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Translated by Sebastian Touza

09 2003

On the Researcher-Militant
Colectivo Situaciones

1

At long last we have learned that power – the state, understood as a privileged locus of change – is not
the site, par excellence, of the political. As Spinoza stated long ago, such power is the place of sadness
and of the most absolute impotence. Thus we turn to counterpower. For us, emancipatory thought does
not look to seize the state apparatus in order to implement change; rather, it looks to flee those sites, to
renounce instituting any centre or centrality.

Struggles for dignity and justice continue: the world, in its entirety, is being questioned and reinvented
again. It is this activation of struggle – a true counteroffensive – that encourages the production and
diffusion of the hypotheses of counter power.

Popular struggle has recently re-emerged in Argentina. The piquetes[i] and the insurrection of December
2001[ii] have accelerated the pace of radicalization.*(1) Commitment to and questions about concrete
forms of intervention are once again crucial. This counteroffensive works in multiple ways and confronts
not only visible enemies, but also those activists and intellectuals that intend to encapsulate the social
practices of counter power in preestablished schemes.

According to James Scott, the point of departure of radicality is physical, practical, social resistance.[iii] Any
power relation of subordination produces encounters between the dominant and the dominated. In these
spaces of encounter, the dominated exhibit a public discourse that consists in saying that which the
powerful would like to hear, reinforcing the appearance of their own subordination, while – silently – in a
space invisible to power, there is the production of a world of clandestine knowledges (saberes) which 
belongs to the experience of micro-resistance and insubordination.

This happens on a permanent basis except in epochs of rebellion, when the world of the oppressed
comes to public light, surprising both friends and strangers. 

Thus, the universe of the dominated exists as a scission: as active servility and voluntary subordination,
but also as a silent language that allows the circulation of jokes, rituals, and knowledges that form the
codes of resistance.

It is this precedence of resistances that grounds the figure of the ‘researcher-militant’, whose quest is to
carry out theoretical and practical work oriented to co-produce the knowledges and modes of an
alternative sociability, beginning with the power (potencia)*(2) of those subaltern knowledges.[iv]

Militant research works neither from its own set of knowledges about the world nor from how things ought
to be. On the contrary, the only condition for researcher-militants is a difficult one: to remain faithful to their
‘not knowing’. In this sense, it is an authentic anti-pedagogy – like what Joseph Jacotot wanted.[v]

Therefore, the researcher-militant is distinct from both the academic researcher and political militant, not to
mention the NGO (non-governmental organizations) humanitarian, the alternative activist, or the simply well
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intentioned person.

As far from institutional procedures as it is from ideological certainties, the question is rather to organize life
according to a series of hypotheses (practical and theoretical) on the ways to (self-) emancipation. To work
in autonomous collectives that do not obey rules imposed by academia implies the establishment of a
positive connection with subaltern, dispersed, and hidden knowledges, and the production of a body of
practical knowledges of counter power. This is just the opposite of using social practices as a field of
confirmation for laboratory hypotheses. Research militancy, then, is also the art of establishing
compositions that endow with potencia the quests and elements of alternative sociability.

Academic research is subjected to a whole set of alienating mechanisms that separate researchers from
the very meaning of their activity: they must accommodate their work to determined rules, topics and
conclusions. Funding, supervision, language requirements, bureaucratic red tape, empty conferences and
protocol, constitute the conditions in which the practice of official research unfolds.

Militant research distances itself from those circuits of academic production – of course, neither opposing
nor ignoring them. Far from disavowing or negating university research, it is a question of encouraging
another relation with popular knowledges. While knowledges (conocimientos) produced by academia
usually constitute a block linked to the market and to scientific discourse (scorning any other forms), what
characterizes militant research is the quest for the points in which those knowledges can be composed
with popular ones. Militant research attempts to work under alternative conditions, created by the collective
itself and by the ties to counter power in which it is inscribed, pursuing its own efficacy in the production of
knowledges useful to the struggles.

Militant research thus modifies its position: it tries to generate a capacity for struggles to read themselves
and, consequently, to recapture and disseminate the advances and productions of other social practices.

Unlike the political militant, for whom politics always takes place in its own separate sphere, the
researcher-militant is a character made out of questions, not saturated by ideological meanings and
models of the world. 

Nor is militant research a practice of ‘committed intellectuals’ or of a group of ‘advisors’ to social
movements. The goal is neither to politicize nor intellectualize the social practices. It is not a question of
managing to get them to make a leap in order to pass from the social to ‘serious politics’.

The trail of multiplicity is the opposite to these images of the leap and seriousness: it is neither about
teaching nor disseminating key texts, but about looking into practices for the emerging traces of a new
sociability. If it is separated from practices, the language of militant research gets reduced to the diffusion
of a jargon, a fashion, or a new pseudo-academic ideology deprived of situational*(3) anchoring. 

From the perspective of its materiality, militant research develops in the forms of workshops and collective
reading, of the production of the conditions for thinking and disseminating productive texts, in the
generation of circuits founded on concrete experiences of struggle and in nuclei of researcher-militants.
Since 2000, we have sustained a specific path within the magma of social practices, encounters, and
discoveries that have come to be called the “Argentine laboratory”, known above all for the insurrection of
a new type that took place on the 19th and 20th of December of 2001. In order to disseminate the
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elaborations that emerged from this path we created our own publishing house, De Mano en Mano, **(4) 
and we have published a series of dossiers, drafts, and books that have nourished research with their
effects. The following section picks up a series of hypotheses about the notion of researcher-militant,
which emerged at different moments of this path, and which maintain a provisional character since they
are still under elaboration.

2

Militant research does not have an object. We are conscious of the paradoxical character of this statement
– if there is research, something is being researched; if there is nothing to do research on, how can we
talk about research? – and, at the same time, we are convinced that this character is precisely what gives
potencia to the investigation. In fact, to do research without objectualizing***(5) already implies 
abandoning the usual image of the researcher, to which the researcher-militant aspires.

In effect, research can be a way to objectualization (it is not an originality on our part to confirm this old
knowledge; yet, it is worth recalling that this is one of the most serious limits of the usual subjectivity of the
researcher). As Nietzsche reminds us, the theoretical man (and woman) – somewhat more complex than
the reading man (and woman) – is the one who perceives action from an entirely external point of view
(that is, his/her subjectivity is constituted in a way that is completely independent with respect to that
action). Thus, the theoretician works by attributing an intention to the subject of the action. Let’s be clear:
any attribution of this type supposes, with respect to the protagonist of the action that is being observed,
an author and an intention; it confers values and objectives, and, in the end, produces ‘knowledges’
about the action (and the one who acts).

In this way, criticism remains blind at least with respect to two essential moments: on one side with respect
to the (external) subject that exercises it. Researchers are not required to investigate themselves. They
can construct consistent knowledges on the situation as long as, and precisely thanks to, their being 
outside, at a prudent distance which supposedly guarantees a certain objectivity. This objectivity is
authentic and efficacious to the extent that it is nothing but the other side of the violent objectualization of 
the situation they work upon.

But there is still another aspect in which criticism remains blind: researchers, in their action of attributing, do
nothing but adapt the available resources of their own research situation to the unknowns that their object
presents to them. In this way, researchers set themselves up as machines that confer meanings, values, 
interests, filiations, causes, influences, rationalities, intentions, and unconscious motives to their object.

Both blindnesses, or the same blindness with regard to two points (regarding the subject that attributes
and the resources of the attribution), converge in the configuration of a single operation: a machine to
judge good and evil according to a set of available values.

This modality of knowledge production puts us before an evident dilemma. Traditional university research,
with its object, its method of attribution and its conclusions, obtains, of course, valuable knowledges –
above all descriptive ones – regarding the objects on which it does research. But this descriptive operation
is in no way subsequent to the formation of the object, because the form of the object itself is already the
result of objectualization. This is so to the extent that university research is much more effective when it
best uses those objectualizing powers. In this way, science, and particularly that science which is called
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“social”, operates more as separator, and reified, of the situations in which it participates than as an
internal element in the creation of possible experiences (both practical and theoretical).

Researchers offer themselves as subjects of a synthesis of experience. They are the ones who explain the
rationality of what happens. And they are preserved as such: as necessary blind spots of such synthesis.
They themselves, as meaning-giving subjects, remain exempt from any self-examination. They and their
resources – their values, their notions, their gaze – are constituted in the machine that classifies, coheres,
inscribes, judges, discards, and excommunicates. In the end, the intellectual is the one who ‘does justice’
to the matters of truth, as administration – adaptation – of that which exists regarding the horizons of
rationality of the present.

3

We have talked about commitment and militancy. Is it that we are proposing the superiority of the political
militant with regard to the university researcher?

We do not believe so. Political militancy is also a practice with an object. As such, it has remained tied to a
mode of instrumentality: one that connects itself to other experiences of a subjectivity always already
constituted, with prior knowledges – of strategy – equipped with universally valid statements which are
purely ideological. Its form of being with others is utilitarian: there is never affinity, always ‘agreement’.
There is never encounter, always ‘tactics’. In sum, political militancy – especially that of the “party” – cannot
constitute itself as an experience of authenticity. Already at the beginning it gets trapped in transitivity:
what interests it of an experience is always ‘something other’ than the actual experience. From this point of
view, political militancy, including militants from the Left, is as external, judgmental and objectualizing as
university research.

Furthermore, neither does the humanitarian militant – i.e. the one who works within NGOs – escape from
these manipulative mechanisms. The now-globalized humanitarian ideology constitutes itself from an
idealized image of the world already made, unmodifiable, in front of which we can only dedicate efforts to
those places, more or less exceptional, where misery and irrationality still reign.

Not only do the mechanisms unleashed by solidarity humanitarianism foreclose any possible creation, but
they also naturalize – via their compassionate charitable resources and their language of exclusion – the
victimizing objectuality that separates everyone from their subjectifying and productive possibilities.

When we refer to commitment and to the “militant” character of research, we do so in a precise sense,
connected to four conditions: (a) the character of the motivation that underpins research; (b) its practical
character (elaboration of situated practical hypotheses); (c) the value of what is being researched – the
product of research can only be dimensioned in its totality in situations that share as much the problematic
being investigated as the constellation of conditions and preoccupations; and (d) its effective procedure –
its development is already itself a result, and its result leads to an immediate intensification of the
procedures that are being employed.

