those whose heads were shaved 
at Liberation. But she brought round several German 
soldiers to work with the Resistance.

Throughout the war, in France, the existence of an underground 
Jewish press in both French and Yiddish, basically initiated by the 
Communists, attests to the existence of a Jewish Resistance. In May 
1943 it celebrated the courage of the Warsaw ghetto fighters, whose 
insurrection had just been crushed. Many other indications also 
manifest the desire to emphasize the part played in the struggle by 
Jews. Thus, in 1944, an MOI circular designed for PCF cadres called 
for the creation of Jewish units with the perspective of the battle for 
the liberation of Paris. The argument here was particularly clear:

At this time, the thousands of Jews in the ranks of the 
FFI are seen as French, Polish, etc. citizens, not as Jews. 
We want to destroy the reactionary and fascist lies 
that claim Jews cannot be soldiers or fighters. At the 
same time, we will break the chauvinist and wait-and-
see policy of the Jewish reactionaries. [The point is] to 
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show the world that Jews, just like other peoples, have 
the right to life and happiness.

This was a somewhat premonitory text. After Liberation, the 
desire to wrap the Resistance up for posterity in the tricolour, and 
affirm its essentially patriotic character to the detriment of its 
social dimension, often led memoirists and historians to push this 
‘métèque’ face of the Resistance into the shadows – the Mémoires 
of Jacques Duclos, and Charles Tillon’s book on the FTP, scarcely 
speak of it, just to cite those Resistance leaders who were in direct 
contact with the action of foreigners, and Jewish partisans in 
particular, by force of circumstances. Does it damage the patriotic 
image of the Resistance to accept that during the year 1943 the 
greater part of partisan actions in Paris were the act of foreigners, 
activists in the MOI, up to the great raid that came down on them 
in the autumn? Is it a sin against internationalism to recognize, 
behind the ‘Polish’, ‘Hungarian’, ‘Romanian’ or ‘Czech’ partisan, 
the Yiddishland revolutionary, the traditions of struggle he or she 
pursued, their culture, their language, and the particular resonance 
of their name? It was not because, on the infamous Affiche rouge, 
the Nazis exposed to public vindictiveness the ‘Hungarian Jew’ 
Elek and the ‘Polish Jew’ Rayman, making their Jewishness an 
argument against the Resistance as a whole, described as an ‘army 
of crime’, that the Jewish dimension of Rayman and Elek’s struggle 
and commitment became a factor best no longer alluded to. The 
intransigence of their antifascism, their courage to act, were clearly 
rooted in a consciousness for which the Communist ideal and the 
sense of their Jewish identity were indissociable. It was no accident 
that their action, that of the combatants of the Affiche rouge, became 
a symbol of the revolutionary spirit of the Resistance.

In the years after the end of the War this revolutionary spirit 
of the Resistance continued to disturb, and not only those whom 
one might logically expect to reject it. In 1951, Artur London, one of 
the leaders of the MOI, and responsible in particular for the Travail 
Allemand before being deported to Mauthausen, was arrested in 
Czechoslovakia in the context of the Slansky affair. He was stupefied 

205



salvage

to hear his interrogator demand he should acknowledge that the 
MOI, ‘whose three leading figures were Jews’, was ‘a section of the 
Trotskyist Fourth International’: ‘The very fact that despite being 
Jewish you returned alive [from Mauthausen] is proof of your 
culpability and proves us right.’†

As we have said, not all the Yiddishland militants involved 
in the Resistance were made of heroic material. They joined 
the struggle like anyone else, without pretensions, because this 
commitment struck them as a necessity at the time. Léa Stein, a 
Yugoslav Communist and veteran of Spain, joined the Resistance 
in France by a circuitous route. In 1938, after being demobilized 
from the International Brigades (where she was a nurse), she found 
herself in Paris along with her husband, a brigadista of Austrian 
origin whom she met in Spain. She was pregnant. In early summer 
1938, the situation of immigrants in France was aggravated by the 
new regulation that removed the few rights they had gained under 
the Popular Front: Léa Stein’s husband was assigned residence in 
a village in the south-west. When the war with Germany broke 
out, he was arrested along with other German citizens in France, 
antifascists and Jewish refugees included, and interned in a camp 
in the Pyrenees:

I was responsible for one new-born baby and I was 
pregnant again; I heard it said that it was possible 
to be repatriated to Yugoslavia from Marseille. I had 
a terrible desire to go home, so I left for Marseille 
with my baby and a bulging belly; Yugoslav and 
Italian comrades arranged things for me. In Marseille 
they were beginning to register Jews; I asked at the 
Yugoslav consulate for a repatriation certificate, 
but I was refused this, as I was in their records as a 
Communist. What to do? I feared I would be arrested, 
so I decided to return to Paris, in the occupied zone. A 
smuggler got me across the demarcation line. In Paris 

† From Artur London, The Confession.
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I made contact again with comrades from the Yugoslav 
Communist Party, and obtained a foreigner’s residence 
card by using my sister’s papers. It was then that the 
Party, knowing that I spoke German, asked me to go 
and work in the Nazi administrative apparatus.

