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Who'’s Afraid of Revolution?

The State or Revolution: Separating False Friends

Revolution begins trivially yet ends with great consequence. A solitary
suicide,' perhaps the right word in the right place,” wakes the masses from
their slumber. Despair is replaced with a hope for a better world charac-
terized by freedom, justice, and equality, and the isolated and depoliticized
find a voice among people determined to act rather than be acted upon. A
thousand conversations held in a thousand sites converge into a manifesto
that inspires a thousand actions. The groundswell of discontent creates the
potential for a new and better world, but can degrade into a nightmare.
Either way, it produces a shift to which militants, counterrevolutionaries,
and bystanders respond. “Join the revolution and fight for your freedom,”
one side says. “Oppose it for your own safety;” says the other. “But consider
carefully;” say both, “for a wrong decision could be deadly” Revolution is
a tantalizing potential for the oppressed, a perpetual danger for the elites,
and, save for the brief moments when it captures center stage, it hovers
constantly at the margins of society.

Hope for transformation, breaking down the status quo, and building
a new society from the ground up are the sentiments at the barricades of
revolution. Throughout the 2010s, protestors for radical change in society
and politics declared their commitment to “loving engagement,” “solidarity
amongst the protesters,” “rebuilding society,” and respecting the “voice
of the people” They made militant demands for “freedom,”” an end to
“dictatorship,” “consent,” and the obstruction of the “one percent”® As
revolutionary movements appeared across the globe, the institutions and
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individuals they targeted clung tightly to their traditions, lamenting the
injustice of their circumstances and decrying the vitriol of the protestors.
Elites condemned the “bad actors™' and speculated about what sinister
reasons motivated the demonstrators to “vilify . . . success”"?

Justified or not, these movements raise a question: How does rev-
olution transform the status quo? What transpired in Tarhir, Zucotti,
Ferguson, Moscow, Cape Town, Hong Kong," Paris,"* and more—before
our very eyes, yet still unseen—to bring about the greatest protests of a
generation? Why did the “shot heard round the world™* at Lexington and
Concord catalyze a revolution when all the previously fired bullets did
not? How is it that the deaths of several hundred protestors in Tehran
became more significant to the Iranian people than the thousands killed
in the decades leading up to Black Friday?

This book arises from my realization that no theory conceives of
revolution without relying on the state, broadly defined as a consistent
arrangement of concepts, subjects, objects, and forces. Concepts of revo-
lution have always been centered around concepts of the state, while in
political theory the attempt to understand the state has always preceded
the attempt to comprehend revolution. Using concepts, subjects, objects,
and forces that describe the state to define revolution renders the concept
of revolution a product of the state. Until revolution is conceptually freed
from that to which it is opposed, our attempts to use it to bring about
transformative change will only reproduce the constraints of power under
the guise of removing them. My goal is to separate revolution from the
state—to study, analyze, and dissect radical change in order to understand
its possibilities, its dangers, and its ability to inform our collective struggles.

Theories of revolution provide some guidance, but we do not yet
have one that describes all revolutions. For example, the usual theories
of revolution cannot satisfactorily explain the events of 2011. The protes-
tors were not traditional proletarians—many could even be classified as
bourgeoise—nor did they aspire to seize the means of production. They
did not desire a social contract that would lead them out of their natural
state and establish a sovereign. Their target was not a repressive regime
of signs, concepts, and structures; their goal not the deconstruction of
meaning for the freedom of indeterminacy. To this day, most analyses
of the events focus on the motivations and strategies of the protestors.

A model that explains the what, why, and how of revolution remains
a mystery. For every revolution in which a particular theory has currency
there is another revolution that calls that same theory into question. Jeff
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Goodwin and Theda Skocpol point out that the conventional causes for
the Cuban and Vietnamese revolutions—the suffering produced by impe-
rialism and the capitalist exploitation of resources—fail to explain why
other countries experiencing similar or worse conditions did not revolt.
They conclude “one need merely raise these questions in order to see
that the ‘misery breeds revolt’ hypothesis does not explain very much.”*¢
Alexander Anievas and Kerem Nisancioglu say that not only have there
been few studies theoretically engaging revolutions, but that the field of
international relations has “largely bracketed out revolutions from their
conceptions of international politics”” In his historiography of the French
Revolution, Frangois Furet vigorously denies that revolutionary events were
primarily motivated by successive attempts to embody the “people’s will”
Analyzing only how the ruling classes upheld or betrayed the legitimate
interests of the common man ignores how revolution itself became its
own telos. According to Furet:

That rationalization of the political dynamic of the French Rev-
olution has one major flaw, for in reifying revolutionary sym-
bolism and in reducing political motivation to social concerns,
it makes “normal” and obliterates what calls for explanation:
the fact that Revolution placed that symbolic system at the
centre of political action. And that it was that system rather
than class interest, which, for a time at least, was decisive in
the struggle for power."

As Hannah Arendt notes, those reading the American Revolution as the
product of social concerns and new technologies ignore the almost exclusive
focus of the revolutionaries on the proper form of government.” Theories
of revolution constantly struggle to find consistency in the number and
variety of revolutionary events. They apply concepts developed by early
modern political philosophers to communist revolutions, or read gender
and racial uprisings through the lens of the dialectic. Their inability to
unlock the state and revolution concurrently with a foundation that explains
both has resulted in frustration. But as long as we hold that the state
and revolution are intrinsically connected, we cannot abandon standard
revolutionary theories without forfeiting the corresponding models of the
states these theories are drawn from. If we do not want political thought
to collapse into contradiction and inconsistency, we must question whether
a theory of revolution must rest upon a theory of the state. Perhaps a
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more fruitful avenue for exploration is to examine revolution from the
perspective of revolution, so as to let revolution speak. The point of this
project is to explore this possibility, and to see what utility it may offer.

Conventional theories of revolution are grounded in a specific
understanding of the state. When the state collapses, revolution arises
parasitically, using what it can from the state’s framework for its own
existence. The state itself disappears, but its cadaver remains, animated
by a revolutionary spirit until a new state forms to replace it. The revo-
lutionary model described in Hobbes’s Leviathan is simply the misuse of
the structures with which a proper state is composed. To desire a Grecian
or Roman democracy is as “the biting of a mad Dogge” and “wanteth
nothing more than a strong monarch . . . [yet who] when they have him,
they abhorre,*® while opposing the sovereign in an organized fashion is
to “set up a Supremacy against the Sovereignty” that afflicts the common-
wealth with inconsistent commands.*’ Hobbes argues any violation of
sovereign power—including revolution—is an intolerable appropriation
of the state. Likewise, Marx’s communist revolution consists of “the vio-
lent overthrow of the bourgeoisie”” and the “conquest of political power
by the proletariat”> Reforms of extant institutions like private property,
the power of the nation-state, and labor are only possible because the
proletariat has acquired a new status as a “ruling class” in control of the
same “conditions of production” the bourgeoisie once managed. Marx’s
communist revolution is, by this account, an exchange of leadership. The
recognition of this danger leads Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri to say
the use of nationalism by activists is a “perverse trick” that offers up the
revolution, “hands and feet bound, to the new bourgeoisie’> Foucault
also recognizes this danger when, in his debate with Maoists, he states
that “the forms of state apparatus which [revolutionaries] inherit from
the bourgeois apparatus cannot in any way serve as a model for the new
forms of organization,” as they carry a danger of repeating “the domina-
tion of the bourgeoisie”* In sum, revolutions act in political models like
surgical operations. The state is broken apart, modified, and sewn back
together. The result is an alteration of what was, but every vital part of
the model remains.

These conceptions of revolution misrepresent what revolution is capa-
ble of. If revolution is drawn from the state, then it has meaning only in
reference to the state, and its scope is limited by the state. A government
may be overthrown, or a set of laws or policies changed, but a state will
persist if fidelity to a certain perspective or set of practices remains. Without
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a change in its foundation, the state will be reconstituted along similar
lines over and over despite uprisings that put different people in control.
Howard Zinn’s work on the Founding Fathers shows how the American
Revolution, successful in defeating the British government, yet maintained
the legitimacy of “a government to protect [the richs] property” in which
“rebellions could be controlled”” Economic and social arrangements such
as agricultural wage labor and slavery were outside the purview of the
American Revolution. The Founding Fathers intended for the socioeco-
nomic order of the colonies to persist throughout the revolution.

The co-option of the American Revolution is an example of how
concepts, forces, and systems pulled from the state can reproduce oppres-
sion through successive governments. Believing that something must
persist throughout a revolution—for example, a socioeconomic system
or a concept of human nature—hides the creative potential of revolution
and replicates the same order. We learn to see the end of a revolution as
merely an altered version of the state that was overthrown. The figure of
the sovereign reappears (perhaps with a little less power and the crown
on another’s head), or production resumes with the workers in control. In
either case, the oppressive foundation remains. Subjugating revolution to
rules, ends, or concepts drawn from a state is to misunderstand the power
of revolution, which is to rewrite the state from top to bottom so that
nothing necessarily persists. To say otherwise is to see revolution as part
of what is universal and eternal, as a function of the conceptual system
that determines our world rather than as an opening to radically new
possibilities. It is to treat revolution as though it were a tool wielded by
an empowered sovereign and not a potential open to the disenfranchised
many. It is, in short, to turn revolution into the state.

If we are to understand revolution, we must learn concepts partic-
ular to it, not ideas that force it into a predetermined or circumscribed
shape. Revolution’s radicality, fecundity, and creativity call for a particular
thematization. To take the topic of revolutions seriously means articulating
a changing, productive, destabilizing force that resists incorporation into
any prescriptive framework. The theoretical and social importance of this
analysis comes from its ability to comprehend the agency that revolutions
impart to the world. This agency is nonsubjectified as it is the product
of the forces and processes that arise within revolution, and rather than
being pure stems from the particular manner in which each state is orga-
nized. A new conception of revolution framed in this way will reveal new
potentials for revolutionaries in both theory and practice.
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The Dangers of Misusing a Revolution

Revolution, as a potential remedy to systems of exploitation and domi-
nation, lends itself to utopian visions of future societies. And yet to treat
revolution as panacea is dangerous. It leads to flowery, romantic images
of revolutions as festive,”® omnipresent,” superhuman,*® and immor-
tal*’—as though revolution is a one-stop shop for a picture-perfect life.
Revolution’s job is not to produce utopia, for problems and issues will
inevitably arise within the new states that revolution creates. The after-
maths of the French and Cuban revolutions show how revolutionary zeal
can distract one from the vital work building a new society demands.*
The Arab Spring’s success in overthrowing tyrants and Occupy’s victory
in casting a harsh light on systems of inequality triggered new struggles
against these forces. Utopian visions can manifest themselves through an
obsession on previous triumphs and a desire to recreate the spirit of the
past rather than act in the here and now—a trait Wendy Brown calls “left
melancholy”®® As Rosalyn Deutsche notes, following the 2003 invasion
of Iraq, leftist protestors idolized the anti-war campaigns of the 1960s
and 1970s to the point of foreclosing “possibilities of political change in
the present” For its message to successfully pass from the streets into
the homes and institutions of society, revolution must follow an arduous
process of organization, demonstration, and advocacy.