4

Any idealization strengthens the mechanism of objectualization. This is an authentic problem for research
militancy.



On the Researcher-Militant http://transform.eipcp.net/transversal/0406/colectivosituaciones/en/print

5 of 12 2/26/10 5:28 PM

Idealization always results from the mechanism of attribution (even if the latter is not given under the
modality of scientific or political pretensions). Idealization – as any ideologization – expels from the
constructed image anything that could make it fall as an ideal of coherence and plenitude. 

As it turns out, however, any ideal, contrary to the beliefs of idealists, is more on the side of death than on
the side of life. The ideal amputates reality from life. The concrete – life itself – is partial and irremediably
inapprehensible, incoherent and contradictory. As long as it persists in its capacities and potencias, life
does not need to adjust itself to any image that gives it meaning or justifies it. It is the other way round: it
is in itself the creative source – not object or depositary – of the values of justice. In fact, any idea of a
pure or full subject is nothing but the preservation of that ideal.

This mechanism of idealization is clearly at work in the figure of the excluded as used to define the
unemployed in Argentina; as we have pointed out: ”Exclusion is the place that our biopolitical societies
produce to be able to include people, groups, and social classes in a subordinate way.”*(6)

Hence idealization conceals an inadvertently conservative operation: hidden behind the purity and
vocation for justice that seem to give it origin is, once again, the root of dominant values. Hence the
righteous appearance of idealists: they want to do justice, that is to say, they desire to materialize,
effectuate, those values they hold as good. Idealists merely project those values on the idealized (at the
moment when that which was multiple and complex turns into object, of an ideal) without coming to
interrogate themselves about their own values; that is to say, without having a subjective experience that 
transforms them. This mechanism comes to reveal itself as the most serious obstacle for the
researcher-militant: originating in subtle and almost imperceptible forms, idealization gradually produces an
unbridgeable distance. This is so to the extent that researcher-militants only see what they have projected
into what is already a plenitude.

That is why this activity cannot exist unless very serious work is done on the research collective itself; in
other words, the latter cannot exist without seriously investigating itself, without modifying itself, without
reconfiguring itself in the social practices in which it takes part, without reviewing the ideals and values it
holds dear, without permanently criticizing its ideas and readings, in the end, without developing practices
in all the possible directions.**(7)

This ethical dimension points to the very complexity of research militancy: the subjective work of
deconstructing any inclination toward objectualization. In other words: doing research without an object.

As in genealogy, it is a question of working at the level of the ‘criticism of values’. It is about penetrating
them and destroying ‘their statues’, as Nietzsche affirms. But this work that is oriented by – and towards –
the creation of values is not done by mere ‘contemplation’. It requires a radical critique of current values.
That is why it implies an effort of deconstruction of the dominant forms of perception (interpretation, 
valorization). Therefore, there is no creation of values without production of a subjectivity capable of
submitting itself to a radical criticism.

5

One question makes itself evident: is it possible to engage in such research without at the same time
setting in motion a process of falling in love? How would a tie between two experiences be possible
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without a strong feeling of love or friendship?

Certainly, the experience of research militancy resembles that of the person in love, on condition that we
understand by love that which a long philosophical tradition – the materialist one – understands by it: that
is, not something that just happens to one with respect to another but a process which, in its constitution,
takes two or more.*(8) Such a love relation participates without the mediation of an intellectual decision:
rather, the existence of two or more finds itself pierced by this shared experience. This is not an illusion,
but an authentic experience of anti-utilitarianism, which converts the ‘own’ into the ‘common’.

In love, in friendship, as opposed to the mechanisms that we have been describing up to this point, there
is neither objectuality nor instrumentalism. Nobody restrains him or herself from what the tie can do, nor is it
possible to leave it uncontaminated. One does not experience friendship or love in an innocent way: we all
come out from them reconstituted. These potencias – love and friendship – have the power to constitute,
qualify, and remake the subjects they catch.

This love – or friendship – constitutes itself as a relation that renders undefined what until that moment
was kept as individuality, composing a figure integrated by more than one individual body. And, at the
same time, such a qualification of the individual bodies that participate in this relation causes all the
mechanisms of abstraction – deployments that turn the bodies into quantified exchangeable objects – so
characteristic of the capitalist market as the other objectualizing mechanisms we have mentioned.

That is why we consider this love to be a condition of militant research

We usually refer to this process of friendship or falling in love with the – less compromising – name of
composition. Unlike articulation, composition is not merely intellectual.*(9) It is based neither in interests nor
in criteria of convenience (political or other). Unlike accords and alliances (strategic or tactic ones, partial or
total) founded in textual agreements, composition is more or less inexplicable, and goes beyond anything
that can be said about it. In fact, at least while it lasts, it is much more intense than any merely political or
ideological compromise.

Love and friendship tell us about the value of quality over quantity: the collective body composed of other
bodies does not increase its potencia according to the mere quantity of its individual components, but in
relation to the intensity of the tie that unites them.

6

Love and friendship: Research militancy does not intend to be a new party line. It works – necessarily – on
another plane.

If we sustain the distinction between ‘politics’ (understood as struggle for power) and the social practices in
which processes of production of sociability or values come into play, we can then distinguish the political
militant (who founds his/her discourse in some set of certainties) from the researcher-militant (who
organizes his/her perspective beginning with critical questions about those certainties).

Yet, this is the distinction that is often lost from sight when a social practice is presented as a model and
carelessly turned into the source of a party line.



On the Researcher-Militant http://transform.eipcp.net/transversal/0406/colectivosituaciones/en/print

7 of 12 2/26/10 5:28 PM

This is how some believe they have seen the birth of a “situationist” line, as the idealized product of
language or even the jargon of the publication and image that, apparently, the notebook*(10) transmits –
at least among some readers – of the experience of struggle we have worked with.

Detractors and supporters of this new line have turned it into the motive of disputes and conspiracies. In
this regard, we can’t help but admit that, of all the possible outcomes of this research, these reactions are 
the ones that motivate us least, both because of the manifest lack of productivity that results from such
repudiations and supports and because of the form in which such idealizations (positive or negative alike)
usually replace a more critical look at those who make them. Thus, a too finished position is rapidly
adopted in the front of what intends to be an opening exercise.

7

Let’s take one more step in the construction of the concept of research without an object, of a thought
that resists becoming a ‘knowledge’. Interiority and immanence are not necessarily identical processes.

Inside and outside, inclusion and exclusion, are (if we are allowed such an expression) categories of the
dominant ideology: they usually hide much more than they reveal. Research militancy is not about being
inside a social practice, but working in immanence.

Let’s say that the difference can be presented in the following terms: the inside (and so the outside) 
defines a position organized from a certain limit that we consider relevant. 

Inside and outside refer to a location of a body or element in relation to a disjunction or a boundary. To be
inside is also – in this line – to share a common property, which makes us belong to the same set.

This system of references raises questions about the place where we are situated: nationality, social class,
or even the position in which we choose to situate ourselves with regard to, say, the next elections, the
military invasion of Colombia or cable television programming.

In the extreme, ‘objective’ belonging (that which derives from the observation of a common property) and
‘subjective’ belonging (that which derives from choosing with regard to) come together for the happiness of
the social sciences: if we are unemployed workers we can choose to enter a piquetero movement; if we 
belong to the middle class we can choose to be part of a neighborhood assembly. Through determination
– common belonging to the same group, in this case social class – choice (in the group of commons with
which we will group) becomes possible – and desirable.

In both cases being inside implies respecting a pre-existent limit that distributes places and belonging in a
more or less involuntary way. It is not so much a question of disavowing the possibilities that derive from
the moment of choice – which can be, as in the case of this example, highly subjectivating – as it is about
distinguishing the mere ‘being’ and its ‘inside’ (or ‘outside’, it doesn’t matter) of the mechanisms of
subjective production that spring up from disobeying these destinies. At the limit, it is not so much a
question of reacting in front of already codified options as it is about producing the terms of the situation
ourselves.

In this sense it is worthwhile to present the image of immanence as something other than the mere being
inside.
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Immanence refers to a modality of inhabiting the situation and operates from composition – love or
friendship – in order to bring about new possible materials of such a situation. Immanence is, then, a
constitutive co-belonging that passes transversally or diagonally through the representations of the ‘inside’
and the ‘outside’. As such it does not derive from being there, but requires an operation of inhabiting, of
composing.

Summing up: the notions of immanence, situation, composition are internal to the experience of research
militancy. Names which are useful for operations that organize a common and, above all, constitutive
becoming. If in another experience they become jargon of a new party line or categories of a fashionable
philosophy – something that does not interest us in the least – they will, for sure, obtain a new meaning
on the basis of those uses which are not ours.

The operational difference between the ‘inside’ of representation (foundation of belonging and identity) 
and the connection of immanence (constitutive becoming) has to do with the greater disposition this last 
form confers us to participate in new social practices.

8

It seems like we have come to produce a difference between love-friendship and the forms of
objectification against which the – precarious, we insist – figure of the researcher-militant rises up.

Nevertheless, we have not yet entered the fundamental issue of the ideologization of confrontation.

Struggle activates capacities, resources, ideals, and solidarities. As such it tells us about a vital disposition,
about dignity. In it, the risk of death is neither pursued nor desired. That is why the meaning of the dead
comrades is never full, but painful. This dramatic character of struggle is, however, banalized when
confrontation is ideologized, to the point of being postulated as an exclusionary meaning.

When this happens there is no room for research. As it is well known, ideology and research have
opposite structures: while the first is constituted from a set of certainties, the second only exists on the
basis of a grammar of questions.

Nevertheless, struggle–the necessary, noble struggle–does not in itself lead toward the exaltation of
confrontation as the dominant meaning of life. There is no doubt that the limit may appear somewhat
narrow in the case of an organization in permanent struggle, such as a piquetero organization. And yet, to 
take this point for granted would be to prejudge.

Unlike the militant subjectivity that is usually sustained in a given sense by the extreme polarisation of life –
the ideologisation of confrontation*(11) – experiences that seek to construct another sociability are very
active in trying not to fall into the logic of confrontation, according to which the multiplicity of experience is 
reduced to this dominant signifier.

Confrontation by itself does not create values. As such, it does not go beyond the distribution of the
dominant values.