In the countries of western Europe, as we have seen, the Jewish 
Resistance was essentially integrated into the national Resistance, 
while often asserting its specific character and the special dimension 
of Jewish struggle against Nazism. In the East it was generally 
isolated and dramatically alone, even if, in Byelorussia for example, 
the Resistance in the ghettos was in contact with Soviet partisans.

The stubborn will to survive, however, could sometimes lead in 
these exceptional conditions to forms of resistance that were out of 
the ordinary. Shlomo Strauss‡ was mobilized into the Polish army in 
1939. Wounded during the German invasion, he was taken prisoner 
and interned in a camp. When he learned that the detainees would 
be divided according to their national origin, he decided to forge a 
new identity; he was now called Timofei Marko, the illegitimate son 
of a Ukrainian laundress. He grew a long Cossack moustache to fit 
the part.

A commission of SS and medics arrived in the camp where 
he was held and selected a certain number of tall and fair-haired 
Ukrainians whose ‘racial purity’ they appreciated. Marko was 
among these. He was transferred to Austria where he was taught the 
trade of a turner. His knowledge of German led him to be appointed 
head of this group of newly promoted ‘Aryans’.

At Saint-Polten, in Austria, Marko established an underground 
Communist cell among his ‘compatriots’ and made contact with 
Austrian Communists. On the eve of the offensive against the Soviet 
Union, the Nazis sought to form a volunteer corps from these 
Ukrainian ex-POWs that would fight alongside them. This was how 
Marko learned that Hitler was getting ready to unleash hostilities 
against the Soviet Union. He went to the Soviet consulate in Vienna 

‡ From Shlomo Strauss-Marko, Dam Tahor.
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and conveyed this information. Without much result, it would seem.
Having become a skilled worker, Marko was posted to an 

aircraft factory at Obergrafendorf, close to Wiener Neustadt. The 
Communist cell that he set up carried out small acts of sabotage. 
Responsible for all the Ostarbeiter (Ukrainians, Byelorussians, Poles, 
etc.) in the factory, he maintained almost friendly relations with 
various German officers, who viewed him as a National Socialist. 
He took advantage of this position to try to improve the situation of 
the Ostarbeiter: abolition of corporal punishment, improvement of 
rations, etc. He helped some of his fellow workers escape and join 
the ranks of the Resistance.

Always acting in combination with the Austrian Resistance, 
Marko obtained and hid the plans of the Rotbach Neuenkirchen 
underground aircraft factory. But when the Red Army reached 
Austria, Marko was immediately arrested as a ‘collaborator’. 
Interrogated relentlessly by the NKVD, in a state of exhaustion 
he signed the paper he was handed. When he said that he was a 
Polish Communist, he was asked to show his card – of an illegal 
party dissolved by the Comintern years before. He was thrown 
into prison. In the end, he owed his salvation to chance: a Soviet 
prisoner-of-war whom he had helped when working in the aircraft 
factory. He was then interned in a camp of Soviet prisoners awaiting 
their repatriation – they would in fact be deported to Siberia. On 
return to Poland after the war, Strauss-Marko held high office in the 
police service before emigrating to Israel.

The combativeness of Jewish Resistance fighters was based 
on a paradoxical and dramatic combination of historical optimism 
and absolute despair; continuing to trust in the future, the basis 
of the pre-war revolutionary utopias, their Jewish historical 
optimism rested on the conviction that at the end of the day 
barbarism would be conquered, Nazism defeated, that the Jewish 
people would rise again, that a better world would be born on 
the ashes of the barbaric empire. Even the fighters of the Warsaw 
ghetto knew that, if their own battle was a desperate one, Germany 
had none the less begun to lose the war at Stalingrad; even those 
condemned to death by the Affiche rouge knew that a near future 
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would justify them. On the other hand, however, there was the 
absolute despair of those witnessing a crime that as yet still had no 
name, that human consciousness and their Jewish consciousness 
were incapable of conceiving, who witnessed the disappearance of 
their world. In this dead of night they often had the impression of 
fighting against phantoms, in an absolute disproportion of forces; 
what could bullets do against a barbarism that the highest reason 
and historical understanding could not even name, no more than 
they could conceive the future beyond this catastrophe? That is the 
despair of the hero of Manès Sperber’s novel, at the time when the 
Nazis had finished razing the Warsaw ghetto:

He felt free from everything, the gratification of a 
useless freedom. The freedom to commit destructive 
acts, to shoot one of these gaping bystanders, to set fire 
to a cinema filled to bursting, to kill a German officer 
on the public road, to kill themselves with a bullet to 
the heart. But there was no freedom to dream of a 
future, to imagine a different tomorrow. He was not 
free to escape his helpless being.§

Hunted down, cast into illegality, forced to live with false papers, 
to obtain food and everything else necessary to survive outside the 
‘normal’ circuits, to live underground, the Jews who rejected the 
law of their persecutors under the occupation were thereby made 
available for the Resistance; very often, therefore, the step was 
easily taken, particularly by young people, leading from the refusal 
to declare oneself at the local police station as a Jew to a more 
active opposition. In fact, the transition to organised resistance, if 
synonymous with increased risk, also meant for the new combatant 
the end of isolation, joining a dynamic collective with means of 
action and protection at its disposal.

The derailing of trains, the execution of ‘collabos’ and Nazi 
officers, the firing of fuel dumps, throwing hand-grenades in 

§ From Manès Sperber, Qu’une larme dans l’océan..
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restaurants, sabotaging of industry and factories working for the 
occupation, the destruction of electricity pylons. These are well-
known images, clichés of Resistance action. There was no action of 
this type in which Jewish combatants did not take part, which they 
did not organise, by the dozen, on all fronts, at all levels. It was Jewish 
partisans who prepared an attack on the German commandant of 
‘Gross-Paris’, von Schaumburg, and then liquidated the organizer 
of the STO in France, Ritter. It was Epstein, an exceptional military 
strategist, who perfected in 1943 the tactic of attacks in successive 
waves against the parades of German troops in the streets of Paris. 
But the Resistance was also the patient and painstaking work of 
people like Léa Stein:

Thanks to my knowledge of German, I managed to enter 
the Werbebüro, the recruitment centre at Pontoise. All 
the lists of persons due to be requisitioned for work 
in Germany passed through my hands; I warned 
the Resistance, or sometimes the interested parties 
directly – like the baker’s son who gave me bread until 
the end of the war as a token of gratitude. The Germans 
clearly had no suspicion that I was Jewish. In 1942, 
however, I felt that things might turn out badly. I had 
lost my connections with the Yugoslav comrades, most 
of whom had returned to their country to fight in the 
ranks of the partisans. I left Pontoise ...

The Resistance was also the escape attempts from POW camps by 
the likes of Max Technitchek, where the solidarity of the detainees 
sought to block the discrimination that victimised Jews:

After volunteering in the French army, I was taken 
prisoner at the start of operations and deported to 
Germany. The Resistance was very well organized in 
our camp; we had our underground newspapers, we 
organized all kinds of sabotage, we prepared escapes. 
I twice tried to flee and was recaptured. I was unlucky, 
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my second escape in particular had been very well 
prepared; I had money, papers and contacts to cross 
the frontiers into the ‘free zone’. But at Kassel I came 
up against an extraordinary control; my papers weren’t 
sufficiently ‘solid’ and I was sent back to the camp.

Hanna Lévy-Hass, for her part, had never held a gun; yet she played 
her part in the partisan struggle in Yugoslavia. A secondary school 
teacher in Montenegro, and a militant in the Communist Party, she 
was entrusted with a particular mission after the Italian occupation: 
to teach peasants how to give first aid to the wounded, with the 
perspective of insurrection:

It was clear from the start of hostilities that the 
Yugoslavs were going to rise up. When the generals 
capitulated, the ordinary soldiers fled back to their 
villages with their weapons; I saw these Montenegrin 
peasants returning with full boxes of munitions, I 
saw women building up stores in the cellars. From 
the beginning, the occupiers only held the cities. 
The mountains and villages were controlled by the 
insurgents who were lacking in everything, even shoes, 
but ready to fight. 