Treating all revolutions as a priori evil is also flawed. By ignoring
legitimate grievances and portraying protestors as “growing mobs” engaging
in “dangerous . . . class warfare” the empowered can isolate revolutions
from people sympathetic with their goals. Those who hate revolution
equate it with pandemonium, violence, and destruction, ignoring revolu-
tion’s ability to address serious issues. States embody order and stability,
despite the fact that they are responsible for more pandemonium, violence,
and destruction than any revolution has caused. Cuban and Russian rev-
olutionaries garnered much support from their violent attacks upon the
state while killing no more than several thousand enemy soldiers, while
the nationalist fury of World War I and imperialist hunger of Vietnam
together led to the deaths of at least eighteen million and the decimation
of the continents hosting them.” Revolutions are dangerous, but the vio-
lence and destruction associated with them does not necessarily inhibit,
and in some cases advances, their positive goals. Viewing revolution as
destructive or as a cure-all does not reduce revolutions to the state, but
also does not provide it a rigorous philosophical articulation. As panacea
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or poison, revolution is oversimplified and its powers distorted. Calls for
revolution and protestations against it, when poorly formulated, resemble
romantic tales devoid of intellectual understanding.

Serious consequences come from circumscribing or oversimplifying
the concept of revolution. Establishing a new state that reflects the old
stifles revolutionary sentiment and exacerbates hostilities, as happened
in the French Revolution when new rulers responded to the revolution’s
demands with another monarchical system. The numerous smaller rebel-
lions that compose the French Revolution happened because attempts to
return to a feudal system failed.” Even if revolutionary passion isn’t further
inflamed, assuming the return of a specific state can generate a brutal
program of state formation, as happened in post-revolution Russia. The
transition to communism theorized by Lenin begins with armed workers
replacing capitalists and bureaucrats, but posits that many of the former
state mechanisms should be available to the workers for the purpose of
controlling society, labor, and consumption.”® Taylorism, the study of how
management can optimize the productive capacity of a workplace, was
imported wholesale from the United States into Lenins Soviet Union.
Using Taylorist maxims of scientific management like “The work of every
workman [must be] fully planned out by the management at least one day
in advance,” “Maximum output, in place of restricted output,” and “The
development of each man to his greatest efficiency and prosperity;* the
Soviets (with Lenin’s blessing) organized their factories and workers using
the same techniques, practices, and means of production as the capitalists
they opposed.* Lenin’s opposition to Taylorism was conditional; when it
was attached to the capitalist system it stood for “man’s enslavement by the
machine,”*! but when organized by the Soviets it was “a necessary feature
of [the] state”* The Soviet appropriation of Taylorism is a prime example
of how elements of a prior state remain after a revolution, as Soviets only
altered, but did not abolish, the factory.*’ Lenin’s theory forms the basis of
Stalin’s post-revolutionary program, which takes as dogma that the state
will only wither away if violence and state power intensify for the purpose
of crushing the “dying classes”** By using a theory that prescribes vicious
actions as necessary to reach the post-revolutionary world, Stalin’s mass
executions,” his brutal Gulag archipelago,* and his treatment of traitors
and capitalists “with an iron hand”¥ became affirmations of success.

Analyzing revolution as internal to a state has serious implications
for philosophy, as it invests revolution with necessity or a shape that
restricts what revolution can achieve. Karl Marx’s revolution is immanent
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to a specific material world and because of this follows a path to actualize
a communist society. This interpretation is not speculative, but is a real
movement that “results from the premises now in existence”*® The new
state is drawn from the old; revolution only acts as the intermediary, with
its beginning, middle, and end already decided. Hannah Arendt, too, sees
revolutions as immanent, but her revolutions are intrinsic to the world
formed when people come together in a community. Revolutions result
from action that “can be accomplished only by some joint effort™® and
have as their end “the foundation of freedom.”® Any revolution that alters
the premise of human plurality obliterates the phenomenon that produces
it. Revolution’s purpose is determined by the world from which it comes.
This in turn narrows what counts as a revolution, a fact demonstrated by
Arendt’s unwillingness to embrace the Haitian Revolution and anti-colonial
movements in general. Her revolution requires citizens to forget narra-
tives of violence that cannot be embraced by everyone. Since it is hard
to develop a common narrative between slave and master, she ignores
harms endured by oppressed minorities. Jennifer Gaffney says a better
concept of citizenship “seems to depend on developing a new and more
expansive notion of homecoming that makes room in the space of poli-
tics, not just for citizens, but also for the ghosts of the past that continue
to haunt the modern political arena”” For Marx and Arendt, concepts
of the state—conceived of here as a definite and immanent world—drive
revolution, plotting its course and all the stops along the way. Revolution
is only along for the ride.

What is needed in revolutionary theory is a model of exceptionality,
inasmuch as revolution should be contrasted with the rule of law spon-
sored by the state. If the state always indicates an order and circumscribes
change, then to theorize what is apart from it requires understanding the
chaotic and disordered. Revolution must uncover what happens when the
rules of the state cease to function. Understanding change as a difference
between two stable forms or as movement governed by laws, forces, or
predictable cycles must be replaced by a concept of unconditioned change
whereby any limits to change can themselves be changed. Change must be
an agent or a motive, not a result of interacting forces and beings. Several
fields have formulated models of how change operates when a central
buttress of traditional systems is removed. Set theory demonstrates how
systems fall into paradox without axioms that define what is part of a set.*
Chaos theory questions whether systems can predict the future without
comprehending the present and studies the vastly different outcomes that
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can result from minor changes.” In other words, the utility of traditional
systems is limited by their assumptions and the available data, leading
contemporary theorists to study how manipulating assumptions or data
alters how a system functions. Yet these new studies do not free change,
but only swap one set of laws, forces, and predictable cycles for another.
They provide a view of how change operates under specific conditions,
not of change as a motive. A study of exceptionality must focus on under-
standing change without reintroducing limits. In philosophical terms, it
is necessary to find the borders of fields like ontology and metaphysics,
where states begin and end. This is different from seeking where one
ontology replaces another or where one metaphysical system becomes
another, as such exchanges happen only within the confines of another
state. We must seek the frontier of all states and systems, for only at this
point can we contemplate a truly independent revolution.

Modeling Revolution 1: Deviating from the Norm

If we can encounter revolution without the state and without depicting
revolution as universally good or evil, what concept of it appears? What
are the potential and dangers of revolution? What relation can it have to
the state? The answers require a bipartite model that sees revolution from
several angles, relating it to the state without reducing it the state. I call
this model Dynamic Anarchism: “dynamic” to emphasize that the model
does not refer to a constant situation—a status quo—but to movement
and creation, and “anarchism” because the model purposefully avoids
dependence upon the state.
To separate revolution from the state implies several things:

o Revolution has no definitive arrangement, design, or
organization.

« Revolution cannot be anticipated (no one can know of its
coming).

« Revolution cannot be determined (it is impossible to chart

its path or manufacture its end).

Revolution is an anomaly in that it is entirely apart from the state, exempt
from the status quo, and a deviation from the natural order. The state’s
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supposed consistency and ubiquity is inapplicable to revolution, for within
a revolution the characteristics of the state we reflexively assume in our
day-to-day lives move into a state of flux. Even to describe revolutions as
pure potentiality, contingency, or creativity is inadequate, as each carries
a functional relationship to its opposite—potentiality to actuality, contin-
gency to necessity, creativity to constancy—and in doing so brings with it
an element of normalcy. Revolution abstracts itself from the oppositional
terms potentiality/actuality, contingency/necessity, and creativity/constancy.
To the degree that these characteristics are applicable to revolution, they
must have a meaning different than the one they have in relation to the
state. The exceptionality of revolution necessitates that even the category
of Being cannot be applied to revolution. Since what counts as a Being is
determined by the state, inasmuch as revolution escapes the state, its ontol-
ogy is unknowable. If we are to grasp revolution as more than a function
of a political system, we must hold that no codes (e.g., revolution reverts
back to the state of nature), no purposes (e.g., revolution overthrows the
elites of the dominant class), and no methods (e.g., revolution undermines
established meanings) belong to it.

As anomaly, revolution has three primary characteristics. First,
because revolution cannot be arranged, it is incommensurable—it does not
fit with what is around it, temporally, spatially, or otherwise. No common
measure exists between it and the state, and the state provides no tools
with which to build one. There is no definite where, no exact when, no
specific what to revolution, yet its very absence is its where, when, and
what. From the perspective of the state, its precise spatial, temporal, and
descriptive coordinates are somewhere, somewhen, and something. Its pres-
ence is its inarticulability, its incapability of being delineated. The state
cannot structure, fix, or organize revolution, and any attempt to do so
further inflames revolution or extinguishes it entirely. It is impossible for
the state to be the vanguard of revolution, for it is the lack of the state,
the indeterminacy of revolution’s where, when, and what, that marks it.

Second, because revolution cannot be anticipated, it is unpredictable.
It follows no determinate path, no causal or dialectical chain, that tells
us to expect its arrival or permits us to plot a course to the other side.
Because it does not behave according to the laws of the nonrevolutionary
world, its appearance is erratic and its effects are unknowable in advance.
Conditions that brought about a revolution at one place and time will not
necessarily do so again, nor does producing another revolution guarantee
the same outcome. Strategies and tactics used to understand or anticipate
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events in the state are destined to fail in comprehending revolution, for
the unpredictability of revolution applies not just to its presentation but
to its comprehensibility.

Finally, because revolution cannot be determined, it is indiscernible.
Our very attempt to chart a path for it is an attempt to control it. Whatever
understanding of revolution comes out of this project cannot reduce it to
a handful of determinate steps or conceptualize it in such a way that its
anomalistic character is erased. Revolution resists all attempts to synthesize
it with the world we encounter, so it is impossible to be truly faithful to
revolution. Fidelity requires being able to see some essence or promise
within revolution that compels one to action. Similarly, developing a pro-
gram for revolution implies the ability to chart a path between it and the
state. Yet within the anomaly of revolution no such path or promise exists.
The fidelity that is often claimed by revolutionaries is more accurately a
fidelity to the appearance of revolution in the state. Although revolution
must be held apart from the state to be truly revolutionary, it must be
able to be made manifest for revolution’s possibilities to come to fruition.

It is important to note that revolution does not form a binary oppo-
sition to the state. This preserves revolution’s independence insofar as
binaries carry a logic and an order from which revolution must exempt
itself. Jacques Derrida describes this well, saying, “An opposition of meta-
physical concepts (e.g., speech/writing, presence/absence, etc.) is never the
confrontation of two terms, but a hierarchy and order of subordination”**
Signs, as Derrida demonstrates, do not have intrinsic meaning, nor do
they receive it by allusion to an external referent. They gain their meaning
through the play of differences between them and the signs surrounding
them®—especially those with which they share a direct opposition.*
However, this logic cannot apply to revolution, for unlike the hierarchical
oppositions and networks of significations Derrida describes, revolution is
not encountered on the same strata as the state. The relationship between
revolution and the state is one of exception, not opposition. Revolution is
beyond the state, but not necessarily against the state; it is nonstate with-
out being anti-state. Were the latter true, the path of revolution would be
easier to chart, because revolution would consist of a contradiction to the
state. Revolution’s coordinates would be nowhere, nowhen, and nothing
rather somewhere, somewhen, and something. If it were anti-state, revolution
would be the opposite of what is counted and measured within the state.

To avoid a dualism between the state and revolution, and the host of
problems that would accompany such a division, it must be the case that
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the two do not have a stable, consistent relationship. Revolution cannot
be in relationship to the state, even as a negation of the state, because its
nature as exception extracts it from any bond; instead, their association
is unclear, hazy, and ambiguous. Revolution appears to move away from
the state in an endless number of directions, with no one direction being
definitive. The purpose of revolution lacks definition, because there are
many possible ends without any particular one being more authentic.
Because revolution removes itself from the logic of the state, it should be
understood as lacking any definitive label or designation. The anomaly
of revolution can be seen from the state only obliquely and indirectly.