The result of a war shows who will appropriate existence. Who will have the property rights on the existing
goods and values.
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If struggle does not alter the ‘structure of meanings and values’ we are only in presence of a change of
roles, which is a guarantee of survival for the structure itself.

Once we have arrived at this point, two completely different images of justice are sketched out before us,
and in the end that is what it is about. On one side, the struggle is for the ability to use the judging 
machine. To do justice is to attribute to oneself what is considered just. It is to interpret in a different way
the distribution of existing values. The other side suggests that it is a question of becoming creator of
values, of experiences, of worlds.

That is why any struggle that is not idealized has those two directions that start from self-affirmation:
toward ‘inside’ and toward ‘outside’.

9

Militant research does not look for a model of experience. Moreover, it affirms itself against the existence
of such ideals. It will be said with good reason that it is one thing to declaim this principle and something
very different to achieve it in practice. One could also conclude that – and here is where our doubts start –
in order for this noble purpose to become reality it would be necessary to make ‘our criticism’ explicit. If the
demand is looked at carefully, one would see the extent to which what is being asked of us is to keep the
model – now in a negative way – in order to compare the real experience to an ideal model, a mechanism
that social sciences use to extract their ‘critical judgments’.

As can be seen, to develop a new image of thought from a practical experience of knowledge production
is not a minor issue, since it concerns forms of justice (and judgment is nothing but the judicial form of
justice). This article cannot offer anything that resembles a juridical event, nor does it provide resources to
make judgments on other social practices. Rather, the opposite is true: if we as ‘authors’ have pretended
anything at all, that has been to offer a diametrically opposite image of justice, founded in composition.
What is this good for? There are no preliminary answers.

 

Till always

September 2003

---

Check our website www.situaciones.org or send us an email to colectivo@situaciones.org to consult our
works, access information on our published books, and order them.

This article is composed of fragments of two different articles which addressed the mode of intervention
that we intend to create: militant research. We reproduce parts of ”For a Politics beyond Politics”, an essay
published in the book Contrapoder: una introducción, edited by our Colectivo and published by Ediciones
De Mano en Mano in November of 2001. We also pick up a good deal of the text ”On Method” which
prefaces the book La Hipótesis 891: Más allá de los piquetes, co-written by our Colectivo and the
Movement of Unemployed Workers of Solano, also published by De Mano en Mano, in November 2002.
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[i] La Hipótesis 891, the book cited above, deals with what has been opened by this experience of
struggle and thought known as “piqueteros”.

[ii] See our book 19 y 20. Apuntes para el nuevo protagonismo social, published by De Mano en Mano in 
April 2002.

*(1) The night of December 19th, 2001, thousands of Argentineans occupied the streets, squares and
public places of the major cities. The following day, after three dozen had died in street fights with the
police, president Fernando de la Rúa resigned. The revolt boosted the period of intense social creativity
that began with the formation of the unemployed workers movement – also known as “piqueteros” for their
practice of blocking roads – in the second half of the 1990s. In the month that followed the revolt,
hundreds of popular assemblies sprung up in neighbourhoods across the country. Many factories and
businesses that had gone bankrupt were taken by their workers and began to run under their control.
Several of these initiatives came together forming circuits of trade based in solidarity principles, helping to
provide the necessities of life for the millions who had been marginalized from an economy crippled by its
obedient observance of the recommendations coming from the International Monetary Fund and other
transnational ”development” agencies. (Tr.)

[iii] James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts, London, New Haven 1992.

*(2) In Spanish there are two words for ”power”: “poder” and “potencia”, which derive from the Latin words
“potestas” and “potentia”. Colectivo Situaciones’ understanding of power is rooted in this distinction they
take from Spinoza. While “potencia” is a dynamic, constituent dimension, “poder” is static, constituted.
Potencia defines our power to do, to affect, and be affected, while the mechanism of representation that
constitutes “poder” separates “potencia” from the bodies that are being represented. To preserve the
emphasis of this distinction, the Spanish word “potencia” is used, where appropriate, throughout this
chapter. (Tr.)

[iv] The figure of the “researcher-militant” was presented for the first time in Miguel Benasayag and Diego
Sztulwark, Política y situación. De la potencia al contrapoder, Buenos Aires: Ediciones de mano en mano
2002.

[v] See in particular the beautiful pages of the book by Jacques Rancière, The Ignorant Schoolmaster: 
Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipation , Stanford/California 1991. For Jacotot all pedagogies are
founded in an ‘explication’ of something given by someone from a superiority of intelligence, and
produces, above all, ‘explicated kids’. On the contrary, ‘ignorant schoolmasters’ teach without explicating.
They can teach what they do not know because they organize their experiences according to a radically
different principle: the equality of intelligence.

*(3) Each situation is part of a system of relations, networks, connexions, transmissions and distributions of
power. Cf. Colectivo Situaciones, 19 y 20. Apuntes para el nuevo protagonismo social: Situation refers to
a capacity to cut off the space-time that is ”both condition and product of the emergence of meaning” (p.
19). ”Situation does not mean local. The situation consists in the practical affirmation that the whole does
not exist separate from the part, but in the part” (p. 26). ”The situation can be thought of as a ‘concrete
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universal’.” ”We can only know and intervene in the universal through a subjective operation of
interiorizaton from which it is possible to encounter the world as a concrete element of the situation. Any
other form of thinking the world – as external to the situation – condemns us to an abstract perception and
practical impotence” (p. 30n.). (Tr.).

**(4) Literally, “De mano en mano” means ”from hand to hand”. The publishing house was created by the
student group El Mate, to which the members of Colectivo Situaciones originally belonged. Mate is a
South American infusion that is usually drunk in group from a gourd that is passed from hand to hand. (Tr.)

***(5) The authors use “objetualizar” in the double sense of transformation into an object of research and
to be transformed into an object as opposed to becoming a subject. (Tr.)

*(6) Cf. 19 y 20: Apuntes para el nuevo protagonismo social, p. 100n. The excluded are constructed as
subjects of needs, uncapable of creative self-activity, whose actions always have an a priori interpretation.
The concepts of unemployed and excluded, which come from the external gaze of the government, the
media, NGOs, and most academics, have the effect of reducing the intensity and power of the real people
who have been impoverished by neoliberalism. In contrast, the unemployed workers movements call
themselves “piqueteros”, a subjectivity not limited to the confrontations that are part of the road blocks it
refers to but which designates a struggle for dignity that goes beyond a request of incorporation in the
society of wage-labour. (Tr.)

**(7) These multidirectional practices, each of which has constituted a significant moment in the
development of Colectivo Situaciones, include joining in processes of collective reflection some of the most
creative expressions of Argentina’s new protagonism, including the unemployed workers’ movement of the
district of Solano, in Greater Buenos Aires; the peasants’ movement of the northern province of Santiago
del Estero; HIJOS, the organization of the children of the disappeared during the dictatorship; Creciendo
Juntos, an alternative school run by militant teachers; several instances from the neighbourhood
assemblies and the now dismantled barter network, and a number of other groups, including alternative
media and art collectives such as Grupo de Arte Callejero. Colectivo Situaciones’ practices have also
involved encounters with intellectuals both in Argentina – including Horacio González, León Rozitchner,
and the editors of the journal La Escena Contemporánea – and abroad – including Antonio Negri, Paolo
Virno, Maurizio Lazzarato, John Holloway, the historic leaders of Uruguay’s legendary MLN Tupamaros,
and several collectives, including the Italian DeriveApprodi and the Spanish Precarias a la Deriva. Many of
these encounters have resulted in published interviews. (Tr.)

*(8) This materialist tradition of the concept of love includes Spinoza and the recent readings of his
philosophy by Antonio Negri and Gilles Deleuze. Negri points out that love constitutes the exhuberance of
being in Spinoza’s ethical materialism (cf. Antonio Negri, The Savage Anomaly: the power of Spinoza’s
metaphysics and politics, Minneapolis 1991, p. 152ss.). For Deleuze and Felix Guattari, love and
friendship define the relation of immanence between the philosopher and the concept s/he creates (What 
is Philosophy? New York 1994, pp. 1-12). (Tr.)

*(9) The critique of articulation is developed in full by Colectivo Situaciones in the last chapter of their book
19 y 20: Apuntes para el nuevo protagonismo social. Articulation is the type of relation established by 
hegemony, in which the different parts of a network are ordered around a centre. In this relation, being
part of the network constitutes a norm and dispersion appears as a defficiency of the parts. In contrast,
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relations of composition lead to the formation of multiple counterpowers which form diffuse and eccentric
networks. (Tr.)

*(10) This refers to the series of research notebooks Situaciones, published by De mano en mano. Each
of these notebooks summarizes the militant research activity of Colectivo Situaciones with a different
grassroots movement. (Tr.)

*(11) The movements that compose what Colectivo Situaciones defines as Argentina’s new protagonism,
those with which the collective has been practicing research militancy, are characterized by a refusal to
constitute themselves as frontal opponents. Like the Zapatistas, they reject the logic of confrontation and,
instead, carefully invest in the creation of experiences, practices, and projects that affirm the desire to
expand life. ”Between the power that destroys and the practices of counterpower there is a fundamentally
asymmetric relation” (Colectivo Situaciones, El silencio de los caracoles, www.situaciones.org accessed 11 
January 2004). (Tr.)

On the Researcher-Militant
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ecological risk that no one can even measure. To make the wheel of fortune go on 
spinning, the Chinese lend their manufacturing profits back to the US, so as to prop up 
speculation on the almighty dollar and keep the world’s largest market soluble. What 
will happen if the Chinese pipeline to the US Treasury stops flowing is anybody’s 
guess; but as New Orleans floodwaters recede into a domestic quagmire that can only 
recall the international disaster in Iraq, America’s attempts to save its fading hegemony 
look increasingly desperate and uncertain. Levels of conflict are rising all across the 
globe, and the problem of how to intervene as a world citizen becomes more complex 
and daunting than ever.  