The Italians launched an offensive against the partisans 
in our region. I found myself in the midst of the battle, 
the towns and villages were bombed. I saw our first 
dead, the wounded flooded in. After two weeks we 
understood that the uprising in Montenegro would be 
crushed. The partisans fell back, leaving us with the 
wounded. The Italian army was approaching. We had 
to evacuate our field hospital. I saw our wounded leave 
under their own steam, with open wounds, they showed 
an amazing courage. We took refuge in the mountains, 
in a kind of citadel where we gathered our wounded, 
as well as a certain number of wounded Italians. When 
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the Italian army arrived, we passed ourselves off as 
voluntary nurses acting out of humanitarianism. I 
spoke Italian, the officers wanted to know where the 
partisans were, but we kept silent. They took down 
our names but let us leave. On the plain, we saw the 
burning villages.

As a Jew, Hanna Lévy-Haas could no longer work as a teacher. After 
the defeat of the uprising, she found herself confined to the small 
town of Cetinje:

The Italian occupation was burdensome, but it was 
nothing compared with that of the Germans, which 
followed in 1943. When they laid siege to the town 
there were some thirty Jews there, including elderly 
and sick. I wanted to join the partisans. But the Jews 
begged me not to leave: ‘If you go,’ I was told, ‘if one 
of us disappears, we will all be shot.’ I gave in, and a 
little while after we were locked up in the town prison. 
We remained there for six months. We had not given 
up hope, we were still on Montenegrin soil, the Red 
Army was advancing westward, the Anglo-American 
armies had landed in Sicily, and the opening of a new 
western front seemed imminent. And then suddenly, 
the Germans loaded us into cattle-trucks ... I arrived in 
Bergen-Belsen in August 1944.¶

In the Lyon Resistance, the husband of Rachel Schatz was engaged in 
activity that she herself defined as ‘very dangerous’, without going 
into further detail. But ‘you just didn’t ask questions’. Her work was 
to rescue Jewish children, most of whom had come clandestinely 
from the occupied zone. This was a special commission run by 
women and linked to the MOI, which took responsibility for this 
delicate mission in Lyon:

¶ From Anna Lévy-Hass, Bergen-Belsen 1944-1945.
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The first thing was to see to the children whose life was 
threatened and place them in institutions, basically 
religious ones, or with peasants. It wasn’t easy work, you 
had to follow rules of strict security; we had false papers, 
so did the children whom we took to their refuges. 
Sometimes you had to take the train with a whole 
group, and it wasn’t easy to persuade a young child 
that he’s no longer called Moshe or Yankel, but Jean or 
Richard. I remember a trip from Lyon to Limoges when 
I accompanied a group of children; I’d rehearsed them 
and told them to pretend to be asleep if a police control 
was carried out on the train. There was indeed a control, 
I told the gendarmes some story or other, and everything 
went well. Were they fooled or not? Who knows?  

We had set up networks for placing the children almost 
everywhere arou nd Lyon. In the region of Villefranche-
sur-Saône, for example, there was a network that 
operated very well in the surrounding villages, led by a 
Jew and a non-Jew. 

My daughter was ten years old at the time, and also 
placed away from Lyon by the network. She told me 
much later that she had been angry at me for devoting 
my time and energy to other people’s children instead 
of her. She couldn’t understand.

Shlomo Shamli, a Bulgarian Jew, left Hachomer Hatzaïr for the 
Communist Party just after the invasion of Soviet territory by the 
German armies. In Sofia the Communist militants had collected 
weapons with the perspective of coming battles. Shamli took part 
in this activity, but Jewish men were soon requisitioned for forced 
labour by the Bulgarian authorities allied with Germany. He was 
sent from one camp to another, eventually to one close to the frontier 
with Greece. Bulgarian Jews were assigned to the construction of 
roads and railways.

213



salvage

The Communist Party had set up an underground organisation 
in the camp. It developed its propaganda among forced labourers and 
made contact with partisans in the region. The camp officers were 
Bulgarian. Shamli was in touch with one of these administrators 
who was a party member. The others lived in fear of an attack by 
the partisans.

Dynamite was used for railway construction. Shamli and his 
comrades got hold of some and passed it to the partisans, along 
with weapons, clothes and shoes that they obtained in the camp:

In March 1943 we saw trains pass close to the site where 
we were working, taking Greek Jews to Auschwitz. We 
managed to get an enormous rock to fall on the tracks. 
The traffic was interrupted and a train blocked. We 
stole food from the camp and took it to the deportees 
in the train, trying also to convince them to escape. But 
most of them refused, unable to believe that they were 
being taken to their death. Only fifteen of them listened 
to us. We hid them in the camp and they later joined 
the partisans in the mountains.