Modeling Revolution 2:
Changing the Changes in the World

The definition of revolution must include a discussion of revolution as it
is encountered in the state. How is it that revolution is able to affect the
state, causing changes that are rightly celebrated—or justly condemned—
from the USA to China? Defining revolution as anomaly captures its
separation from the state, but it also appears in the world. In doing so
revolution and the state become associated, though the connection is not
one of mechanistic causality or teleological determination. Rather, revolu-
tion appears in the state as a catalytic change, a change that changes the
changes within the world. Every variation of the state describes a range
of means by which change is introduced in the world. Thomas Hobbes
delineates a series of affects that alter both the moods of individuals and
the orderliness of states. Michel Foucault describes how alterations in
the power relations that create subjects lead to new practices for tracking
mental health or discussing sexual behavior. The result of naming such
changes is that the state is able to “reestablish ideologies of command
and authority” by hiding the possibility for other changes. It sets up a
“transcendent power”*® that colonizes the “plane of immanence””

As a catalytic change, revolution undoes and redoes changes by
modifying or removing them and in the process replacing them with
others. It speeds up and slows down processes in the state, dissolving
the old and producing new mechanisms for change. It restructures not
just the things in the state but the state itself. Revolution is not just an
intensification of existing forces or the quickening of the rate at which
society’s possibilities are produced, for the changes of revolution are qual-
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itatively different from the changes of the state. To say otherwise ignores
the radical creativity of revolution.

Some of the traits unattributable to revolution (such as establishment
of a legitimate sovereign) may appear to be true of revolution when seen
from the perspective of the state. In applying itself to extant forces and
values, revolution seems to operate with a program. Nevertheless, revo-
lution is not expressing a determinate character when it acts as catalytic
change. Rather, it is applying its destruction and creativity to the status
quo. One way to conceive of this incursion of revolution into the state is
to think of it as undoing the specific “world horizon” that is furnished to
us by a state. According to Merleau-Ponty, a world horizon is a context or
unity in which novel phenomena appear. This “horizon of all horizons™ is
open, incomplete, and allows for many different appearances; at the same
time, however, it emphasizes convergence instead of radical difference
and sees all potential changes as latent possibilities within the horizon
itself. Revolution does not operate with a world horizon itself, but is able,
from the perspective of the state, to completely rewrite and add on to any
extant world horizon. If the rewritten world horizon spreads enough that
it becomes widely accepted as the norm, it will ultimately become a new
state to replace the old. As catalytic change, revolution associates with
the state, is of the state, but is not subjugated to the state. It maintains
its independence and irreducible novelty.

This ultimately leads to a possibly contentious claim, but one sup-
ported by my analysis, which is that revolution can create ex nihilo. To
grasp revolutions potential implies that revolution does not simply rearrange
the material within the state or produce new beings using the substance
of old ones according to natural laws. It produces what was literally not
a possibility prior to it, or what was inconceivable before its advent. This
is different from saying that revolutions produce possibilities that were
conceivable but not actualizable, or that they can bring about what before
was only a dream. It means that they can bring about what was neither
a logical possibility nor an actuality, they can create what was neither a
dream nor a reality.

Revolution shifts the terrain of existence rather than redrawing its
boundaries. In doing so, it creates new impossibilities and new dreams
alongside new realities. This is not to say that God-like revolutions create
entire worlds down to the smallest detail, but they do create the outlines
of worlds out of nothingness that in turn produce people, objects, and
forces in fundamentally new ways. Revolution creates states ex nihilo using
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new methods for the articulation and arrangement of such things in the
world, creating beings out of each state’s unique framework. My claim
is that outside the framework for a particular world there is nothing, or
nonbeing, the nature of which we necessarily must grapple with. Beings
are conditioned by their state, revolutions yield the particular conditions
of a state, and outside of that there is nothingness.

Although it is possible to posit in simple terms the ex nihilo creation
of revolution, a bipartite answer is needed to identify that to which ex nihilo
creation is applied. One cannot say that revolution operates only on the
state without bringing revolution back to the state—this time by limiting
revolution to reorganizing what was already there. Yet it is also impossi-
ble to say revolution operates on nothing without raising the question of
how revolution is able to affect the state. Revolution can connect to the
state without limiting it to that domain if we draw a distinction between
the operations of revolution qua anomaly and revolution qua catalytic
change. As anomaly, revolution is defined by creativity, and not attached
to the state in any necessary way. What it operates on is unclear and
inexact, and any impact it has on the state is encountered indirectly. But
as catalytic change revolution operates directly on the state, and possibly
all the changes, forces, and systems within it. It creates ex nihilo, but that
creation is only measurable from and in relation to the state it operates
on. Revolution manipulates the state, but it also extends into a beyond
that from the state’s perspective is unclear and indefinite.

Ex nihilo creation also means revising our conception of nothingness.
Nothingness is often understood as emptiness or void, but recent discoveries
and empirical data undermine this definition. Pure void and emptiness were
reasonable understandings of nothing in the past, but science has revealed
millions of substances, fields, waves, and more, that are out of sight yet
detectable. Even the vacuum of space—perhaps the thing closest to emp-
tiness we know of—is filled with plasmas, radiation, and particles, among
other things. When you add in quantum physics’ theories of the relation-
ship between energy and mass, holding to our previous understanding of
nothingness is problematic at best. A better description appears when we
understand nothingness in relation to movement, not substance.

What at first glance seems to be lacking in this model is a place for
thoughtful political action. It seems there is little to be done if revolution
can rewrite the world from the outside in one, sweeping manner. But
withdrawing revolution from the state does not mean radical change is
wholly beyond our control. Though such a view is perhaps a necessary
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consequence of situating revolution outside the state (where nothing can
control or dominate it), revolutionaries can play a role in channeling the
flow of radical change. The direct control revolutionaries have in other
models of revolution is replaced in Dynamic Anarchism with an ability
to shape the manner in which revolution occurs (even as they are shaped
by it). One must be attentive to participate in revolution effectively, for by
ignoring a revolution’s currents and holding dogmatically to a prescription
for change one becomes blind to the many possibilities revolution offers.
This is why specific demands are anathema to revolution, for you cannot
demand in advance what you are unaware of, and to create demands using
concepts or institutions drawn from the prior state lays the ground for the
return of that state after the revolution. The May ’68 slogan of “Demand
the Impossible!” better captures the openness found in revolution, though
even that can be interpreted as a nebulous antipathy toward the state
rather than as a call for constant attention, activity, and critique. Demands,
if there are to be any, must be open to change without endangering the
transformation sought within the state.

Revolutionary action takes place in a world of incomplete and
inaccurate information, so while demands can (and often are) given prior
to revolution, there is no guarantee that they will be relevant or useful
following it. If, on the one hand, revolution cannot be controlled, yet, on
the other, we are not destined to be like Hegel's Owl of Minerva, coming
“always . . . too late™' to do anything but describe what has already been,
what can revolutionaries achieve? First, activism and protest spread revolu-
tion’s message. And although revolution is not tethered to anything in the
world nor motivated solely through subjective affectations, rebels play an
important role in increasing or augmenting the scope and impact of revo-
lution’s catalytic changes. The broad range of tools within a revolutionary’s
belt affect how the revolution is seen and taken up, and whether revolution
will renew itself or taper out. The most effective revolutions are those that
cascade from place to place, revitalizing themselves each and every time
they reach a new population or area. Revolutions do not need leaders to
form their message, but participants to sustain and extend their impact.

Discovering the Outside of Time

The exceptionality of revolutions implies that there is no simple temporal
or spatial description of revolution. A complete account of revolutions
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demands an account of how revolution—both as anomaly and catalytic
change—relates to temporality and, to a lesser extent, spatiality. Some
theories address this issue by portraying events as instantaneous. Events
are not part of a situation but follow a logic of their own, and because
they operate as an exception to the norm, they are singular in nature. To
characterize events as temporal is to include them within the situation,
since temporal language drawn from the situation carries with it an
ontology that events resist. But instantaneous events except themselves
from a situation’s temporality and retain their singular integrity. Events
can prescribe a new understanding of time, yet they themselves lack a
temporal structure. To avoid presenting events as part of a particular state
of affairs, or undermining the deep-seated shift that events supposedly
produce, theorists of events avoid describing events in the same terms
as situations. Such a concern is entirely warranted, but nevertheless does
not necessitate seeing events as instantaneous.

The bipartite model of revolution I propose exempts revolution, in
the mode of anomaly, from a situation’s temporality, but, in the mode of
catalytic change, allows the revolution to be described—though not per-
fectly captured—using temporal terminology. Revolution’s appearance in
the world entails that it provisionally acquires a temporality, though there
is no guarantee that the temporality will hold. This does not mean that
revolutions are eternal, for the same reason that exempting revolutions
from the world does not make them nothing. Designating revolutions as
eternal implies normativity inasmuch as infinite time is logically opposed
to sequential or unfolding time (compelling revolutions to obey the logic
that accompanies binary oppositions). To claim events are eternal does not
avoid their encapsulation in a world; it just avoids their encapsulation in
our world by placing them in another. Events should be seen as atemporal
in the sense of having no designated temporality and thus being outside
of time altogether. The encounter with the temporality of revolution is an
encounter with the absence of time inasmuch as time, in such a context,
is indeterminate and unnamable. Nevertheless, the encounter of revolu-
tion from inside the world takes place within a temporal structure, and
as such it is possible to say that the experience of revolution is one that
can be designated temporally.

The temporality of revolution as it is experienced has elements of
both itself and the world it mixes with, but properly belongs to neither.
It results partially from what revolution introduces into the world, and
partially from what was already in the world. As anomalies revolutions
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are atemporal, but seen from within the state they can be instantaneous
or seemingly without end. Similarly, revolutions are not localized within
the state, but can appear to be so. They do not originate from a specific
place, and cannot be reduced to a set of spatial coordinates, as they except
themselves from the state’s spatiality. Specific settings may play a symbolic
role in revolutions, but this does not mean that they limit, cause, or deter-
mine anything. Squares, parks, and streets are a vehicle for the expression
of revolution. But like temporal designations, locations within the state can
change, and any attempt to situate revolutions within the world will not
capture them perfectly either. It is only possible to conditionally localize
revolutions in terms of their origin and effects on the state.

The Pathway to a New Theory of Revolution

The Dynamic Anarchism model of revolution takes its cue in part from
contemporary theorists who have begun the process of thinking through
the structure of events. The most salient questions concern the nature of
an event—What is its fundamental being, how does it appear, and to what
degree can we know or experience it? To answer these questions requires
knowing how events relate to the world, and how they exempt themselves
from its otherwise smooth functioning.

Before venturing into the contemporary discussion of events, it is
necessary to demonstrate the importance of disconnecting revolution
from the state by revealing how theories of revolution that fail to do so
cannot capture the exceptionality of revolution. To that end, I will begin
my investigation by critiquing three approaches to revolution, those that
describe revolution as a function of the state, those that provide revolution
with a telos or that constrain its movement, and those that use the notion
of an event in an imperfect manner. Social contract theory, discussed in
chapter 2, is a major example of the former approach. As the first unified
school of thought to isolate revolution and treat it separately from war
or civil unrest, social contract theory believes that the rational study of
politics reveals how to build a government that obeys natural laws and
respects individual rights. It sees the role of revolutions as the overthrow
of unjust institutions. Social contract theory’s strategy of measuring the
state against ideals of freedom and justice provides an important tool for
critiquing the state’s existence. But, with the exception of concepts like
sovereignty and the state, as well as John Locke’s innovative uses of ideas
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like “people” and “power;” it offers very little for a comprehensive analysis
of revolution. Other modern philosophers like Hume and Montesquieu
as well as contemporary philosophers like Habermas and Rawls, also use
this approach when discussing revolution, and will be incorporated into
my critique.