The counter-globalization movements marked the first attempt at a widespread, 
meshworked response to the chaos of the post-’89 world system. These movements 
were an uneasy mix between democratic sovereignists, no-border libertarians (David 
Graeber’s ‘new anarchists’) and traditional, union-oriented Keynesians. They could all 
critique the failures of neoliberal governance, but they all diverged and faltered before 
its cultural consequences. And the latter wasted no time coming. By undercutting social 
solidarities and destroying ecological equilibriums, the neoliberal program of 
accelerated capital expansion immediately spawned its neoconservative shadow, in the 
form of a military, moral and religious return to order. Nothing could have made better 
cover for the denial of democratic critique, the clampdown on civil liberties and the 
continuing budgetary shift from social welfare to corporate security. The backlash 
against globalization became a powerful new tool of manipulation for the elites who 
launched the whole process in the first place.  

The current scramble to consolidate regional blocs reflects the search for a compromise 
between global reach and territorial stability. Beyond or before the ‘clash of 
civilizations,’ a feasible scale of contemporary social relations is the leading question. 
From this perspective, the free-market policy of the Bush administration in Latin 
America is comparable to Al Qaeda’s dreams of an Islamic Caliphate in the Middle 
East. The networked production system forming around Japan and China, or the EU’s 
continuous diplomatic courtship of Russia despite flagrant atrocities in Chechnya, give 
similar insights into this quest for a workable scale, which is essentially that of a 
‘continent,’ however elastic or imprecise the term may be. Paradoxically, 
continentalization is not countered but is driven ahead by global unification. Behind the 
tectonic shifts at the turn of the millennium lies the accumulated violence of a thirty-
year neoliberal push toward a borderless world, wide open to the biggest and most 
predatory corporations.  

Disorienting compass 

The extraordinary breadth and speed of the current metamorphosis – a veritable phase-
change in the world system – leaves activist-researchers facing a double challenge, or a 
double opportunity. On the one hand, they must remap the cultural and political 
parameters that have been transformed by the neoconservative overlay, while, on the 
other, remaining keenly aware of the neoliberal principles that remain active beneath the 
surface. In this effort, the social sciences are the key. Economic geography is crucial for 
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tracing the global division of labor, and grasping the wider frameworks of what 
European activists now call ‘precarity.’ The sociology of organizations reveals who is in 
control, how power is distributed and maintained in a chaotic world. The study of 
technics charts out the future in advance, and shows how it operates. And the toolkits of 
social psychology offer insights into the structures of willful blindness and confused 
consent that uphold the reigning hegemonies. This kind of analysis is critically 
important for activist initiatives, which can stumble all too easily into the programmed 
dead-ends of manipulated ideologies.  

Yet the disciplines also have to be overcome, dissolved into experimentation. 
Autonomous inquiry demands a rupture from the dominant cartographies. Both compass 
and coordinates must be reinvented if you really want to transform the dynamics of a 
changing world-system. Only by disorienting the self and uprooting epistemic 
certainties can anyone hope to inject a positive difference into the unconscious 
dynamics of the geopolitical order.  

How then can activist-researchers move to disorient the reigning maps, to transform the 
dominant cartographies, without falling into the nevernever lands of aesthetic 
extrapolation? The problem of activist research is inseparable from its embodiment, 
from its social elaboration. Just try this experiment in public presence: literally tracing 
out the flows of capital, the currents of warfare and the rise and fall of transnational 
organizations since 1945, using hand-drawn dates and arrows on a conventional 
Mercator projection. The effect is to build a cartographic frame-narrative of the 
emergence, complexification and crisis of US hegemony since 1945; but at the same 
time, through gesture and movement, to act out the ways that geopolitical flows traverse 
living bodies and become part of tactile consciousness, entering what might be termed 
‘felt public space.’ Intellectual work becomes intensive when it is unmoored from 
normalizing frameworks, acted out as a social experiment in a self-organized seminar, 
in a squat or an occupied building, at a counter-summit, on a train hurtling through 
Siberia... As supranational regions engulf ever-larger populations and the passage of 
shifting borders becomes an ever-more common activity, geopolitics is increasingly 
experienced in the flesh and in the imaginary, it is traced out on the collective skin. This 
is when geopoetics becomes a vital activity, a promise of liberation.  

How to interpret artworks and artistic-activist interventions so as to highlight the forms 
taken by the geopoetic imaginary? Through analytical work on the dynamics of form 
and the efficacy of symbolic ruptures, one can try to approach the diagrammatic level 
where the cartography of sensation is reconfigured through experimentation. This level 
comes constantly into play whenever it is a matter of translating analysis back into 
intervention. Because of the transverse nature of global flows, it is possible to draw on 
the experiences of far-away acts of resistance in the midst of one’s own confrontations 
with power, both in its brute objective forms, and in its subtle interiorizations. The 
relation between the Argentine pot-banging cazerolazos and the almost continuous 
urban mobilizations in Spain, from February 15, 2003, all the way up to the ouster of 
the mendacious and powerhungry Aznar government in March of last year, is a large-
scale example of this process of transfiguration. And this is the generative side of the 
contemporary continental drift. To sense the dynamics of resistance and creation across 
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the interlinked world space is to start taking part in the solidarities and modes of co-
operation that have been emerging across the planet since the late 1990s.  

Just doing it 

If you want to accomplish anything like this kind of research, don’t expect much help 
from the existing institutions. Most are still busy adapting to the dictates of neoliberal 
management; and the best we could do for the first big round of meshworked critique 
was to hijack a few of their people, to divert a few of their resources. What is more, the 
open windows that do subsist are likely to close down with the neoconservative turn. 
Self-organized groups will have to generate a collective learning process about the 
effects of social atomization and economic subjugation – essentially, a new 
understanding of the forms of contemporary alienation – and they will have to explore 
the reactions to these trends, whether intensely negative (the fascist and racist closure of 
formerly democratic societies) or positive and forward-looking (activist interventions, 
the invention of new modes of social self-management, cultural reorientations, 
ecologically viable forms of development). Another goal of the critique is to raise the 
level of debate and engagement in the cultural and artistic sectors – the vital media of 
social expression – where a narcissistic blindness to the violence of current conditions is 
still the norm. But the most important aim is to help relaunch the activist mobilizations 
that were so promising around the turn of the millennium. ‘Help’ is the right word here, 
because there is no intellectual privilege in the activist domain. Activist-researchers can 
contribute to a short, middle and long-term analysis of the crisis, by examining and 
inventing new modes of intervention at the micropolitical scales where the even largest 
social movements begin.  

Who can play this great game? 

Whoever is able to join or form a meshwork of independent researchers. What are the 
pieces, the terrains, the wagers and rules? Whichever ones your group finds most 
productive and contagious. How does the game continue, when the ball goes out of your 
field? Through shared meetings in a meshwork of meshworks, through collective 
actions, positions, projects and publications. And most importantly, who wins? 
Whoever can provoke some effective resistance to the downward spiral of human 
coexistence at the outset of the twenty-first century. 

 

Brian Holmes is a writer and activist-researcher, a member of Tangent University and an initiator of the 
networked seminar Continental Drift. For documentation, see www.u-tangente.org. 
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Logic and Theory of Inquiry: militant praxis as subject and
as episteme 

Antonio Negri 

In our discussion on historical causality and the ontological genealogy of the concept of
Empire, we tried to “subsume under the concept” (in Hegel and Marx’s terms) large
social movements and the transformations of techniques of government and of the
structural dispositifs of sovereignty. Thus, we have practiced political science, but
not only that. Through this type of analysis we not only tried to track down some
functional transitions, but also to grasp the wrong-footedness and contradictions
present in the unfolding of these events. However, it must be noted that the route
traced until now leaves a series of methodological questions open to us, which must be
closely examined.

The first issue raised in the discussion that now needs to be examined concerns the
transition determined by the conjugation of the ontological and the institutional
movement element (respectively the movement and politics). The relationship
between social movements and institutional change takes shape in concurrence with
the transformation of the very nature of movements. In this sense, the transition is
fundamentally from the hegemony of material labour to that of immaterial labour;
which is to say, the analysis of the processes internal to the labour force that have
transformed the forms of work, existence and expression. The explanation for
historical evolution is to be found within these ontological dimensions of labour. There
would not be effective struggles unless they were locked in, linked to, and produced
by this profound transformation of labour. Struggles did not develop just around the
problems of wage allocation or the quantification, distribution and antagonism of the
relationship between wages and profits: above all, they always revolved around the
intention to liberate labour. This liberation of labour runs through the process that
leads to the hegemony of immaterial labour. The keywords of the 60’s and 70’s on the
“refusal of work” are positive signs that go together with a refusal of the paradigm of
Taylorist and Fordist labour and the will to change it. This will produces the discovery
of more advanced forms of productivity of human labour, whilst also determining
better conditions and real possibilities of liberation from exhaustion, impoverishment,
and the destruction of bodies that characterised the labour of the mass worker.
Taking this analysis further, we encounter new dimensions of labour that invest the
whole of life. From the methodological point of view, this shift provides us with an
interpretative framework that is internal to these processes and allows us to
understand labour not only from the standpoint of productive activity (as economic
activity) but also in a framework that integrates affective, communicative and vital
reasons, which is to say, ontological elements. These aspects turn life and productive
activity into a single and interwoven whole and a single effective reality. (It must be
noted that it is extremely important to take on this interpretative standpoint – from
labour to biopolitics – because it allows us to face up to a series of central problems,
such as social reproduction and questions raised by feminism, and to include and treat
them within a common discursive fabric.)

The second issue in need of closer examination, particularly from the methodological
point of view, is the definition of multitude. We defined the multitude not only as a
class concept - linked to the experience and transformations of labour - and a
political concept - as a democratic proposal oriented toward the construction of new
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relationships amongst civic singularities -, but also as a dispositif of power (potenza)
that extends to life as a whole and is able to express the common, an increased power
and a re-qualification of life, production and freedom. By saying this we reassert
what we have frequently insisted on: we are going through a long and complex phase
of transition and it is difficult to grasp all of its facets. However, the concept of
multitude, as elaborated by us, gives us a clue as to where to go, increasingly freeing
us from all dialectics of sublimation and synthesis (of the Hegelian method of
Aufhebung). Instead, our method takes the multitude as the ontological threshold and
is thus defined as syncopated, interrupted, open and untimely. Like the multitude,
the method folds onto the event, it is event.