May 1943 saw the famous – and sadly, exceptional – episode of the 
demonstration that prevented the deportation of Bulgarian Jews to 
Auschwitz. When it was announced that Jews would be transported 
to the Danube ports and from there to the camps, a demonstration 
was called in Sofia. It was held on 24 May and attracted more 
than 10,000 people, Jews and non-Jews alike. The police brutally 
intervened, arresting hundreds of people including the chief rabbi.

On 25 and 26 May, the Jews were taken to the ports of Lom and 
Svistov on the Danube, but the Bulgarian authorities were forced 
to abandon deportation in the face of the growing mobilisation of 
public opinion, particularly inspired by the Orthodox church, the 
Writers’ Association, lawyers and many personalities from the 
world of art and entertainment.

Pierre Sherf, in charge of the Romanian ‘language group’ 
of the MOI in Paris, saw to the ‘little tasks’ that made up the 
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everyday activity of the Resistance militant: to circulate forged 
banknotes and ration tickets ‘expropriated’ by the combatants, to 
manufacture false documents of all kinds and organise solidarity 
with the families of the deported. Then he was entrusted with the 
task of organising liaison with MOI groups in the north and east of 
France, where Polish and Italian miners were particularly active. 
Rail tracks were sabotaged, electricity lines brought down, German 
soldiers disarmed and killed, strikes organised in the mines, and 
so on. Each month, Sherf’s partner, who was also his liaison agent, 
visited groups, delivering political reports, ration cards, weapons, 
etc. Sometimes Sherf himself visited, sleeping in miners’ homes 
and leaving at daybreak: ‘They didn’t always know that it was the 
Communist Party,’ he says, ‘most of them were non-party, or just 
party sympathisers – but they knew what racism was…’ Sometimes 
too, he had to decide on a difficult problem, a case of conscience: 
‘There was a partisan commander in the Briey basin, a Polish 
Jew, famous for his courage; one day he had two fighters who had 
refused to take part in an action shot. What should be done? Finally, 
we expelled him from the Party. Later, an MOI leader said that he 
would have decorated him for his courage then arrested him for his 
brutality.’
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FRANCO FORTINI
Translated by Alberto Toscano 

Chorus of the Deported
When the ice will creak
Between green shores, and from the pale
Blue bitter airs
Barbarous globes of spring
Will break through.

We will be far away.

We would like to return and look,
Caress the clover of the heaths
The doorposts of the new home
Cry in pity
Where our mother passed.

Instead we will be far away.

Instead we prisoners
Will laugh without respite
And hate as far as the knife
Blades are gripped.
Damned those who lead us.

Far, always far away.

And when we have returned
wild grass will cover the courtyards
and the breath of the dead in the air.
The creases on the hands,
the rust on the shovels.

And still we will be far.

We will still be far
From the face that welcomes us in our sleep
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here, tired of hate and love.

But new hands will come
As new leaves do.

Now to our distant camps.

But the bud will open
And the water spring speak, as it once did.
You will shine, buried stone,
Our ancient human heart,
Raw shard, bare law.

In the gaze of the distant sky.





NICK MAMATAS

The Person Who Was 
Followed Around by Men in 

Pig Masks: A Play in One Act
 
Characters:

THE PERSON WHO WAS FOLLOWED AROUND BY MEN IN PIG 
MASKS: 
Selected randomly from the audience. To avoid racist or sexist or 
other oppressive subconscious decision-making, selection should be 
made with a random-number generator.

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS:
There are three. To start. Also in suits.

THE INTERROGATOR:
A woman in her thirties, in a business suit and skirt. 

SCENE 1

We are in a theatre built to replicate in miniature the theatre in 
which the play is being presented, including its position in the city in 
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which the theatre is located. The stage may be as plain or as ornately 
decorated as resources allow, so long as on the stage there is a stage 
that resembles the stage it is on exactly. The MEN IN PIG MASKS se-
lect THE PERSON and lead her* onto the stage, and then onto the 
stage upon the stage. She is handed several index cards to read. THE 
INTERROGATOR enters, stage left.

INTERROGATOR:  Hello. Thanks for coming today. If you 
could just start by telling me your name, 
and it would be great if you could spell it 
out for me.

PERSON:  [confused] My real…?

PIGS: [in unison, reciting, spelling any ambigu-
ous names] [PERSON’s surname], comma, 
[PERSON’s given name].

INTERROGATOR:  Thank you. And what brings you here to-
day?

PERSON:  The pigs, the men in pig masks who follow 
me everywhere. They follow everyone ev-
erywhere. 

INTERROGATOR: [confused] Are they following me? Right 
now, I mean. You can see men in pig masks 
behind me, is that right?