Dialectical theories—Marxism being the most well-known—follow
the second approach, discussed in chapter 3. These theories claim that
the modern society inevitably develops in due course as the result of
working out the contradictions they form, whether ideological or material.
According to these theories, revolution is a product of historical forces like
poverty, alienation, property, and the desire for wealth. No longer is it just
a corrective, for dialectical thinkers say past revolutionary developments
have led to negative as well as positive results. Ultimately, revolution will
teleologically resolve all the contradictions in society, bringing humans
back to their true selves and destroying society’s artificial institutions.
Dialecticism undermines many of social contract theory’s illusions, but
does so through the development of a state organized around permanent
processes, actions, and needs. While some of the dialectic’s errors are fixed
by later dialectical thinkers, none fully escapes the subjugation of revo-
lution to a telos or program. I will focus on six variations of dialectical
thought: (1) the idealism of Hegel, (2) the absolute idealism of fascists,
(3) the materialism of Marx, (4) the communism of Lenin, Trotsky, and
Mao, (5) Benjamin and the critical theorists, and (6) postwar French
Marxism, which can be subdivided into the structuralism of Althusser
and the humanism of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty.

Evental theorists, who are discussed in chapter 4, have a lot to offer
theories of revolution. Theorists like Badiou, Kuhn, Foucault, and Deleuze
will be examined in light of their additions to both evental and revolution-
ary theory. Their transposing of transcendental structures into immanent
ones helps us think about how states can be rewritten. In addition, they
emphasize how figures, subjects, and objects are the result of accidents,
presubjective processes, and discursive formations. Particularly anathema
to these thinkers are schematic expressions of revolutions that accentuate
figures, stages, and agency in an attempt to prescribe a revolutionary for-
mula. Instead, they emphasize differences, productive forces, multitudes,
and powers. The resulting focus on newness leads them to examine revo-
lution’s creative potentials. Revolution plays an important role throughout
the political philosophy of evental theorists, although thus far it has been
connected to the methodologies with which these thinkers work. Processes
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and operations persist through both states and revolutions, shaping the
outcomes of movements for radical change. While these thinkers leave
meaning and being open, these processes and operations constitute pro-
tostates that still tether revolution to an abstract order.

The theory of Dynamic Anarchism is laid out in chapter 5. In addi-
tion to referencing evental theory, Dynamic Anarchism will engage with
systems theory—and in particular phenomena like emergence, resilience,
adaptivity, complexity, and interconnection—in order to make Dynamic
Anarchism’s case for a new theory of revolution. In addition to discussing
the phenomena in systems theory that indicate the need for Dynamic
Anarchism, the chapter will spell out the advantages of this theory in
comparison with other event ontologies. The previous three sections of
this chapter discussed the basic tenets of this theory.

After laying out the theory of Dynamic Anarchism, this investigation
will shift from a study of the form of revolution to its practice in order
to show the relationship of Dynamic Anarchism to the strategy of revo-
lutionaries. This occurs in chapter 6. I will concern myself primarily with
writers who develop tactics and strategies for revolution. Drawing from
chapter 5, chapter 6 will provide advice to demonstrate how the theory of
Dynamic Anarchism can help revolutions succeed. These pieces of advice
are meant to indicate how one can best conduct a revolution amid a state
that is a complex and interconnected system composed of many moving
parts. Numerous well-known revolutions—such as the American, French,
Russian, Cuban, Algerian, and Chinese—will be discussed, and many
revolutionary figures—Guevara, Lenin, Mao, Washington, Robespierre—
will be cited. Additionally, the chapter will study practical actions and
organizing. Chapter 6 will study which tactics are effective by analyzing
examples of those that have worked well and those that have not. The
theories motivating these revolutions will be discussed as needed to clarify
how these previous revolutions and figures operated.

At the end of this investigation, it will be clear that revolutions
themselves are in need of a revolution. Great strides have been made
by studying how society experiences revolution, developing tactics and
strategies to master it, and avoiding the various pitfalls revolutions can
fall into. But over time the space set aside for revolution has been strewn
with the detritus of other theories and leftovers from fetishists of revolu-
tion. To unlock the bonds holding revolution back we must find a new
theory. Here in the early part of the twenty-first century, we may be at
the beginning of a seismic shift. Signs show that, unless we fix the harms
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of human civilization, the natural world and the vengeance of the injured
of the world will, quite simply, leave us without the ability to fix much
of anything. The historically low levels of faith in government reveal how
dissatisfied people are with minor reforms and demonstrate the need for
a movement that can create a better society from top to bottom. Within
that context, I submit this analysis of revolution as a step towards an
understanding of the nature of revolution, within the larger path we must
follow in the creation of a free and egalitarian world.
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Regulating Revolution

Nature, the Sovereign, and the Social Contract

The Dawning of Revolution

In the heady days of the French Revolution, just prior to the Reign of
Terror, Louis Saint-Just put words to what was becoming a common view
at the time: “It is impossible to reign in innocence. The folly of that is all
too evident. All Kings are rebels and usurpers”! At Louis XVT’s trial, the
prosecution’s words were no less profane when Maximilien Robespierre
declared, “Regretfully I speak this fatal truth—Louis must die because the
nation must live’* And just slightly earlier the American revolutionary
Tom Paine penned a similar truth, saying, “Of more worth is one honest
man to society, and in the sight of God, than all the crowned ruffians that
ever lived.”® In Europe and the American colonies, a shift had happened. A
previously impossible truth was becoming not just feasible, but necessary.
The beliefs and methods of the revolutionaries were incompatible with old
structures. The world of the divinely endowed monarch was dissolving
even as it fought its last battles along the ramparts of its palaces, and in
its place the ideas of early modern political philosophy were achieving a
foothold among the former subjects of the king, who were taking up the
mantle of citizen and autonomous individual. Though there were many
battles yet to be fought, many discussions yet to be had, many endeavors
yet to be undertaken, ineluctably the passage of time was making more
and more certain a new political reality—that no longer could the king
be allowed to keep his head.

21
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Early modern political philosophy—which is composed of several
overlapping strains of thought, including social contract theory, rational-
ism, conservatism, and liberalism—separated religion from politics. It
had for centuries been taken as a fundamental truth that the sovereign
ruler was endowed by God with the authority to rule, and that no other
defense of the sovereign’s power was needed. The first intervention early
modern political theory makes into this ideology is to cast doubt upon
that proposition by questioning the validity of justifying one’s rule with
God, advocating instead a turn to reason.* A politics that begins with
reason discovers the natural ground of society as well as the appropriate
distribution of rights and responsibilities. The right foundation prevents
political collapse by indicating laws that regulate the political relationships
in society,” preventing excess and channeling state resources. Within these
laws numerous associations and policies are possible, and early modern
political theory remains neutral about them as long as they don’t adversely
affect individuals’ rights or the sovereign’s power. If and when revolution
enters this world, it enters for the purposes of serving these larger goals,
becoming a mechanism within a larger program of society building. It
resets the system by bringing a deviant society back to its starting point.
Yet because revolution can easily go awry political theorists place it in a
world of rules that govern its impact. The appropriate limits of revolution,
its function, and its goals, are supposed to be obvious from the dictates
that are revealed when reason contemplates nature. But drawing revolution
into such a well-regulated world opens the door for a crisis, for revolution
inevitably destabilizes these political systems by undermining the structures
of the natural world and the state. This crisis compels many changes in the
social contract as theorists try to resolve it, yet it is ultimately unsolvable,
as the problem comes from the ground of their political systems.

Early modern political theories share several features: an analysis that
begins with separate individuals or a focus on what is natural, an emphasis
on rationality, a transition to the state that codifies the most important
parts of the natural situation, and a description of the possible forms the
state can have. They are also subject to many of the same criticisms: the
excluding of “nonrational” peoples, ignoring classes, and ignoring social
and political forces that privilege some while handicapping others. Finally,
they always treat revolution in the same way: as a function of the state.
Revolution is operationalized in a way that provides value for purposes
of the state, limiting its ability to enact change beyond those purposes.
I will demonstrate each of these claims in turn. In addition, I will show
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how, despite important modifications made to early modern political
frameworks, multiple strains of contemporary political philosophy are
still subject to the same criticism. In order to simplify the terminology
going forward, I will refer to all philosophies that follow this pattern as
regulationism, and those who advocate for such a system as regulationists,
to emphasize how they see revolution as part of the same system of rules
as the state. As I will show, social contract theory is the dominant, though
not the only, form of regulationist theory

At stake is whether we can rely on any version of regulationism to
justify or plan revolutions. If we adhere to regulationism, sovereigns, publics,
contracts, and more, take on an eternal quality. Revolutions are rendered
incapable of challenging their existence or function. Revolutions become
tools for regulationists, limiting what radical change can accomplish.

Capturing our Natural Freedom

The regulationism found in early modern political philosophy is based
on the claim that human society is composed of separate individuals. It
inverts the traditional relationship that places individual choice and rights
subordinate to the genealogical hierarchies and the chains of command
found in earlier political systems. If previous political arrangements come
in at all, it is to serve the goal of helping people to make rational decisions,
not vice versa. The relative equality of all in nature means the traditional
classes are often unnecessary. Hobbes says, “Nature hath made men so
equall, in the faculties of body, and mind; as that though there bee found
one man sometimes manifestly stronger in body, or of quicker mind then
another; yet when all is reckoned together, the difference between man,
and man, is not so considerable’® Rousseau is explicit: “Which people,
then, is fit to receive laws? . . . A people without deep-rooted customs
or superstitions.”” Regulationism “[sweeps] away ecclesiastical power and
privilege at the same time that it [curbs] sectarianism and religious dis-
sension™ and refuses to posit “any particular branch of humanity [that
possesses] a special gift or genius to enlighten and instruct others
Rationality is the primary way political relationships are determined.
The nature of the relationships—contractual, regulatory, conventional, or
otherwise—are uncovered when reason contemplates nature and human
needs. Once found, they provide a normative content to political arrange-
ments and sanction those that deviate. The political systems of Hobbes
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and Locke are grounded according to the “general rules of reason™® or the
dictates of “natural reason,”"! on the one hand, and consensual agreements'*
or mutual transferring of right,”” on the other. Reason funnels, channels, and
puts to good use the affective and irrational elements of society by properly
situating them so that they do not interfere with rational governance. It is
universally identified with progress and improvement," though thinkers
differ as to its ultimate goal. Mary Wollstonecraft believes the ultimate goal
of reason—open to anybody—is liberty and progress, while Hobbes argues
that rationality’s goal of stability is safer when stewarded by an elite few.””
All believe reason can produce a rationally organized society, though the
name and nature of that society differs from thinker to thinker. Burke refers
to the “spirit of a gentlemen, and the spirit of religion” as the foundations
of civilization,'®* Hume to “family-societies” that we are born into and that
expand outward,"” and Adam Smith to a “civilized society” in which every
person must cooperate with “great multitudes”'®

Regulationism’s temporal order is defined by lack of change, for the
same dilemmas, possibilities, and choices that confront the state today
confronted every prior state. Time is cyclical—as leaders pass and societies
come and go, each individual is able to choose again from the same options
that previous generations did. Locke believes history confirms this view
of time, since by “looking back as far as records give us any account of
peopling the world . . . we commonly find the government to be in one
hand”" and that “all peaceful beginnings of government have been laid
in the consent of the people.” Though more open to change than Locke
inasmuch as he rejects the idea that any law is eternal,’ Rousseau sees
a natural tendency in all governments to “pass from a greater number
to a smaller number, that is, from democracy to aristocracy, or from
aristocracy to royal government.”* For him the “principle of political
life”—the sovereign authority expressed through executive and legislative
powers—keeps all states functioning.” The order dictated by reason is
ubiquitous. New adults always confront the question of joining or leaving
the state, and new states must deal with the same threats that endangered
previous ones. Social context may affect which answer is appropriate
(Montesquieu and Rousseau each describe different types of government,
saying they have different uses and dangers),” but the general outlines of
each thinker’s political philosophy applies to all humans universally. Paine
sees all hereditary systems as bad,” Locke proclaims a universal “spiritual”
equality,”® and Spinoza believes that ceding one’s “natural right” upon
entering society is something that each person must do no matter the
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circumstances.” Time is measured by the repetition of patterns and the
need to understand both the dangers and potentials of every alternative.