Thus a further issue becomes essential to follow the production of subjectivity, where
the latter assists and develops the possible convergence of labour activity and the
construction of the “common”. Here our method starts from below, but when building
from below we are confronted by enormous obstacles. In the fourth lesson - in the
discussion of war as the last stage of capitalist control - both author and readers will
be subjected to the vertigo of the present historical phase as it confronts these issues.
The risk is inevitable, on this as on other issues: it is a matter of moving forward, and
the only way to do so is by doing research according to a logic of immersion, of
situating ourselves inside the present, always starting from below, where there is no
outside. Now, to consolidate ourselves in this perspective, it is necessary to define
cooperation. We said that linguistic cooperation is the model of post-modern
production, not only because materially speaking machines function by means of
languages, but also in so far as new forms of cooperation between individuals continue
to emerge through language. Rather than individuals, we are dealing with singularities
that cooperate. However, if linguistic cooperation is productive cooperation, if
everything is inside this cooperation, and if within it the multitude is a constituent
power; then, inside these flows, what is the articulation of diversity and command?
What is, for example, the difference between manager and worker and their
respective activities? In explicit methodological terms, the problem is this: how can
we evaluate and, if necessary, cut through this development from within? The form of
cooperation is not sufficient in itself to solve this problem. From this perspective, it
is probably necessary to follow that (Marxian) thread that defines the common as the
sole dimension capable of eliminating certain confusions and equivocal lack of
differentiations. The common distinguishes: it allows us to separate the manager from
the worker. In fact, only the affirmation of the “common” enables us to steer the
flows of production from within and to separate the alienating capitalist flows from
those that recompose knowledge and freedom. The problem will be solved by a
practical rupture capable of reaffirming the centrality of common praxis. 
The only possible direction for our research as a whole is to bring back to the fore
forms of antagonism that must be interpreted through new figures of militancy and of
convergence of knowledge and action in the process of construction of the common.
One of the most important elements of the discourse on method is the practical,
material determination; the praxis that breaks through a purely critical framework.
Language and cooperation must be traversed by a practical rupture and by the
establishment of the centrality of common praxis, which is a concrete union of
knowledge and action within these processes. 

We can also deal with this issue from another perspective and resume the discussion of
the old tradition of operaismo on “joint-research” as the exemplary form of such
method. The practice of joint-research was nothing other than the possibility of
knowing, through inquiry, the levels of awareness and consciousness of the process
that implicated workers as productive subjects. If I go into a factory, get in touch
with the workers and carry out with them an investigation into the conditions of their
labour, the joint-research is obviously the description of the productive cycle and the
identification of the functions of each person within that cycle. But at the same time,
it is also a general evaluation of the levels of exploitation that each and every one of
them suffers, of the workers’ ability to react in relation to the consciousness of their
exploitation in the system of machines and before the structure of command. This
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way, as the research advances, the joint-research creates outlooks of struggle in the
factory and defines threads or devices of cooperation outside the factory. Evidently,
here is where the hegemony and centrality of praxis in research resides: this praxis
helps our understanding of the cycle of production and exploitation and is enhanced
when it determines resistance and agitation, which is to say, when it develops
struggles. Thus, it is practically possible to constitute an antagonistic subject¸
because this is what all of the argument is about. We can start, then, from this old
experience of operaismo and ask ourselves: what joint-research can be carried out
today, in post-modernity and the total transformation of the scene of labour and
social organization? This is clearly a difficult question, which I cannot claim to be able
to answer here; if anything, it is a case of moving forward and working around it.

In fact, if we think about inquiry today in all its practical significance, the important
thing is to enhance its biopolitical premises and settings. The central elements of
inquiry ought to be the bodies. There is an array of issues that concern the body and
corporeal life that need to be brought into play if we wish to constitute, represent
and begin to define whatever constellation or composition. I believe this issue is of
extraordinary importance and arises from the biopolitical method that we are
beginning to practice. This method breaks away from the all too rigidly analytical
methodologies experimented with by sociology. I call such methods theories of the
salami, the analytical slicing up of the social body. Today, by contrast, we are
probably beginning to confront first and foremost the issue of corporeality (and we do
so with great confidence in the power of the body). 

Another issue that needs to be dealt with is the attempt to constitute the object by
assuming - negatively to start with, yet always and in each instance - its singularity
and its thrust towards the ‘common’, rather than simply its identity or difference.
This methodological cue is really new and original: in the past we used to select,
analytically isolate, and then point to the homo oeconomicus, the aesthetic one, the
psychological one, and so on - now we can bring it all together. Whilst we used to
move from the standpoint of the processes of determination and the specificity of
phenomena, to always end up between identity and difference; it is now possible, in
our effort of determination, to skip this dichotomous pair that often blocks us, and be
able to conceive of the multitude as “common” and difference as singularity. I think
that today we have the chance to overcome these old dichotomies not only in words
but concretely: the contents of differences are enriched in singularities and in the
“common” they play together, as in a new frame of activity. The key element of this
perspective is the “common”, that is: the bodies; the logical categories of singularity
and how they refer to the common; and the “common” as ontological presupposition. I
think that from this perspective, sociological research ought to keep making apparent
the conditions of ‘commonality’ within which a singularity is established. This is
crucial if we want to build something. These constellations somehow correspond to the
old disposition of the elements of class “composition”, albeit here newly composed
within the wealth of a corporeal common.

(Please note: since the biopolitical was devised as our research outlook, we never
progressed by way of a contact with bodies. Each singularity is defined as
corporeality, but the biopolitical corporeality is not merely biological, but social. For
instance, when we deal with an issue like the precarisation of labour, in reality, we
certainly grasp the tiresome physicality of the condition of the precarious labourer -
the mobility and flexibility of labour - but to this we must add our perception of the
power of new labour-power. In other words, on one hand there are the terrible
conditions that constrain precarious labour, and, on the other hand, its new qualities:
in this way we can grasp precariousness, by fluctuating between identity and
difference, whilst seeing the common as the basis of exploitation and, at the same
time, the activity of resistance.)

On this basis we come to the shift to practice and the practical option: the
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rediscovery of antagonism. But where exactly is this transition, where does the option
of antagonism lie? The theoretical proposal, from what has been said so far, would
identify exploitation in command as the expropriation of cooperation; that is, as the
possibility of blocking the activity of the multitude. Exploitation is established
precisely on the wealth of the common and the productivity of the multitude, and
attempts to impede its expression, to silence it, to disembody it, to eliminate it and
take away its properties. Here we should grant alienation a strong materiality that
concerns every aspect of the body. It is an expropriation and a disembodiment that
clashes against singularities and the “common” and clearly collides with a practice
that springs from the expression of the “common” and the processes of its
construction. I think that the only way to begin to place a stronger emphasis on our
research is by insisting on the singular and common configuration of new subjects of
production, and on the exploitation that deepens on them, advancing from the things
that dance and move before our eyes in post-modernity.

Let us posit one last question, very openly: what is it that we want? We obviously want
democracy, a democracy at a global scale, that is, for all. The term “democracy” is
not a happy one for sure, but we have no others. Every time we say that we want
democracy we seem to fall into a trap because we are immediately asked: but what
exactly do you want? Give us a list of all the democratic demands you claim to bring
to this platform! I do not think that it is a case of making a list. If anything, on the
basis of what has been said we need to start drawing a scheme of what the desire for
democracy, or better, for the “common” is, as a methodological criterion for
evaluating the alternative proposals that continue to arise. At times I am under the
impression that a whole series of proposals that until recently had seemed completely
utopian, today appear to be increasingly real, as if our awareness of having entered a
new epoch had matured. Somehow, we too should draw up something analogous to the
cahiers de doleances, published before the explosion of the French Revolution. These
documents presented the complaints of the Third Estate, but were more than simple
protestations: they were denunciations of injustices as well as proposals for their
solution. The method that acts from below moves through critique in order to provide
a practical response. 
The issue today is how a democracy at the global level is conceivable. A first critical
focus (as expounded in Empire) evidences the development of imperial mechanisms of
control, division and hierarchy. We have also seen how these mechanisms are deployed
in the exercise of permanent war. The real problem will be that of augmenting the
subversive desire of the “common” that invests the multitude, by opposing it to the
war, institutionalising it and transforming it into constituent power. 
In the course of the previous lectures we have noted that there are at least three
elements capable of configuring the definition of the multitude in terms of the
“common”. The first element relates to social ontology: the affirmation that
immaterial and intellectual labour does not call for command and that it is in its
power to create in excess. This excess is developed in a “network”. From the point of
view of the ontology of labour, this means raising the problem of how to guarantee
forms of “networks” for the future democracy. The “network” is a system of
communication in which values of cooperation in the full sense, both productive and
political, are formed. 
The second element is that of the “common”, that is, the material premise of
production that no longer requires either capital or exploitation in order to exist.
From this perspective, capitalism becomes increasingly parasitic with respect to the
accumulation of the “common”. The common permits the constitution of being and
cannot be re-appropriated or privatised by anyone. So whilst on the one hand labour
theories show us the inefficiency of command, on the other hand - and paradoxically –
social theories show us the inalienable nature of the “common”. The “common” is the
inalienable matter on which we can build democracy. 
The third main element that configures the process of the multitude is freedom.
Without freedom there is no creative labour, without freedom there is neither
cooperation nor common. 
Once these elements are investigated, critique can move onto juridical and bourgeois
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conceptions of rights and democracy. On this issue, I think that the Marx’s writings on
right are still valid, especially his critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. His critique
needs to be extended on current democratic rights, to show how formal equality and
substantial inequality still constitute their foundation. 
This becomes more relevant when we consider the new grounds for a global
constitution and a global system of right. It is crucial to emphasise how the
development of capitalism tends to eliminate the efficacy of any regulatory action of
Nation-States. In modernity the development of capitalism occurred via the State; but
today, in post-modernity, capitalism has re-appropriated the whole of the social
fabric at the multinational level, and only resorts to nation-state interventions when
necessary. When we speak of common property, of “networked” labour and of the
guarantees of freedom on this issue, we have to deal with the process of globalisation.
This is extremely important because it helps us to firmly reassert that we have moved
beyond any guarantees from the nation state and any illusion of a return to a nation
states balance of powers. Today democracy must be extended onto the relations
between multitudes, and construct, in this way, new social relations and a new right.
We are not referring here to the abolition of right, but rather to new juridical forms
capable of establishing norms that are guided by the three principles described
above. At the same time, there must be sanctions against those who wish to
re-establish command and introduce criteria of property over or against the
“network”, blocking its access or controlling its nodes; as there must also be sanctions
against those who create technological and/or juridical tools to obstacle the
circulation of knowledge and the great “commonality” that can feed production and
life.