The MEN IN PIG MASKS rush over to stand behind THE INTERROGA-
TOR but at the last moment one of them turns back and moves back 
to his station behind THE PERSON.

PERSON:  [confused at first, but then triumphant af-

* This is not to be taken as a dramaturgical suggestion that a woman-
identified person should be selected for the role.
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ter looking at index cards with her lines on 
them] Yes! I do!

INTERROGATOR:  When did you start seeing them?

The posture of THE INTERROGATOR changes: she stands ramrod 
straight, as if being closely scrutinised and afraid of messing up 
somehow. The two MEN IN PIG MASKS behind her are not physically 
touching her but are definitely in her ‘space’.

PERSON:  During Spring Break, when two very inter-
esting things happened. For class, I had to 
read The German Ideology, and I went up 
to a cabin in the woods with my girlfriend 
at the time, who was into two things: 
shrooms and kabbalah.

If THE AUDIENCE laughs at this line, the MEN IN PIG MASKS turn 
to them and gesture angrily for silence. If THE AUDIENCE does not 
laugh at this line, the MEN IN PIG MASKS pantomime slapping their 
knees, grabbing their bellies and throwing back their shoulders, and 
laughing wildly. 

PERSON: [suddenly angry] I didn’t really read The 
German Ideology that weekend. It was 
fucking Communist bullshit. I didn’t even 
know what I wanted to major in, but it 
wasn’t Communist bullshit. 

INTERROGATOR:  Communist. Bullshit.

PERSON:  I’m already being interrogated. What do I 
have to lose? I’m already haunted.

PERSON holds up the index card from which she has just read, sug-
gesting that she is just following the orders on it.
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INTERROGATOR:  The haunting, that started when? That 
same weekend?

PERSON:  No, not that weekend. It took a while. At 
first, I just had this feeling that I was be-
ing watched. This was before the World 
Spring. Everyone was so paranoid about 
their cell phones, social media, what men 
thought of them, what women thought of 
them. And now, of course, here I am.

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS titter visibly, pointing at one another.

INTERROGATOR:  [offended] And what is that supposed to 
mean? You came here of your own free will 
to be interrogated, to find out the truth.

PERSON:  I wanted to know if you were going to 
be [holds up hand not holding index card, 
twitches fingers in air-quotes gesture] ‘hon-
est with the working class’, as you prom-
ised. Do you see the men in pig masks or 
not? Has anyone ever come here to talk 
about the men in pig masks?

THE INTERROGATOR glances at the MAN IN THE PIG MASK on her 
left, and then the one on her right.

PERSON:  C’mon, this isn’t supposed to be a confes-
sional booth. You should be able to tell me. 

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS push THE INTERROGATOR forward two 
steps.

THE INTERROGATOR: [tentative] I’ll answer your question with a 
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question: why do you think you’re seeing 
men in pig masks? Why do you think other 
people might be? You mentioned shrooms, 
and kabbalah. Do you think that’s a com-
mon combination? Tell me about the cab-
in, about your girlfriend.

PERSON:  What’s to tell? We did shrooms. We made 
out. We wandered around outside the 
cabin, melting frost in our hands to drink 
fresh water. When we returned to civili-
zation at the end of the week... it had all 
happened. No more President, no more 
Congress. When I went back to work, the 
meetings were twice as long and I wasn’t 
getting paid anything, but my rent was 
also zero and I ate dinner in the park with 
a thousand other people. Half the food was 
fucking vegan. 

All three MEN IN PIG MASKS pantomime wiping sweat from their 
brows.

THE INTERROGATOR:  And kabbalah? Which is supposed to be 
studied by married Jewish men over the 
age of forty?

PERSON:  I don’t know anything about that... honest-
ly, we broke up two days later. But she did 
say something. The word is…

PERSON looks down at an index card. Her MAN IN A PIG MASK 
snatches it away from her, and proffers her another which he with-
draws from an interior pocket of his suit jacket.

PERSON:  [reading from the card] ... ‘egregore’.
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THE INTERROGATOR:  Do you know what it means?

PERSON:  Do you?

THE INTERROGATOR:  Of course I do. It’s a collective work of 
imagination made real through ritual. The 
Roman Catholic Church is an egregore. The 
limited liability corporation is an egrego-
re... or was. The Fourth International…
well, you need a critical mass, you see, if 
you want people to believe as they do at 
Mass. An egregore is an occult concept that 
some Surrealists used to use as an excuse 
not to build the party. Capitalism was this 
amorphous, totalising thing, so the only 
way to destroy it was to disrupt its ritual 
by running through the streets in dumb 
costumes. [sneers] Surrealists were so 
fucking playful.