This pattern is how regulationism traps revolution and excludes
numerous sociopolitical interests, though to see why this is we must
describe it in more detail. To begin, all regulationism formulates a nat-
ural ground out of which the state will arise. All the artificial constructs
of the state are pulled away and the essential human form is laid bare.
Lacking laws, governmental institutions, and social conventions, humans
are found to be in “a state of perfect freedom™® that “prohibits nothing
but what no one desires or no one can do”* and where “the notions of
Right and Wrong, Justice and Injustice have . . . no place® The absence
of rules in this state of nature may at first seem advantageous, but the
license it offers produces conflict and war. Even though regulationists do
not all believe that license is absolute—only Hobbes believes everyone
has the right to everything,* while by contrast Locke believes that men
do not have the right to harm others” and Rousseau questions slavery™
and the principle of “might makes right”**—they all agree that the lack of
a power that can enforce rules is a problem. There are several responses
to this challenge. Social contract theorists believe this gives rise to an
agreement among all people in the state of nature to forego their natural
power, set down laws, and abide by the judgments of a sovereign power.
Such a system of justice originates from “the principles that free and
rational persons concerned to further their own interests would accept
in an initial position of equality”® and not from arbitrary or inequitable
judgments. Rules of justice are developed to limit one’s freedom in return
for security and order. Regulationists that do not believe in the social
contract argue for some benefit that comes from association. David Hume
says that obedience to authority, which likely arose when one person took
control following a state of war, provided the benefit of fidelity to laws.
Order is “much better maintained by society” while people have a “love
of domination” that government satisfies.”® Montesquieu believes there is
a “pleasure one animal feels at the approach of an animal of the same
kind” and a “desire to live in society” that encourage association.”” And
while Edmund Burke believes that society can be seen as a contract, he
says the contract is not one of exchange but partnership, the difference
being that an exchange occurs quickly while the partnership is an ongoing
process. Burke claims society’s partnership is one that includes citizens
of the past and future who, together with those living today, are working
together to achieve long-term goals.”®
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But do the limits on freedom only begin with the institution of order,
or are they latent within the very description of “natural humans”? People
within the state of nature are defined narrowly, using characteristics that
obligate specific behaviors. Most regulationists expect people in the state
of nature to be governed primarily, if not exclusively, by their rational
self-interest. People who engage in war do it for their own defense®
or gain,* only forming alliances for the “advantage of both parties*
Even raising children is calculated and lacks altruism, for parents should
expect children to return “respect, reverence, support, and compliance” in
exchange for their “care, cost, and kindness”** Rousseau similarly believes
in this motive, but argues that familial interest is another principal motive.
Though preserving oneself is both within man’s nature and “Man’s first
law;” the care a father has for his children is another driving force preced-
ing any organization of society.* Regulationists who deny the primacy of
self-interest—such as Hume, Burke, and Montesquieu—do so by arguing
that humans obey base instincts and emotions. Hume says humans are
naturally frail and perverse,* composed of instincts that are “all simple”*
Burke says the “feeble contrivances of our reason™* must be bolstered by
tradition to keep emotion from overtaking us,” while Montesquieu says
in nature people are dominated by feelings of inferiority and desires for
nourishment.”® Regulationists also argue that one who is “free” within
nature will inevitably want to form a society. Hobbes says men “naturally
love Liberty, and Dominion over others,” and so their “finall Cause” is
“the forsight of their own preservation, and of a more contented life”* in
civil society. One may initially desire to live alone, but obstacles will build
up until, according to Rousseau, “the human race will perish if it doesn’t
change its mode of existence.” Simple passions like desire, love, and grief
lead to felicity, misery, and war,” just as a desire to “live in a . . . more
agreeable Manner™ leads to seizing property and, ultimately, to society.
While Hume follows the pattern of describing nature and a desire to form
society, he is unique in arguing that what is natural (other than our bodies)
is only emotions and instincts. Individuals are around others from the
moment of birth, so society is a constant presence throughout one’s life.
Nature provides one with desires like those for preservation, glory, and
wealth; our reason, culture, or emotions inevitably draw us into association.

The world is also restricted in the state of nature. The descriptions of
nature provided by social contract theorists delineate a limited number of
operations the world has and forms the world can take. Arranging the world
through disparate spatiality and cyclical time, and animating it through
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rationality and particular interactions, gives the world an eternal order it
cannot surpass. This order is consonant with the defining characteristics
of individuals found in the state of nature.

Humankind’s natural self-interest and desires are explicitly attached
to the limits of the world. Rousseau says that man must “watch over his
own preservation” and that “as soon as he reaches the age of reason . . . he
becomes his own master.>® Spinoza connects men’s self-interest with their
nature, saying, “It is a universal law of human nature that no one neglects
anything that they deem good unless they hope for a greater good or fear a
greater loss, and no one puts up with anything bad except to avoid some-
thing worse or because he hope for something better”** Spinoza concludes
that “no one will promise without deception to give up his right to all
things, and absolutely no one will keep his promises except from fear of
a greater ill or hope of a greater good” For those who see the contract
as a basic form of interaction, its character, which has force when it is
in one’s interest and becomes void when it is not,*® comes directly out of
natural law. Grotius’s legitimate causes of war require a clash of interests
between disparate individuals, such as when “Securities are demanded
against a Person that has threatened an Injury” or “Punishment [must be]
inflicted””” Other forms of rudimentary interaction have similar origins.
Edmund Burke sees respect for authority and tradition as part of human
nature,” while Wollstonecraft, in response, says the cultivation of reason
is just as natural and many times more valuable.” The world produces an
individuals’ natural environment and possible choices, while the actions
of natural individuals maintain the features of the world. The two sides
work synchronously to produce and regulate the entire state of nature.
Everything that does not conform is marginalized or goes uncounted.
The presentation of the state of nature as a space of freedom and impulse
takes place within a grid that carefully screens what characteristics a free
person can express and controls how the natural world appears. For the
natural world to seem free, it must confine everything that is in it.

Regulationism has multiple opinions regarding what is natural and
where society begins, all of which tend to fall on a spectrum between
two extremes. One extreme argues that the individual self, or parts of it,
comprise the natural, and the move to society begins when one comes
into association with others. The other extreme argues for natural rela-
tionships that carry natural obligations. What is likely, what is possible,
and what is justifiable within nature depend upon the degree to which
some sort of natural organization of individuals can be posited. Hume,
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Grotius, Hobbes, and Spinoza are closer to the former extreme—which
I call the isolate perspective—that sees nature as lacking any concept of
justice or virtue, where one acts primarily according to one’s self-interest.
Locke, Rousseau, Burke, Wollstonecraft, and Paine are closer to the lat-
ter—which I call the relational perspective—where there is a more natural
organization to human society that conditions more generous actions and
a normative framework. Montesquieu is roughly halfway between the two
extremes, and puts forth elements of both.

Adopting a more “isolate” perspective often means believing that
nature lacks any necessary human relationships, and that the dominant
mode of relating to one another is through one’s rational self-interest. Hume
is closest to this pole, as for him nature is composed of instincts, aptitudes,
and capabilities. There is no “state” that is completely natural, for elements
of society (i.e., parental relationships) exist from the moment every human
exists.” What is natural are human capacities, which in general are frail and
perverse.® Because of this arrangement there is no natural law and no rules
regarding right and wrong. In a sense, one does not even act according to
one’s self-interest, but from one’s urges, needs, and desires, which precede
the development of rational self-interest. Law develops as a way of keeping
order, and is not based on nature but on the value that comes from obedi-
ence to authority.®> What is natural are individual passions, anxieties, and
similar urges; the social begins upon any human association.

On the isolate side of the spectrum, those who posit a social contract
have a more robust concept of nature, since the contract’s provisions arise
from the natural. They provide natural humans with a more developed
sense of self. Hugo Grotius says natural law comes out of the rational
investigation of a thing’s essence and is enforced by God.** Natural law is
infinite, eternal, unchanging, immanent within the world, and evident to
reasonable people with common sense.* It reveals that “man is by nature
a mild creature® though the unsociable have “grown so by addicting
themselves to Vice, contrary to the Rules of Nature”® Instincts®” and a
predilection to protect one’s property ineluctably lead to war, which nature
allows for the preservation of one’s belongings and natural condition.
Warring over property is just inasmuch as property is a right of owner-
ship® and war a dispute by force that repels violations of rights.® A state
develops once free and autonomous individuals come together “to enjoy
peaceably their Rights, and for their common Benefit”” It establishes the
legal framework that ensures the protection of one’s rights and limits one’s
actions to protect others. A sovereign, unaccountable to any human, acts
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as lawmaker, magistrate, and judge in regard to “the making and repealing
of Laws™"' and affairs concerning “the publick Good””

Hobbes’s state of nature is more unpleasant, for in it men live a
“nasty, brutish, and short” life where people are constantly propelled into
quarrel because of competition, diffidence, and glory.”® Because there is
no concept of justice, one has the right to do whatever is in one’s power,”™
resulting in a constant drift toward war (which is bolstered by humankind’s
inadequate reasoning powers” and the lack of any concept of property or
privacy within the natural world’). Reason recognizes this natural situation
is untenable and forms natural laws that dictate the proper organization
of society—laws compelling individuals to seek peace, renounce their
claim to everyone and everything, and set up a sovereign who will ensure
compliance.”” Both Grotius and Hobbes emphasize the close proximity
of nature to war and that protecting what one views as one’s own is a
major cause of war. They disagree about which considerations give rise
to natural law. Grotius believes it comes from investigating the nature of
things (or acts), while Hobbes believes it comes from the contemplating
what is needed to preserve human life.”® For both, the proper function
of an object is given by the relations it forms with the rest of the world
and how reason summons us to respond.