Up to this point, you must think that we have not spoken of logic. Or perhaps you will
concede that I have treated it by way of allusions when referring to inquiry, the theory
of joint-research and my emphasis on the pragmatic behaviours that can and should be
developed in the field of social knowledge. But this is not so. So far, we have really
spoken of logic. It might have seemed to you that we avoided the issue of logic only
because we did not treat it in academic terms- but we did not. So, in order to explain
ourselves also in academic terms, to show that even militants can cross our rhetorical
fields without difficulty, here comes a scheme, or a ‘high’ filter of what we have been
logically unravelling. In fact, it is a schematic summary of the lecture, complemented
by some bibliographic references.

1. The preamble to the discussion of logic as theory of inquiry is found in Marx’s
Einleitung (as we have often seen so far). We also refer here to John Dewey’s Logic:
the Theory of Inquiry [1938]. In his John Dewey (Harvard University Press, Harvard:
2001) Alan Ryan demonstrates how the lines of American empirical logic can cross with
the lines of Marxian logic. The works of Rodolfo Mondolfo and Sydney Hook recover
their relevance today. Briefly, the centrality of praxis is here treated as an
epistemological and a political issue. Moreover, in this introduction we have
emphasised the relation between language, rhetoric, dialogue and invention, as they
are intertwined in the two dimensions that we like: the Spinozian logic of the common
name and the rediscovery of the common name in post-modern logic (on this question,
see Kairos, Alma Venus, Multitudo, manifestolibri, Roma: 2002). 
2. Inquiry as a logical dispositif. What does this mean? It means that, in our attempt
to construct a logic of research, we have always developed a theoretical process that
goes from the constitution of the object (inquiry), to the dialogical explanation of the
constitution of the object (joint-research), to end with the definition of the
constitutive subject. We thus see a sort of return of the object to the subject: this has
always been the progression of revolutionary logic, as Ryan explains very well (in his
John Dewey) where he outlines the transition from revolutionary liberalism to the New
Deal of the US in the 1920’s and 1930’s. Mutatis mutandis, we could refer this “return
of the object to the subject” to every revolutionary experience. In the previous
lectures we demonstrated how the logic of the subject lies between causality and the
discontinuity of development. The identification of the logic of the event is the main
point in our discussion. We can say that the “common name” (the concept) always



Logic and theory of inquiry. Antonio Negri http://www.generation-online.org/p/fpnegri20.htm

6 of 7 2/26/10 5:40 PM

oscillates between identity and difference, but is also determined in the interstice
between singularity and the common. It that is the case, that the subject is situated
inside a process of production of subjectivity as production of a given temporality
and spatiality. But in seeing the formation of the subject in the production of the
common (through cooperation), we have also underlined the inadequacy of the field of
logic by itself for the accomplishment of inquiry. Cooperation in itself does not
explain antagonism; so we must start again from the standpoint of antagonism. 
3. Inquiry as ethico-political dispositif. In the Fordist society of the mass worker
inquiry as an ethico-political dispositif was interpreted by joint-research: in
joint-research the epistemological and militant/agitating devices were joined
together. In this respect, see G. Borio, F. Pozzi, and G. Roggero, Futuro Anteriore.
Dai “Quaderni Rossi” ai movimenti globali. Deriveapprodi, Roma: 2002. When we
refer to inquiry as an ethico-political dispositif, we do not avoid the more distinctly
cognitive and general epistemological questions; on the contrary, we include and
situate them inside a process of collective learning. Somehow, inquiry as an
ethico-political dispositif is always a Bildungsroman. The issue of the formation of the
elite is tied with the question of the centrality of praxis, and the process of their
formation with that of the organization of antagonism. A new series of problems arise
here, in particular due to historical changes in class composition. What does inquiry as
an ethico-political dispositif mean in post-modern society: not the Fordist society of
the mass worker but that of the precarious, mobile, and flexible labour, the society of
immateriality services and of the hegemony of cooperation? I do not think that the
answer would be too different from that given on the issue of joint-research, from the
perspective of method and the constitutive progression of the subject. Throughout the
1990s these issues were dealt with in the journal Futur Anterior, published in Paris by
L’Harmattan; those who are interested can consult it. As to the process of
joint-research in the post-modern scene and on the cooperation of immaterial
labourers, see A. Negri et al., Des entreprises pa comme les autres, Publisud, Paris:
1993, and A. Negri et al., Le basin du travail immaterial, L’Harmattan, Paris: 1996. 
4. Inquiry and the logic of language. Having established the relationship between
inquiry as logical device and the new situation of post-modern production, where
language emerges as the fundamental means of production and productive
cooperation, it is necessary to redefine inquiry in the realm of the logic of language.
Paolo Virno, in The Grammar of the Multitude and Il ricordo del presente. Saggio sul
tempo storico (Bollati Boringhieri, Turin: 1999) provides numerous openings on these
issues. For my part, in addition to the arguments proposed by Virno, for a close
examination of the problem of productive language (and cooperation and singularity) I
refer to the works of Bakhtin, where the linguistic constitution of the real is defined in
strong materialist terms.

Having developed our method in this way, we are again faced with some of the great
themes of communism. This means that our method is adequate to the epochal
alternative where we place ourselves, when the crisis of neo-liberalism manifests as its
alternative the aims of communism: the re-appropriation of enterprises, the
egalitarian distribution of wealth, the collective management of knowledge, etc. For
years and years, since the great post-68 crisis, nobody dared to speak about these
things. Today we begin to speak about them again and to adopt the method that leads
to this possibility of expression, because we know that we live at the threshold of an
extreme crisis: faced with either the restoration of a harsh past or the hope for a new
world. It is a matter of decision, and it is precisely around the issue of the decision
that the political is born. Before writing some notes on the issue of decision, we
should stretch the imagination on this point and think that in the terrible and bloody
period of transition we find ourselves in, everything is possible after all. Imagination
and decision must intertwine in the movement of the multitude and the desire of
expression that the multitude produces. Inside this imagination, democratic
representation – which has always been presented to us as the foundation of the
guarantee of liberties – is a monstrous mystification to say the least. The imagination
of the multitude currently raises the question of combining sovereign power (potenza)
with the productive capacity of subjects. As we outlined it, our discussion on
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biopolitics leads to this conclusion. But how can the desire of the multitude be
organised? How can another democracy be invented? At the national level democracy
no longer exists, and at it is unthinkable at the global stage. Nonetheless, these
un-thoughts are today the actuality of desire … We ought to use the terms of the
Enlightenment and conceive of new electoral constituencies at the global level that
would no longer correspond to nations, but cross the face of the earth rebalancing the
wealthy and poor areas, blacks and whites, yellow and green, etc., hybridising and
subverting political borders and limits, using force at the service of the construction
of the common. Constitutional imagination is what we want. Enlightenment is
necessary. But let us return to decision. What does the problem of the relationship
between the common experience of the multitude and the ethico-political and
juridical concept of decision entail? I think that this can and should be talked about
here as elsewhere, but the answer can only be given at the level of the language of the
movement, inside the movement. After all, only in the movement are these questions
matured; parties are dead and buried. The movements raise these problems and
suggest solutions. Now, on the issue of the decision of the multitude: what is striking
in the movements from Seattle to today is that they no longer speak of taking power,
but rather of making power, of creating another power, and whilst everyone knows
that this is utopian, they also know that it has become necessary and realistic due to
the vertigo of the current epochal transition. We cannot wait two or three hundred
years for the decision of the multitude to become reality! 
But this could be so and defeat inevitable … In that case, let’s leave! To the radical
nature of constituent power corresponds exodus as an alternative, a constructive
exodus that expresses positive forms of relations between decision and the multitude
and thus between freedom and the production of the common. If we can not construct
another power, the multitude can say: strike, desertion, subtraction from power …
And the processes between constituent power and exodus interweave and alternate.
They are like waves that follow one another. The decisions of the multitude are
damned tough terms, hard terms, produced by a tempestuous sea: there is no dulling
of the masses for power. There is an ontological insurrection of the multitude. We live
the biopolitical.

*This text is chapter 5 of Guide: Cinque lezioni su Impero e dintorni, Raffaello 
Cortina Editore, 2003.

Translated by Nate Holdren and Arianna Bove
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features of dress, music, and diet, primarily those associated with the punk 
and hippie subcultures. Historically speaking, contemporary anarchism 
is largely discontinuous with the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
workers’ and peasants’ movements bearing the same name. It is a political 
culture that has fused in the intersection of other movements such as radical 
ecology, feminism, black and indigenous liberation, anti-nuclear, anticapi-
talist, and anti-war movements. Many people associated with this political 
culture would prefer to call themselves anti-authoritarian or autonomous.

Here we begin with a look at the social role of the philosopher and move 
on to consider the growing tradition of Participatory Action Research and 
its relevance to philosophy. From there one can spell out procedures that 
can be applied to a participatory philosophical engagement and consider 
their importance in relation to issues of access, interpretation, and scholarly 
distance.