PERSON:  ‘Were’? What happened to the Surrealists?

THE INTERROGATOR:  [with a shrug] They lost, that’s what hap-
pened to them. 

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS lower their heads, perform the sign of the 
cross and other prayerful gestures.

PERSON:  You think you won everything? There’s no 
need for anything other than you and the 
party?

THE INTERROGATOR:  I wouldn’t say that, not at all. But I’ll say 
one thing, and then it’s back to questions: 
you could have talked to a therapist, or 
even a rabbi if you knew where to find one. 
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Hell, you could have talked to the people 
down at the shroom dispensary, if you re-
ally wanted to. But you came to me, be-
cause you want to be asked the questions 
that will lead to accurate answers. Final 
answers.

PERSON:  Fine. What do the men in pig masks mean?

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS frantically point at THE PERSON, then at 
THE INTERROGATOR, obviously upset that THE PERSON has asked a 
question instead of THE INTERROGATOR.

INTERROGATOR:  I ask the questions here. I—

THE PERSON:  You’re just going to ask me, ‘What do the 
men in pig masks mean?’, I know that!

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS get more frantic, tugging on the ears and 
snouts of their masks, kicking their legs and running in small circles.

THE INTERROGATOR:  No. I’m going to ask you...

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS freeze, stock-still.

THE INTERROGATOR:  Why do you think they mean anything?

THE PERSON:  [frantically shuffling through index cards; 
she looks at her MEN IN PIG MASKS, but 
they are still paralyzed] Everything means 
something, doesn’t it? Isn’t everything ex-
plained now? After the revolution?

THE INTERROGATOR:  Everything has a cause. A sunset has mean-
ing because we look at it and think, ‘The 
end of civilisation’ or ‘Heteronormative 
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fantasy’, but it would still have a cause – 
the revolution of the planet –

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS raise their fists in the air but otherwise re-
main in the positions they were in when first paralysed.

THE INTERROGATOR:  – whether we apes were around to con-
trive meaning for it or not. Why do you 
want the pigs to have meaning? Do you 
think that would solve the problem of see-
ing them everywhere?

THE PERSON:  Not of me seeing them everywhere? So 
they are an egregore. We’ve made them. 
You see them too.

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS rush to stand behind THE PERSON, peering 
at her closely, pointing to her index cards, taking some of them out of 
her hands, and shuffling and dealing them like cards before returning 
to her a new ‘hand’.

THE INTERROGATOR:  What did it mean to be a pig in the be-
fore-times, when people were cruelly 
unfair to pigs? Cops, the greedy and 
gluttonous, the nasty and objectifying. 

THE PERSON:  Nothing like actual pigs.

THE INTERROGATOR:  Remember the old days, before our ‘Com-
munist Bullshit’ took over, little comrade?

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS brush off their suits, straighten their neckties.

THE INTERROGATOR:  Ever try to do something – anything? Vol-
unteer work? A fucking deadline at your 
job? A little neighbourhood project?
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THE MEN IN PIG MASKS nod enthusiastically, while THE PERSON 
just looks stunned.

THE INTERROGATOR:  And wasn’t there always a pig standing 
right over your shoulder? Someone whose 
every action and comment hid, just barely, 
a single question?

THE PERSON:  The question...

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS start oinking loudly. 

THE INTERROGATOR: [raises her hands into a shrug, adopts a 
deep, snorting voice] ‘What’s in it for me?’ 
You stuff the envelopes, I’ll talk to the me-
dia. You cook the food for the dinner party, 
I’ll make sure to sit next to the mayor. Can’t 
we arrange everything so the benefits ac-
crue to me while the work goes to you?

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS want to know and gesture accordingly.

THE INTERROGATOR:  They infested the world, once.

PERSON:  [snorting] Once! Is that what hashtag-
full-communism is? Getting rid of minor-
league assholes?

THE INTERROGATOR:  [pointedly] You think we got rid of all of 
them? You think we even can?

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS snort in glee. 

THE INTERROGATOR:  That’s what an egregore is. Resentment lu-
bricates all machines. We have to ask our-
selves What’s in it for us? Just as much as 
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any capitalist pig does.

PERSON:  Why?

INTERROGATOR:  [makes air quotes] ‘Communist bullshit’, 
that’s why. People like you. Nascent coun-
ter-revolutionaries. Wreckers. Occultist 
weirdos. 

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS move to the stage upon the stage and begin 
taking it apart, dismantling it with tools from their jacket pockets if 
necessary.