Spinoza does not start out far from Hobbes, for he puts forth an
account of how in nature right and power are equal. As “natural right” is
equal to God’s power (and because God is all-powerful), in nature one has
the right to do whatever is in one’s power.”” Reason plays no necessary role
in determining action or behavior at this point. This existence is tenuous,
for one is in danger of losing one’s property, family, or life. Reason enters
Spinoza’s considerations upon the formation of society, as reason naturally
leads individuals to choose the protection of society over the “hostility,
hatred, anger, and deceit™ of individual living. Spinoza is distinguished
from Hobbes by his treatment of the problem given to reason in the state
of nature. It is not only a matter of seeking peace by renouncing the power
one possesses but also of preserving one’s right to express one’s reason
and thought freely. The purpose of the state is “to allow [peoples’] minds
and bodies to develop in their own ways in security and enjoy the free
use of reason, and not to participate in conflicts based on hatred, anger,
or deceit”® Instead of focusing on the war and misery of the natural
state, Spinoza conceives of nature as a germ of enlightened discourse and
reasonability that blossoms into a wholly different civil society than the
ones Hobbes and Grotius envisioned.

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

30 LIBERATING REVOLUTION

The thinkers that fall on the isolate side of the spectrum (Hume
being the most extreme, Grotius and Hobbes the next most, and Spinoza
the least) argue for a nature composed of individuals™ interests, power,
and passions more than reason. For Hume, reason doesn’t begin until
one is in society, while Hobbes, Grotius, and Spinoza say that reason is
the beginning of society. These thinkers similarly adopt varying views on
the role of rights and the protection of property, as the further one moves
away from the isolate pole, the greater a role they play in the beginning
of society. This indicates that the further one moves away from the isolate
pole, the stronger a sense of natural value (which can be recognized by
the individual) one finds. Yet value from association or that arises from
relationships is still foreign to the natural world in the isolate perspective.

Montesquieu is roughly halfway between the isolate and relational.
This is because he sees a role for relationships in nature, but they are rela-
tionships that are very basic and come without any obligations. Humans
start out with basic urges—the premise of isolate philosophers—but unlike
the thinkers discussed above, Montesquieu says the most basic urges are
those of one’s inferiority and the need for nourishment. In nature, one will
overcome one’s reticence at association upon seeing others having similar
reactions, and over time bonds will form. The pleasure of association will
increase the desire to associate more.* As associations grow, society forms
(the tipping point being when associations become complex enough that
government is necessary). There is little role for reason here, other than
the partial role reason plays in overcoming anxiety and urging associa-
tion. These relationships are natural, not the product of society, yet they
do not carry a set of natural laws that influence society. For this reason,
Montesquieu’s account of nature is midway between the two extremes.

“Relational” thinkers like Rousseau and Locke associate nature with
the familial, arguing for a natural organization characterized by impartiality
and cooperation that leaves one without a vehicle to express one’s thought
publicly and an effective means of protection. Locke insists that reason
requires the establishment of a commons by compact, since food, drink,
and other necessities for subsistence were given to all of mankind. It is
only because of this commons that property, which originates by “taking
any part of what is in common, and removing it out of the state nature
leaves it in,’® can be manufactured. Rousseau claims there is a “natural
bond” between parents and children that becomes an association of choice
later.®* Because war is “not a passionate and hasty, but a sedate settled
design upon another mans life,’® it will not happen for minor reasons.
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Locke epitomizes nature as a state of equality, where “all creatures of
the same species and rank . . . should also be equal,’® but says there
are various mechanisms that put individuals into unequal relationships.
Paternal power or skill are natural forms of inequality,*” while the election
of a sovereign power is artificial (though it refers back to paternal rule).®
Rousseau’s state of nature is articulated in much the same way. Everyone
starts life tied to her or his father, lacking an immediate state of equality
but with an equal potential for liberty. Equality is gained when children
no longer need their parents for their preservation, at which point the
bond is replaced with reciprocal freedom and equality.® In civil society
everyone begins free and equal. They surrender their freedom when it is
to their advantage so as to give the sovereign a paternal position.” There
is some natural disparity, but those able to depend upon themselves are
free and equal with respect to one another, entering into civil society
by choice in order to benefit from its protection. Rousseau claims the
family is the basis for the original social covenant,” and that civil society
is natural inasmuch as it follows the family, but artificial when it moves
beyond that. Locke sees a stronger difference between the two, for while
both have a compact at their heart, it is only political society that wields
the legislative power of life and death.”” Thus while the first society was
between a man and woman, new powers needed to be found to produce
political society. Both believe reason advocates the development of civil
society for comfort, safety, longevity, and peaceable living.”*

Both Burke and Wollstonecraft expand on this account of relational
nature, though in doing so they reach notably different conclusions (as I
will discuss later). Burke argues for a kinship between present members
of our group and those of the past, which is why he argues that traditions
and customs should not be thrown off lightly. We owe a debt to the past,
as we are carrying on their project of building a sustainable civilization.
The subordination of our interests to theirs is natural.®* Political society
is to be based upon this relationship rather than, as Locke and Rousseau
would have it, the familial one. By contrast, Mary Wollstonecraft theorizes
a natural relationship to authority that demands we challenge it. We must
eventually confront all authority, whether it is that of Locke and Rousseau
(the family) or that of Burke (the past). Once our reason is developed, it
is the only thing to which we should subordinate ourselves. While we can
recognize that our relationships (like friendship or ownership) to others
will, at times, come with obligations, no relationships have a natural,
permanent authority.” Too much parenting, like too much subservience
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to authority, produces weak individuals. So while both Burke and Woll-
stonecraft recognize more relationships of authority than both Locke and
Rousseau, Burke subordinates our reason and decision-making to those
relationships while Wollstonecraft privileges the former over the latter.

Tom Paine argues that humans are created equal,” that special
kinships are shared,” and that reason leads to forming societies that
supply one’s “natural wants” and satisfy one’s “social affections”® Paine is
unique among “relational” theorists for attributing kinship to the entirety
of mankind. A natural community precedes and grounds the formation
of civil society. Like all social contract theorists, Rousseau, Locke, and
Paine point to reason as the origin of the rules structuring the natural
world, but they each disagree about the degree to which individuals can
be relied upon to reason correctly. Locke and Rousseau argue that struc-
tural bulwarks must act as safeguards against natural biases and inclina-
tions that pervert reason.”” Paine argues that reason, wielded publicly by
a democratic government, is by far the finest way of protecting society
from its possible ills.'®

All the philosophers on this spectrum, from isolate to relational,
arrange the state of nature to contain embryonic states in the form of nat-
ural urges, rational individuals, paternally controlled families, inheritances
from the past, or natural communities. The social contract thinkers on the
spectrum generally have more clearly defined relationships and operations
occurring in nature, since it is from these that their natural laws—and thus
the dictates of the social contract—are drawn. Yet, social contract theorist
or not, these entities or groups are the same ones that wield the force of
revolution and condition revolution’s very existence after society forms.
The power controlling revolution becomes the same power expressed in
the state, as the state and revolution are formed by the same authority. The
manner of control differs depending on how each theorist depicts nature.
The isolate perspective discounts any relationship not defined by mutual
exchange on the basis of self-interest, including natural groups (Hobbes
holds that when it comes to the social contract familial relationships are
irrelevant until after the institution of the commonwealth),'! and some-
times discounts any relationship whatsoever (Hume says that human
sentiments, not natural relationships, decide government).'** The relational
perspective disallows the development of unnatural groups, which vary
based on what groups they think occupy nature. For Grotius and Hobbes,
a subject who wants to disagree with the sovereign must have standing,
which comes from having suffered a direct slight at the sovereign’s hands.
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Hobbes’s possible slights involve issues of “Debt, or of right of possession
of lands or goods, or concerning any service required at [the sovereign’s]
hands, or concerning any penalty corporall, or pecuniary, grounded on
a precedent Law.'® Slights Locke recognizes include those accepted by
Hobbes, but also a sovereign’s violation of a society’s right to property'®
or to provide for itself.'® In these latter cases one’s standing comes from
mankind’s inalienable rights, which a sovereign must respect. In other
words, when thinking about the propriety of opposing the sovereign, one’s
reflections should stop at the limits of one’s personal interest—for Hume,
Grotius, Hobbes, and Spinoza—or one’s communal interest—for Locke,
Rousseau, Burke, Wollstonecraft and Paine (Montesquieu only recognizes
those slights that corrupt the authenticity of natural human associations).

It is almost impossible to justify a revolution using isolate theory since
only individual grievances can be brought before the sovereign. Spinoza
differs from Hobbes and Grotius in that he does allow for free speech
in his state provided one does not advocate rebellion, meaning subjects
can disagree with a sovereign’s policies even without having been slighted
by them. Similarly, Hume does advocate for principles of common good
that arise from their utility in producing such.'® However, Spinoza does
not ground this freedom of speech in the rights of mankind, or in public
welfare. It is an isolated individual who deserves this right by virtue of
being a free-thinking individual, not by being part of a larger community.'””
Similarly, Hume grounds his principles in the individual’s desires for stability
and order, which predispose humans against revolution and countenance
against radical change.'”® The shared discontent that frequently provokes
revolution is recognized by the relational perspective, but only when it
stems from a natural group like a family, commonwealth, or community.
Both perspectives give no consideration to dissent originating from racial,
gender, or class-based offenses. Referencing the interests of people with
a common ancestry is disallowed, which is why modern thinkers like
Samuel Coleridge, Benjamin Constant, and Alexis de Tocqueville reject
the social contract tradition.'” Even sympathy with the plight of the
suffering is excluded. Acting with reference to these alternative interests
makes one irrational and incapable of forming contracts, someone whose
very presence is excluded even from the state of nature.

Regulationists arguably qualify revolution to prevent it from becoming
a destabilizing force that can be used by the self-centered or irrational
to attack legitimate sovereigns. Humans should follow the political forms
nature indicates. Overturning those forms rejects nature, which in turn
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rejects God. “Liberating” revolution means appropriating unnatural powers,
which threatens to topple the carefully constructed societies regulationists
describe. Given this, why should we seek a liberated revolution?

Regulationists aptly state revolution’s risks. History shows that radical
change can go awry. The mistake regulationism makes is thinking that the
state must limit revolution. Revolutions should be unlimited in concept,
but in practice particular revolutions will operate with limits. For example,
seeking representational government means limiting your revolution to what
is likely to bring about that goal. Many of revolution’s excesses come from
radicals who equate any attack on a despised authority as a step towards
change, but history shows this strategy to be bad. Effective revolutionaries
develop strategies that connect their individual actions together as part
of a larger plan to bring about their desired goal. These limits can do
the same work as regulationism’s statist limits, the difference being that
revolution as such is not limited by any particular limitations. Individual
revolutions will limit themselves while leaving the concept of revolution
free from any state. As long as revolutionaries don’'t seek complete disar-
ray—which has never been a goal of any major historical revolution—then
the dangers regulationists worry about are unlikely. Moreover, sovereigns
can misuse authority just as revolutions can, and more deaths have been
caused by oppressive sovereigns than revolutions. Limits don’t guarantee
society’s health. Instead of focusing on the “right” limits, we should ask
if the problem of disorder doesn’t stem from regulationism’s antipathy
towards development and adaptation. Both sovereigns and revolutionaries
deal with difficult situations where the rules of regulationism fall short.
For this reason, we should not circumscribe revolution but use it as a tool
to change society when our current system no longer works.

For regulationism, any revolution that refers to an alternate logic
besides that of rational self-interest, exchange, natural association, disparate
individuality, or cyclical temporality is prima facie indefensible.