The philosopher as facilitator

As a communicative praxis, political philosophy consists in the argu-
mentation of values, principles, and the appropriate use of concepts in dif-
ferent contexts. The idea is to integrate inclusive and cooperative research 
techniques into conscious engagement in these debates, specifi cally regard-
ing topics of controversy within anarchism. There is another sense of anar-
chist political philosophy that seeks to convince its audience of the general 
validity or applicability of anarchist positions. This is anarchism as social 
analysis or as core argumentation, which I do not deal with here. The case 
for anarchism has been presented exhaustively in two centuries of anarchist 
literature, and has also been the theme of several works in academic politi-
cal philosophy (Wolff 1971, Taylor 1976, Ritter 1980, Taylor 1982, Brown 
1993, Carter 2000) that many anarchists have most likely never heard of. 
The area on which I focus here is less developed: anarchist political philoso-
phy as an intramural debate. While points like the generalised resistance 
to domination or the politics of direct action represent a consensus at the 
back of anarchist organising, the movement has also been the site of a great 
deal of introspective debates, dilemmas, and controversies. These debates 
take place on the basis of certain shared assumptions such as: generalised 
resistance to domination or the politics of direct action. The assumptions are 
necessary because it makes no sense to ask whether anarchists should ever 
use violence to achieve their ends if the ends themselves are not justifi ed. 
One cannot ask whether some forms of leadership in the anarchist move-
ment are more problematic than others if one does not endorse some ethos 
of horizontal organising to begin with. In other words, there are debates that 
only come into being on the basis of such assumptions. The anarchist activ-
ist/philosopher would seek to facilitate such debates. 
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Recently, David Graeber has described an approach to anarchist social 
theory with a similar agenda. In addition to endorsing the initial assumption 
that another world is possible, he argues, “any anarchist social theory would 
have to self-consciously reject any trace of vanguardism.” What this means 
is that the role of the anarchist theorist is not to arrive at the correct strategic 
analyses and then lead the masses to follow. The point is to answer the needs 
of anarchists for theoretical expression on the issues that concern them and 
“offer those ideas back, not as prescriptions, but as contributions, possibili-
ties—as gifts” (2004: 10–12).

The recognition of the importance of an activist-grounded approach 
for doing political theory or philosophy extends beyond the specifi c inter-
est in anarchism. Writing about environmental political philosophy, Avner 
De-Shalit has recently argued for essentially the same type of enterprise. 
He argues a political philosophy or theory should “start with the activists 
and their dilemmas.… It is therefore a theory that refl ects the actual philo-
sophical needs of the activist seeking to convince by appealing to practical 
issues.” Although s/he may side with the broad agenda of environmental 
activists, “the philosopher should not take the value of the activists’ claims 
for granted; their intuitions, arguments, claims, and theories should also be 
scrutinised. However, the fact that they need to be critically examined does 
not affect the main point: that the activists’ intuitions, claims, and theories 
ought to be the starting point for a philosophy aimed at policy change.” 
Procedurally, this means that the philosopher “studies the intuitions and 
theories that exist within the given society and analyses ‘popular’ theories 
with a view to refi ning them” (De-Shalit 2000: 29–31). By bringing the of-
ten confl icting views of activists to a conceptual level, the philosopher can 
construct a discussion where the activists’ debates can be undertaken in a 
more precise and clear way, with attention to detail and a coherent thread 
of argument. The role of the philosopher is to partake in and facilitate the 
refl exive process of theorising among activists, functioning as a clarifi er, 
organiser, and articulator of ideas, an activity that takes place with and for 
activists. Her or his goal is to address in theoretical form the issues that ac-
tivists face in their everyday organising, to assemble ideas so that they can 
be discussed carefully, to lay open hidden assumptions and contradictory 
statements, and in general to advance activists’ thinking by transposing it 
from the fragmented terrain of brief and informal debate to a dimension 
where a more structured and “high-defi nition” discussion can be undertak-
en: on the written page. 

While the gist of this approach is very close to the type of theorising 
activity proposed here, one aspect of it is not sustainable for application to 
the present context. Clearly anarchist philosophy is not geared towards un-
derpinning policy change, which inevitably means change through the state. 
Rather the goal is to underpin various forms of grassroots action that take 
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place outside and against the state. This observation does not invalidate De-
Shalit’s basic approach. What it does do, however, is shift our understanding 
of what these needs may be. The anarchist philosopher’s engagement with 
the popular argumentation is not intended to help anarchists articulate bet-
ter arguments they can use to infl uence the electoral process, but to improve 
their understanding of the issues that guide them in the project of transform-
ing society without recourse to the state.

This aspect of De-Shalit’s metatheory can be criticised along more gen-
eral lines. In essence, he seems to be embracing, quite uncritically, some 
very naïve assumptions about the way in which politics actually functions. 
The rationale that underlies his account is that the purpose of theory is to 
equip activists with arguments which they then enter into a presumably open 
and free arena of public debate. Here, success in convincing other members 
of the public is understood as automatically translating into policy changes. 
This can only be if this public has a deciding infl uence over what the state 
does. Such an orientation seems to inhabit, along with much of contempo-
rary political theory, some kind of dreamland in which there are no such 
things as systematic collusion and revolving doors between political and 
corporate elites, professional lobbyists and millionaire donors, manipulative 
news channels, and governments that lie to the public about anything from 
the dangers of GM crops to the existence of weapons of mass destruction 
in oil-rich countries. If a political theory really wants to have an impact, 
it should at least consider empirically what the world actually looks like 
instead of assuming that the philosopher is embedded in a well-functioning 
democratic polity. This assumption is not very widely shared among De-
Shalit’s own audience of environmental activists.

It could also be asked whether it is really the province of theory to con-
vince the public of the appropriateness or viability of a political position, 
whether anarchism or De-Shalit’s democratic and socialist environmental-
ism. What convinces people much more effectively than theory is ideologi-
cal communication: propaganda, slogans, cartoons and, perhaps more than 
anything, the living practice of activists, which most directly inspires people 
by way of example. It is doubtful whether anyone has ever been won over 
to a political position on the strength of a well-constructed argument or ap-
pealing theory. It is likely that people come into their positions on the basis 
of a personal process that takes place not only on an intellectual/theoretical 
level, but also on the basis of emotion, conviction, and belief.

Philosophy and participation

Such an approach requires concrete tools for accessing the theories of 
activists. How is the philosopher supposed to know what activists are say-
ing? Who does s/he reach out to in order to source the popular theories, 
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arguments, and debates that form the basis for discussion? Although he con-
tinuously emphasises the need to do so, De-Shalit never actually spells out 
how. What I would like to suggest here is a strategy in which the philosopher 
more fully participates in the movement being theorised—or wherein the 
philosopher begins with an anarchist activist who decides to apply struc-
tured, systematic thinking to debates of political signifi cance. A participa-
tory strategy provides the most adequate and enriching access to (fellow) 
activists’ ideas, codes, theories, and debates.

This type of theorising activity recalls Antonio Gramsci’s idea of the 
“organic intellectual.” According to Gramsci, each social group that comes 
into existence creates within itself one or more strata of intellectuals that give 
it meaning, that help it bind together and function. These intellectuals can be 
attached to the ruling class—as managers, civil servants, clergy, teachers, 
technicians, and lawyers—but may also rise out of the oppositional sections 
of society. Gramsci maintains that not only should a signifi cant number of 
traditional intellectuals come over to the revolutionary cause (Marx, Lenin, 
and Gramsci himself were examples of this), but also that the working class 
movement should produce its own organic intellectuals. He goes on to point 
out that “there is no human activity from which every form of intellectual 
participation can be excluded,” and that everyone, outside their particular 
activity, “carries on some form of intellectual activity…participates in a par-
ticular conception of the world, has a conscious line of moral conduct, and 
therefore contributes to sustain a conception of the world or to modify it, 
that is, to bring into being new modes of thought” (Gramsci 1971).

What is relevant here is not Gramsci’s reifi ed notion of social classes 
nor his integration of the organic intellectual into an authoritarian Marxist 
framework. Rather, what can be stressed here is the embeddedness of the 
organic intellectual in a particular liberatory milieu towards which s/he 
remains responsive. Hence, the process of generating anarchist theory it-
self has to be dialogical in the sense that both the people whose ideas and 
practices are examined and the people who are formulating theory on their 
basis must be involved in the process of theorising. Only from this dialogical 
connectedness can the anarchist philosopher draw the confi dence to speak. 
The voice of the intellectual should no longer come “from above, but from 
within” (Gullestad 1999; Cf. Jeppesen 2004b).

It is not surprising that the bulk of recognised anarchist philosophers 
were anarchist militants who were deeply involved in the social struggles of 
their day and whose theorising work was inseparable from their engagement 
in action. Bakunin was a permanent fi xture at almost every European upris-
ing and insurrection of the mid-nineteenth century. Kropotkin, who wrote 
about the practical realisation of anarchist social forms, was also a tireless 
organiser in mutual aid groups, working with the revolutionary Jura federa-
tion and closely involved in workers’ movements and publications. Emma 
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Goldman not only made theoretical contributions to feminism and anti-mili-
tarism, but also campaigned for birth control and set up anti-conscription 
leagues. Rudolf Rocker helped sweatshop workers organise in London and 
New York, was a founder of the German Freie Arbeiter Union and the fi rst Freie Arbeiter Union and the fi rst Freie Arbeiter
secretary of the International Workers Association. The major exceptions 
in the cynosure of anarchist philosophers—William Godwin, Leo Tolstoy, 
perhaps Max Stirner—were labeled anarchists only in hindsight; Godwin 
and Stirner never used the word, whereas Tolstoy expressed sympathy with 
the anarchists, but not identifi cation.

This approach allows us to elaborate themes in anarchist theory that 
refl ect more genuinely the debates, mentalities, and language of the con-
temporary anarchist movement that are found in everyday actions and utter-
ances. Following on from these considerations, we may posit three stages of 
theoretical research that can be offered as a structure for initiating and en-
gaging in a collaborative inquiry. These remarks assume that an individual 
activist/philosopher is at work, but they are equally relevant for undertaking 
the same enterprise in a small group.

The fi rst stage or initial condition is that of immersion: in order to have 
access to the theories and arguments that anarchists employ and which will 
become the initial building-blocks for analysis the philosopher either begins 
from the position of being native to the anarchist movement or undergoes 
a process of going native—in any case with the result that s/he is situated 
seamlessly within its networks. 

The second stage is that of absorption: the philosopher continuously 
participates in actions, meetings, and discussions, closely following the pro-
cess of political articulation, which has by now become a frame of refer-
ence with which s/he has a greater degree of intimacy. This stage can be 
expected to be the most protracted one, with a constant infl ux of ideas into 
the philosopher’s emerging framework, and a continuous process of refi ning 
the way in which ideas are positioned and connected in the researcher’s own 
mind. The process can happen initially in an unstructured manner, from the 
position of observation and non-intervention. What can also be expected 
from this stage is that the philosopher will eventually encounter a number of 
recalcitrant debates continuously returned to, thus identifying what are the 
most valuable and relevant topics of theoretical inquiry. This can also take 
the form of the philosopher initiating focused discussions on a particular 
topic among activists—whether in personal dialogue with numerous activ-
ists, or at seminars and workshops (at activist gatherings or in the run-up to 
mass mobilisations, for example). To all of this is added an informed and 
contextualised discussion of relevant arguments and approaches using pro-
vided anarchist texts. 