PERSON:  You’re the fucking wrecker! You did this 
to me! Do you know what it’s like? I catch 
glimpses of them in any reflective surface. I 
can’t even make toast without jumping out 
of my skin. When I fall asleep at night, I hear 
someone else breathing next to me, inhaling 
through a rumbling snout. I rehearse con-
versations in my head, and see them peering 
at me like they can hear my thoughts. When 
I read an email, there’s an undercurrent of 
oinking and squealing. It never fucking stops.

THE INTERROGATOR:  It’s an atavism. An artifact of capitalism. 

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS exit the stage.

THE INTERROGATOR:  If you’re seeing them now, it has more to 
do with the counter-revolutionaries... the 
fear of the gains of April being rolled back. 
What were you thinking and feeling in the 
old days, before your little trip to a cabin in 
the woods? 
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THE PERSON:  I’ve always been anxious –

THE INTERROGATOR:  [interrupting] You mean you’ve always had 
anxiety.

THE MEN IN PIG MASKS appear in the aisles, holding large plas-
tic trash bags. In the bags are PIG MASKS which they hand out to 
members of the AUDIENCE. If AUDIENCE MEMBERS do not comply 
with the placing of PIG MASKS on their heads, two of the MEN IN 
PIG MASKS will draw real, working, and loaded handguns to impel 
cooperation. There should be sufficient PIG MASKS for ten per cent 
of the paid audience, not including comps, press, and radio-station 
giveaways.

THE PERSON:  But they didn’t become real until after the 
revolution. It has to be because of the revo-
lution! All that old stuff’s bogeymen now... 
ghost stories designed to keep kids from 
messing around with capital accumula-
tion. The revolution’s an egregore too.

THE INTERROGATOR:  Only when it fails. To the barricades, then 
back to lick our wounds. But we won. The 
revolution’s no longer a process: it was a 
single act, now complete.

LOUD NOISES erupt from the AISLES as the MEN IN PIG MASKS hoist 
AXES and start taking down the walls and seats of the theatre in the 
same order that they disassembled the model theatre on the stage.

THE INTERROGATOR:  And the men in pig masks. Why are you the 
only one who can see them…?

THE PERSON:  I can’t be the only person who can see 
them!
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THE INTERROGATOR:  Other people may or may not see them; 
they’ve never been recorded, never been 
picked up on audio. Everyone still has 
smartphones, even if Apple and Google 
have been collectivised. [pause for a beat] 
Fuck, we have better smartphones: no 
more withholding features for two years to 
keep prices high; no more cancer clusters 
in the workspaces… except for in the clean 
rooms the dispossessed former sharehold-
ers work in. If anyone’s dreaming of men 
in pig masks, it’s them.

The TEN PERCENTERS join in the destruction of the theatre, though 
to keep them from COUNTER-REVOLUTIONARY ACTIVITY, they are 
not outfitted with any hatchets and are instead encouraged to use 
their hands and feet to smash apart the chairs in which they sit. 
BLUNT OBJECTS such as potted plants, folding chairs, velvet rope 
posts, lighting equipment, and other HEAVY ITEMS not nailed down 
are to be repurposed as IMPROMPTU BLUDGEONS AND RAMS.

THE INTERROGATOR:  As nostalgia. As liberators. As avenging an-
gels. So my question to you is why are you 
seeing them?

THE PERSON: [down to her last index card] ...I’m fucking 
looking for them!

THE EXTERIOR WALL of THE THEATRE collapses and the MEN IN 
PIG MASKS lead the TEN PERCENTERS out into the STREETS. There 
the TEN PERCENTERS scatter and follow any PEDESTRIAN TRAFFIC 
they find interesting for a length of time. When the TEN PERCENT-
ERS tire of the role, they individually remove their new PIG MASKS. 
Some of them will find inside an EMAIL ADDRESS and PHONE NUM-
BER with which they can contact a WORLDWIDE SUPPORT NET-
WORK which exists to provide further training and BESPOKE BUSI-
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NESS SUITS should they wish to continue volunteer efforts as MEN IN 
PIG MASKS.

One of the TEN PERCENTERS decides to go home and explain his or 
her experiences on SOCIAL MEDIA in whatever form it exists dur-
ing the era of the play’s performance. Some weeks later, THE PER-
SON reads the report and truthfully claims via whatever mechanism 
makes the MEDIUM SOCIAL, to have been a major part of the particu-
lar performance being described. 

She fields a number of questions about what it is like to experience 
visions of THE MEN IN PIG MASKS, but of course she does not really 
know. Except in such cases as she does.
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