The Covenant that Binds

The state of nature never lasts. Humans are drawn into association for many
reasons, and regulationism believes people need organization to facilitate
their interactions. The best practices for beginning those associations can
provide clues for how to develop the state over time. This, in turn, has
implications for the practice of revolution as described by regulationism.
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Leaving nature behind is depicted as a major transformation, either
for the individual or society. With the exception of Rousseau, for whom
the covenant is a regretful necessity, regulationists portray the founding
of society as a significant accomplishment. It is the point where a new
lifestyle, a new way of interacting, is created—one that will be sustainable
and productive. Locke describes this event as coming “out of a state of
nature”* to “make one body politic under one government, put [one-
self] under an obligation, to every one of that society, to submit to the
determination of the majority”'"" Hobbes calls it a transference of one’s
natural right''? through a contract that is enforced by the establishment of a
common power other than nature."” Even with his ambivalence, Rousseau
admits that the creation of the social contract amounts to a new “mode
of existence”'"* This focus on the momentousness of leaving nature hides
how, despite these descriptions, one never leaves it. Passing into society
does not erase nature, nor are the many feelings, desires, and interests of
nature left behind. Rather, nature is channeled by society for the purposes
of building an ordered world. Society attempts to make nature useful by
identifying what within nature is applicable for the purpose of building
a lasting state. Society does not pull humans out of nature—it authorizes
a part of nature, both in the sense of legitimating it and reproducing it.
Nature thus pervades and surrounds the state, and the state does not
efface nature but consolidates it. Together, the state and nature produce
a more comfortable place than nature alone.

Regulationism can be divided into three different schools when it
comes to the state—radicalism, liberalism, and conservatism. The oldest
of these three perspectives is conservativism, which proposes a hegemonic
sovereign that leaves little room for engagement with the multitudes of
people composing society. Liberal thinkers take much from conserva-
tism, but differ because they view humans as more accommodating and
less in need of the sovereign’s protection. The liberal tradition depicts a
society where the multitude has a greater role in governance and where
the people are more independent of the sovereign. The closest one gets
to a society of indispensable freedom is radicalism. It argues for sweeping
reform, fundamental liberty and equality, limits to sovereign power, and
a naturalism that sees humans as parts of an organic whole rather than
solitary stewards within the world.

It is interesting to note how each thinker’s society influences the
school they fall into. Grotius and Hobbes lived in societies threatened by
civil conflict, as Hobbess England was torn apart by a civil war where it is
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estimated that hundreds of thousands died, while Grotius’s Dutch Republic
(which was at the time controlled by the Holy Roman Empire and France)
was torn apart by the Thirty Years War. In both societies, there were many
powerful advocates for an absolute monarchy and not much in the way
of empirical evidence about how a constitutional system would function.
In addition, Hobbes’s England was defined by religious upheaval, which
Jeffrey Collins says had an enormous impact on Hobbes’s scholarship.
Hobbes’s desire for the sovereign to control ecclesiastical matters was an
attempt to end such problems."”® Burke, too, lived in an era of upheaval (the
American and French Revolutions occurred during his lifetime), though
not one nearly as bloody as those of Hobbes and Grotius. Thus while I
categorize Burke as conservative, he is on the liberal side of that type. By
contrast, Rousseau, Locke, Hume, Montesquieu, and Wollstonecraft each
lived when there was less civil strife, for even though the Glorious Rev-
olution took place during Montesquieu’s and Locke’s lifetimes there were
comparatively few casualties (it is sometimes referred to as the bloodless
revolution). In addition, constitutional governance had taken root in both of
their societies to a limited extent, and so both had some direct experience
with what it was like and how it worked. The difference is that Hume’s,
Wollstonecraft’s, and Locke’s English government was more hospitable to
Enlightenment ideas than Montesquieu’s and Rousseau’s France. It was the
schools and intellectual societies in France that cultivated new ideas and
scientific study in that country. Finally, both Spinoza and Paine lived in
relatively free societies. At the time of Spinozas life the Netherlands was a
republic, while during Paine’s lifetime the colonies became a representative
democracy. While there were elites in both societies (mainly as a result
of wealthy merchants or traders), politics was free from the restrictions
that defined most early modern European nations. There was a lot of
experimentation, exploration, and creativity to be found. As how much
the sovereign of each thinkers society intrudes upon daily life roughly
maps onto the type of government he or she proposed, all three schools
of thought can be seen as responses to the types of events, issues, and
ideas at work during his or her lifetime.

Conservative thinkers emphasize a centralized power system, dom-
inating structures that allow only for limited change, and a preference
for monarchy or aristocracy. Grotius’s discussion of sovereignty’s nature
emphasizes how important it is that sovereign power—the power to
legislate, judge, and execute law—be unified, most plausibly under one
man."® The implication that the sovereign could be anything other than
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one person is not found in Grotius at all, while Hobbes reluctantly allows
that the sovereign could be a group of people as long as, within that
group, sovereign power is still unified.""” Any other form of government
is subject to fracturing and eventual collapse.'”® The sovereign is above
the rest of society to such a degree that it cannot be punished by soci-
ety—only by God.'” The authoritarianism of the sovereign in Grotius
and Hobbes is best explained by the relatively small role of reason in
nature, for while reason exists and drives individuals towards the social
contract, the affectivity found within nature—the fear of attack, the stress
of providing everything for oneself—often overwhelms it. The actions of
irrational individuals, and their prominence in nature, indicate that no
true unity of purpose can exist prior to the establishment of the sovereign,
so for this reason the contract Grotius and Hobbes describe is not a pact
with a society but a pact between individuals from which the sovereign
emerges.'?* The unity that exists between people is subsumed into the will
and judgment of the sovereign, which becomes the actor for every indi-
vidual in the commonwealth. Government works best when the monarch
acts with the community’s interests in mind, and any social reform must
take place under the guidelines laid out by the sovereign, for it is always
wrong to try to place society—or any common good—above the sovereign.
To reference a power over the established monarch as a justification for
one’s actions is a recipe for chaos and the inevitable collapse of society.

Burke employs many of the same ideas as Grotius and Hobbes, but
with notable differences. His contract is between all individuals from
which a sovereign emerges, but that contract is not an exchange; it is a
partnership. And the sovereign is not one individual, but all of society,
past, present, and future. Individual states are only clauses in this ongoing,
perpetual contract formed necessarily by the nature of society.'* While the
sovereign in Burke is more than one person, present-day society is still
subordinate to it, and the authority of the sovereign is unified. Moreover,
Burke is similarly cautious regarding the irrational elements of society. He
does not trust the reasoning abilities of humans, as he argues emotion
and instinct play a bigger role than we often recognize.'* Finally, he does
provide the king a role to play, saying that while he is not sovereign,
neither is he simply a servant. We follow the dictates of the king, while
no one follows the dictates of a servant.'”® Kings are stewards of and
spokespersons for the sovereign mentioned above. Burke sees value in
constitutional governance, but only when subservient to the conservative
forces people like Hobbes and Grotius describe.
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Liberalism argues for a freer and more representative society, under-
girded by a moderate amount of restraints to prevent slipping back into
the state of nature or war. Freedom and equality are tempered by artificial
structures that mediate human excess. Because democracy assumes an
equality between humans that cannot ever exist,”* Rousseau’s just soci-
ety requires that the general will be mediated and properly enacted by a
legislator. As long as the government follows this will, the specific form
of government can be determined by the people governed in view of
their society’s context.'”” Locke mitigates the democratic elements of his
philosophy with references to the need for a legislative authority separate
from the people. He is skeptical about locating power entirely in society’s
hands, for there needs to be some sort of distance between the people and
the ruler, and a sense of permanence to notions like justice and authority.
Hume references “mutual trust” and the “general interest of mankind,”'*
Wollstonecraft the “common principles of humanity,”’* and Montesquieu
the role of the people'®; nevertheless, they all incorporate processes to
differentiate lawmaking from those preferences.'”

All this is not to say that liberal thinkers express the same philos-
ophy in different language. The first point of difference comes from who
legislates. Rousseau has faith in the deliberations of educated citizens to
reach the public good and believes that the actual laws of a state must be
measured up against this general will. By contrast, Locke measures laws
against their ability to protect natural rights like property, and defines
the common good as the protection of these rights.** While Hume has
magistrates take up the act of ruling, the ultimate decider of right and
wrong in law is social utility, which legislators are required to follow."!
For Wollstonecraft it is reason, which is common to all and, when
exercised properly, will reach the same conclusion about which laws are
best.’*? Finally, for Montesquieu, the governing power differs depending
on ones government. In monarchies the primary principle to legislate is
honor; in democracies, virtue; in despotisms, fear.!** In all cases of liberal
philosophy, there are specific legislators, but the justice of what is being
legislated must be measured against certain rights, values, or desires.
Second, because the governments of liberal philosophers follow ideals like
the general will (for Rousseau), reason (for Wollstonecraft), or utility (for
Hume) without their actions being dictated solely by it, there is a more
egalitarian distribution of power than in conservatism while still main-
taining a rational and normative structure. Locke provides the people a
role in governance,"* but requires that they use the channels of legislating
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and governing designated by reason. He says, “This legislative is not only
the supreme power of the common-wealth, but sacred and unalterable
in the hands where the community have once placed it”** Rousseau’s
typology of the various forms of governance exemplify normativity, for
“the government under which . . . citizens increase and multiply most, is
infallibly the best government,’*** implying that there is a happy medium
between the authoritarianism of monarchies and the strife characteristic of
democracies.”” Hume argues for a government that balances liberty and
authority, checks the individual desires of perverse minds, and allows for
change as needed.'*®* Montesquieu provides a typology of three different
types of government, describing rules for how to make each function well.'*
And while Wollstonecraft doesn't give much in the way of normative laws,
she does argue that different governments serve society differently, and
that the needs of society should dictate which government is enacted.'*

Finally, radicalism argues for a society organized not by legal but-
tresses against mob rule, but by the free expression of thought and the
protection of man’s natural rights. Sovereign power begins when individuals
transfer their rights and powers to society, and it is only by doing this
that they are able to prevent the alienation of their natural rights."*! The
sovereign is obligated to work for the public interest, as reason dictates that
the purpose of combining power is the collective welfare of the individuals
comprising society. Because the sovereign forms by giving one’s rights and
power to society, democracy is the ordinary form of government. It is the
unmediated form of the commonwealth, a “united gathering of people
which collectively has the sovereign right to do all that it has the power to
do,'** and “society governing itself without the aid of secondary means.”'*?
Every government must maintain fidelity to this fundamental equality or
it violates the rational directives of nature. Spinoza says sovereign power
may be exercised by one person or many, but needs to be grounded in
democracy and free expression.'** As William Large says, this is a direct
outcome of Spinoza’s rejection of transcendent philosophies. The only way
to effectively maintain the plurality of nature is with a government that
recognizes plurality.'*® Paine agrees with grounding society in these values,
but contra Spinoza claims that monarchy and aristocracy degenerate into
ignorance and confusion, and only representation can adapt itself to the
different ideas in society.'*® Radicalism frames freedom as total and separate
from any possible remnants of tradition or history. Spinoza believes, “It
is impossible to deprive men of the liberty of saying what they think,”**”
while Paine says, “Men are born and always continue free, and equal in
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respect of their rights”'*® Even those who exercise sovereign power are
not raised to a higher class, for their status comes with the responsibility
to act in the public interest (which for Spinoza’s means administering
the state using reason,'” and for Paine aligning the government’s policies
with the interests of the people'). There is less a ruler can do unilat-
erally, and a greater capacity for participation in governance, in radical
thought. Because Spinoza and Paine think citizens can be trusted to act
rationally, they make reason indispensable for the continued success of
the commonwealth."!