The third stage is that of integration, which parallels the writing process 
of the philosophical output. Here the activist/philosopher takes a step back 
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from the process of absorption and undertakes their own exercise of ar-
ranging the ideas that they have encountered in a more structured manner. 
This stage can take place when the philosopher feels that s/he has reached 
a certain point of saturation, or when further discussions that s/he observes 
and participates in are yielding diminishing returns—the arguments and 
theories are now familiar and rarely is something new heard. 

In the production of theoretical output, there are two major things that 
the activist/philosopher can do. The fi rst is to give elaborate articulation to 
points that are judged to enjoy wide consensus in the anarchist movement, 
taking ideas and concepts in which there seems to be an intuitive agreement 
among activists and rendering more complex the ways in which they are un-
derstood. The philosopher can tease out the ways in which concepts are used 
in general free-form discussion, clarify the sources of agreement over them, 
and translate this consensus into a more comprehensive account. The con-
sensus can, of course, also be challenged, or the philosopher may discover 
that it leads to some conclusions that activists have yet to consider.

A second function is to engage with particular areas of contention, map-
ping out the different arguments and spelling out the background of social 
action against which the controversy occurs. In addressing debates, then, 
the initial task is one of disentangling—differentiating between different 
aspects of a discussion, identifying patterns whereby speakers tend to argue 
at cross-purposes, pointing to confused uses of the same concept in different 
senses, and putting a fi nger on the questions that are the most relevant and 
debatable. From this follows the next task, which is to suggest directions for 
the reconstruction of certain debates, to formulate substantive arguments of 
one’s own, and to ask whether and how the conclusions can be seen to fi lter 
back into cultural codes. In such a capacity, the theoretical intervention does 
not necessarily involve taking a position within the debate as it is currently 
structured—the goal can also be to intervene in the way in which the debate 
itself is structured, questioning the assumptions regarding its parameters 
and what we are having the debate for. Finally, the activist/philosopher may 
reach tentative judgements within a certain debate, offering a view that sees 
some positions as more attractive than others and making substantive argu-
ments which are then fed back into the ongoing dialogue.

The role of the activist/philosopher is not simply that of an expert ob-
server but primarily one of an enabler or facilitator, and the role of the par-
ticipants is that of co-philosophers and co-activists.

There are strong parallels here to the emerging tradition of Participatory 
Action Research, which integrates diverse emancipatory and grassroots ap-
proaches to learning, including contributions of indigenous cultures, com-
munities in the global south, radical pedagogues and philosophers, ecologi-
cal practitioners and egalitarian, feminist and anti-racist social movements 
(Freire 1970, Feyerabend 1970, Birnbaum 1971, Touraine et al 1983a, 1983b, 
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Rosaldo 1989). Reason and Bradbury provide a preliminary defi nition of 
PAR as “a participatory, democratic process concerned with developing 
practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes” (2001: 1). 
In such research strategies with a horizontal approach to the generation of 
knowledge, the rigid separation between researcher and researched is dis-
solved. These strategies emphasise the emancipatory potential of the collec-
tive generation of knowledge that legitimate and valorise a socially commit-
ted orientation in intellectual endeavours. 

Proceeding in complete detachment from the realities of the anarchist 
movement creates interventions with no direct resonance with the actual 
debates that anarchists engage in. The explosive growth and deepening of 
discussion in anarchist circles recently, which has been touching on a mul-
titude of issues and espousing original and sophisticated perspectives, has 
received little if any recognition from academic writers. Alan Ritter quite 
typically sees the gist of anarchism represented in the works of Godwin, 
Proudhon, Bakunin and Kropotkin,

whose contributions to anarchist theory are universally [sic] regard-
ed as most seminal. These writers, who succeeded each other with-
in the discretely bounded period between the French and Russian 
Revolutions, worked out a coherent set of original arguments, which, 
while continuing to be infl uential, have not developed much since 
Kropotkin’s time. Hence, to comprehend anarchism as a political 
theory, the writings of more recent anarchists need not be consid-
ered” (1980: 5). 

Such an approach would have been hard to justify twenty-fi ve years 
ago when anarchafeminism and ecological approaches to anarchism were 
already well developed. Today, it would be outrageous in view of the sheer 
explosion of anarchist activity and its accompanying refl ection, which are 
readily available for sourcing and discussion if one knows where to look. 

From texts to oral debate

The participatory approach is crucial when approaching issues of reli-
able witnesses and of valid documents and arguments, which come into play 
when carrying out theory from an engaged perspective. Consider the issue 
of texts. There is a great deal of anarchist literature out there—in books, 
pamphlets, and on the Web. A stroll through the yearly London Anarchist 
Bookfair uncovers four categories:

• Informational books, booklets, and pamphlets on contemporary issues 
and struggles, from the Zapatistas and climate change, to squatting 
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and campaigns against GMOs, including recent commentary from 
Chomsky, Zinn, Said, etc.

• Older literature—anarchist, Marxist, and libertarian-left classics. 
• Underground music and printed material on cultural alternatives from 

punk to drugs to earth-based spirituality.
• Many self-published, photocopied, or cheaply printed booklets and 

zines. These include a mix of essays, action reports, comics, short 
stories, poetry, and do-it-yourself guides on anything from women’s 
health to bicycle repair. Almost all pieces in these zines are undated 
and are written anonymously, collectively, or under a pseudonym.

This last class of materials is highly absorbing since: the most grassroots 
expression of the contemporary anarchist movement, offering an intriguing 
vista into its political culture. But such materials do not lend themselves to 
straightforward selection—how is one to determine to what degree a text 
is relevant and infl uential? Also, a great deal of anarchist articulation takes 
place on the Web, with literally hundreds of websites dedicated to news, an-
nouncements and polemics from an anarchist perspective available for con-
sideration to the engaged philosopher. Without any pre-set markers we have 
no way of knowing whether a certain anarchist group, ideological confi gura-
tion, or set of arguments that we encounter on the Web is in any way repre-
sentative or infl uential. Since anyone with minimal Web-publishing skills 
and access to a server can set up a website and publish whatever they want 
on it, it is very easy to present a great deal of material in an attractive set up, 
that would give the impression of prominence and importance, where in fact 
the articulation is misleadingly louder on the Web than it is in reality. 

Without an embedded presence in anarchist networks, the philosopher 
may be led to make vastly misguided judgments about the relative impor-
tance of various anarchist ideas and tendencies. This establishes the impor-
tance of the much richer orientation available to the observing participant 
who encounters the movement and its culture as a habitus rather than as an 
other mediated by, and limited to, the texts it produces. Judgments on rel-
evance may be supported by their mutual consistency, by the reader’s own 
interpretation of the cited source-material, and by other reports of participa-
tory research undertaken in direct action movement networks (Plows 1998, 
Cox 1999, Wall 1999, Eguiarte 1999, Christensen 2001, Chesters and Welsh 
2004/2005, Juris 2004). It also makes space for coping with issues of ex-
planation and narrative building within social movements that escape other 
modes of validity. (cf. Altheide and Johnson 1994)

Then there is the question of interpretation. In mainstream political 
philosophy, it would be reasonable to select some questions that other phi-
losophers have already said something about and then to pick them apart to 
make one’s own points. This would be easy because a text that is transparent 
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and precise according to academic conventions provides rich pickings for 
criticism as long as the rules of the game are observed. Anarchist literature 
does not work in the same way. This literature may include rigorous argu-
mentation, but it is always by defi nition also polemical writing that can be 
very well structured but rarely of a philosophical nature. Anarchist essays 
are written with very particular audiences in mind, often other anarchists. 
Materials that are intended for the general public tend to be leafl ets, posters, 
videos and other creative media of propaganda, which address radical issues 
but rarely anarchism itself.

Though there are many very insightful, calmly argued, and well thought-
out essays out there, much of what one encounters in the polemical section 
of anarchist literature is just not very good. Polemical literature sometimes 
displays a lack of rigorous debate or careful attention to the complex and 
often confl icting meanings of concepts (like power or organisation), a re-
luctance to clarify one’s arguments in a way open to challenge, and a failure 
to admit where there are gaps in one’s knowledge and understanding. The 
reasons for this may gravitate between bad faith and what McQuinn (2003) 
calls, “inarticulate ignorance.” McQuinn complains of the evasion of ratio-
nal discussion in the anarchist milieu:

It usually involves the refusal to refl ect, self-critically evaluate and 
self-edit responses. The more unthinking, belligerent and vociferous 
participants tend to drive out the more thoughtful and considered 
opinions by making a never-ending stream of attacks, demands, 
and frivolous comments.… In other anarchist media, the evasion of 
discussion tends to be most obvious in the letters columns of peri-
odicals…and in some of the rants that sometimes pass for personal, 
point-of-view articles. These are also formats that tend to lend them-
selves to those writers too irresponsible, unprepared and unself-crit-
ical to put together more coherent essays that would need to be more 
thoroughly thought through, more logically structured, and more 
self-critically examined in light of other perspectives.

McQuinn may be right, but only up to a point. To begin with, there are 
many well-constructed and careful arguments in anarchist polemical litera-
ture, even if they might not meet rigorous academic criteria. More impor-
tantly, McQuinn is casting his net of samples much too narrowly. The lack of 
rational discussion is far from the norm in the movement if we also count the 
everyday oral communication among anarchists, where the bulk of discus-
sion within the movement takes place. These oral discussions, most often in 
the form of casual conversations among activists, tend to be of a far higher 
quality than what McQuinn is seeing in the narrow display box of anarchist 
print and Web-based media. 
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For this reason it is extremely important for whoever wants to write 
about anarchism to be attentive to these oral discussions and follow them 
in a consistent way. Such a position also allows the philosopher to witness 
the real-time vernacular discussions in which such concerns are expressed 
as well as the exposure to the shared narratives, beliefs, and practices that 
are loaded with signifi cance for theory. By providing critically engaged 
and theoretically informed analyses generated through collective practice, 
participatory philosophy aims to provide tools for the ongoing refl ection of 
anarchist activists while remaining interesting and relevant to a broader au-
dience.
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