Authorizing Control

Revolution’s role is directly correlated with these accounts of authority.
Each tradition describes revolutionaries in relation to the ruler since
revolutions use the ruler’s power. Revolutions connect to nature just like
rulers. Radical change is woven into the regulationist’s world.

The differences between the conservative, liberal, and radical tradi-
tions in regulationism come from the part of nature that each chooses to
authorize and expand to the whole of society. The conservative tradition
maintains that a strong sovereign creates the best chance for an ordered
community, and for Hobbes and Grotius this means a monarchical system
of governance. Any division or opposition within the sovereign is liable
to create civil unrest, and so the sovereign must be completely united.'*?
The place of unity within the state of nature described by Grotius and
Hobbes is the autonomous individual, who is the only being able to make
decisions and enter agreements. The sovereign in their philosophy is an
authorization of the natural, rational human; it is the individual writ large.
Burke, by contrast, authorizes the historical community. Though Burke
means to include the future along with the present and the past, it is the
past that has authority. The reason for bringing in other generations is
to instill respect for tradition as that “which works” As we cannot fol-
low traditions of the future, Burke is asking us to think of the past. And
notably, Burke’s historical community is not composed of a plurality of
viewpoints and projects, as for him we are all pursuing the same thing.
This is where his unity comes from: not the individual as such, but the
common purpose of society (which in practice is the purpose of prior
elites, now imposed on the present).
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Revolution is disliked by conservatives because it implies an unnatural
equality between the interests of the sovereign and the people in the state
when the peoples’ interests should be subordinated to the sovereign (similar
to how the autonomous individual may have numerous desires, but those
desires are supposed to be subordinated to the rational self-interest of the
individual; or how the imperfect individual must defer to the aggregated
wisdom of the past). Though Grotius and Hobbes barely treat revolution,
their brief mentions of it demonstrate how they believe it to be among
the most inexcusable forms of insolence, and rebels themselves are but
“insolent rebellious Slave[s]”!% or irrational romantics'* who deserve swift
retribution. To the extent that Hobbes does discuss revolution, he refers
to it as a process of synthesis and analysis where revolutionary sentiment
builds among citizens being governed by a ruler who is not following the
laws of nature (synthesis). This is followed by an attempt at usurpation,
after which the rulers analyze what happened to prevent its reoccurrence.'*
The closest Hobbes and Grotius get to accepting revolutionary sentiment is
their listing of legitimate grievances that subjects may bring to the sovereign
for redress.'*® Burke, of course, treats revolution at length, but condemns
“reformation by subversion,” saying the state should be approached with
“pious awe and trembling solicitude”"”” Grandiose claims of rights and
freedoms must be tempered with reverence for tradition and prejudice.

The philosophers of the liberal tradition recognize a larger collec-
tion of interests but remain bound to a hierarchical social organization.
Natural order stems from arrangements where people are generally equal
but maintain different levels of power. Montesquieu, Locke, Hume, Woll-
stonecraft, and Rousseau all mention families as a natural hierarchy that
contributes to political power (though Hume would argue the family is
not a natural hierarchy so much as an inevitable hierarchy more accurately
categorized as form of society). Mankind is composed of individuals with
different skills and strengths, who grow up in different circumstances, all
of which contribute to natural inequalities.'*® These natural differences are
vital for the preservation of the state, and are the part of nature the liberal
tradition authorizes. Some people are better at ruling, some at judging,
and some at legislating; expertise should be recognized and empowered,
but not at the expense of individuals having a say in governance. The
relative equality of all men is tempered by natural human hierarchies to
produce a state that is neither authoritarian nor disordered. Important
to liberalism’s thought is the recognition that, while hierarchy itself is
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permanent, the particular ordering of individuals within hierarchies is not.
Children outgrow their parents’ authority, and the unskilled can become
more skilled with practice. Hierarchy remains, but who is dominant or
submissive changes; because of this, liberals see within the state a natural
tendency toward change and renewal.

Liberals accommodate revolution more than conservatives, because
there is nothing inherently unnatural or indefensible about overturning a
particular order as long as the overall organization of the state remains.
Revolution is not just another form of conquest, Locke says, because
revolution ends the government from within rather than through outside
forces,' and unlike conquest it can be a healthy expression of the people’s
discontent.’® Locke explicitly justifies revolution by specifying which
governments are legitimate under the social contract, for a legitimate
government that becomes illegitimate loses the consent of the people and
can be overthrown. As Elizabeth Frazer and Kimberly Hutchings say, Locke
believes “revolution is about the restoration of legitimate political order,
in which the originary moment of the polity is replayed in overcoming
the state of war into which the state of nature is prone to degenerate”*!
The peoples’ voice is not heard only at the founding of the social contract;
it is a continual presence that the government must take into account.'®
Rousseau, like Locke, believes revolutions carry both good and bad pos-
sibilities; they are not to be universally inveighed against, but neither
should they be completely welcomed. Revolutions carry a potential for
great violence to which people react in horror,'®® but they can also return
the state of things to its natural order.'® Because states have a tendency to
degrade, forestalling the dangers of revolution requires constant affirma-
tion of civil society in order to prevent corruption,'®® though if this fails
to happen revolution may be the best option. One must be attentive to
ensure revolution is approached constructively, not destructively.'*® Sim-
ilarly, Wollstonecraft argues that revolution provides a valuable tool for
moving to rational laws, and that corruption in government (i.e., making
laws using ambition, usurping reason for one’s own ends) legitimates such
radical action. When rights are violated, revolt is justified,'” though she
recognizes that revolutions can go awry and must be handled properly.'s®
Hume gives a smaller role to revolution than Locke and Rousseau, as he
sees significant danger in popular rule. It is the sentiments of people,
and not their reason, that decides whether governments survive. Hume
claims that people are inclined to prefer existing government rather than
usurpation,'® but also that all governments are destined to end."”® One

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

REGULATING REVOLUTION 43

must proceed carefully by weighing the various factors conditioning radical
change. Finally, Montesquieu speaks of revolution in broad terms, and in
so doing reinforces the liberal principles of revolution without clarifying
precisely what role he would have it play.'”! He does indicate an ambivalence
toward popular insurrection when positing that confederate governments
can help to put them down.'”?

Finally, the radical school of thought sees order located in the free
interaction of the whole society. An individual is only autonomous in the
context of other autonomous individuals, and hierarchies are a danger
if not properly regulated by people who can critique the excesses of the
rulers. What is natural are interactions between individuals in society
who are motivated by diverse interests, purposes, and desires. It is this
part of nature that the state authorizes by recognizing the inherent value
of protecting the right to express oneself freely. Despite particular hier-
archies, nature’s best quality comes from preventing anyone’s power from
becoming too great, so a state that wants to preserve the interactions of
a community must rein in the sovereign’s influence by countering it with
that of the numerous individuals who compose society.!”* The state, like
nature, must develop laws and mechanisms to share power and prevent
tyranny. There is a fundamental recognition of an individuals’ ability to
question the sovereign and its policies enshrined in Spinoza’s and Paine’s
systems. Spinoza is reluctant to validate any calls to abolish the state,' yet
Paine claims that revolution is justified if it is necessary to preserve the
free expression of rational thought.'”” They both allow citizens to question
the sovereign unconditionally, but while Spinoza is ambiguous about the
possibility of revolution (he is silent on how the people should respond
when the leaders fail to uphold their side of the contract, implying that
only in such instances may it be justifiable for others to seize control),'”®
Paine argues that when such measures do not produce change in accord
with universal principles of justice, then revolution is allowable.””

These three ways of organizing the state each lead to a different
relationship to revolution, but the similar assumptions they begin with
ultimately produce the same two paradoxes for all of them. The first
paradox occurs at the moment when the state has deviated so far from
its professed goal that a revolution becomes necessary. Ostensibly, when a
revolution overthrows a sovereign, it does so for the purpose of undoing
a state that has deviated from proper norms. Revolution finishes this task
by returning everyone to where they were prior to the state, allowing them
to begin anew. Locke says that revolutions “introduce a state of war, which
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is that of force without authority,’'”® where there is no social contract and
some individuals have designs upon the lives of others. Rousseau says
that revolutions return things to their natural order.'” Yet as revolutions
undo the state, they end up reinforcing the very power structure that
the state rests upon. When a sovereign becomes corrupt, revolution’s
role is not just to undo the sovereign, but also to return people back to
the natural framework that will produce a proper state. Revolution is the
expression of a peoples’ right to question the legitimacy of a government
that has either broken the social contract or become unnatural.'"® Once
this happens, the people in the state are returned to nature, and, from
there, speak through revolution to call forth a state that can protect the
peoples’ rights, property, and liberties.’®! To complete its task, revolution
becomes an expression of the state as it should be, one that is not opposed
to nature. Revolution ends up in tension, for while it is meant to herald
the downfall of the state, it ends up actually becoming the voice of the
state. It must support state power even as it opposes it, and is never able
to speak with an independent voice. In regulationism, revolution is always
already captured by the voice of the state.

Another paradox that forms when revolution is put into a necessarily
reciprocal relationship with the state (while also being grounded in a nat-
ural world) is that the ostensible beginning and end of the state are put in
tension with one another. Upon adding revolution to the world, the state
is no longer absolute. The state is the result of the people and—for social
contract theorists—the contract they form, but at the same time the state
acts upon the people through the laws and rules that it puts in place. The
citizen of the regulationist state is both the author of and subject to the
state—she or he plays a dual role of both standing in judgment of, while
also showing fealty to, the state.'®> These two roles are always in tension
with one another, for the citizen must place oneself within the state to act
according to rules, yet beyond the state’s control to legitimately assume
the ability to critique it. In addition, as a subject of the state, the citizen is
prohibited from violating certain rights and liberties that of necessity are
inalienable parts of each individual. However, it is the citizen, as author
of the state and through his or her reflection on nature, that designates
the rights and liberties that are off limits, as well as how the state oversees
the protection of them.'® The specifics of policy are decided and imple-
mented by individuals representing the commonwealth,'® who aim such
laws at citizens,'® yet the authority of any legislative power inevitably rests
with the citizens who originally constituted the body politic.”*® Citizens

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

REGULATING REVOLUTION 45

holds dual roles of subject and author that forbid them from altering,
yet put them in control of, how rights and liberties are handled by the
state. They must be able to undo everything they are forbidden from
in order for both of their roles to be actualized, yet the impossibility of
this puts citizens in the delicate position of navigating their dual roles as
judiciously as possible, and never being able to reconcile them. In sum,
the foundation of the state is divided against itself inasmuch as the state
is meant to affect the very thing that creates it. This paradox is the result
of withdrawing the attribute of infallibility from the state and thereby
creating the possibility for individuals to question, modify, and, in certain
cases, overthrow the sovereign.

These paradoxes are not completely unrecognized by regulationists.
At times they mention the inconsistency of saying that individuals create
the sovereign but can have only a small effect upon its policies, and the
futility of a revolution that only sets up another restrictive government
of the type that was overthrown. Yet they place the origin of these par-
adoxes in the idea that nature has not yet been properly described, or
that the origins of the state are inadequately understood.”*” The history
of regulationism shows a continued attempt to redescribe these topics in
such a way that gives revolution more leeway without overturning the
world of regulationism. By the end of the French Revolution, regula-
tionist theories give the people much more control over governance, and
the criteria that must be met to legitimize a revolution has diminished
substantially. Rationales justifying revolution are much stronger than at
any previous point. Nevertheless, revolution is always limited to the role
of speaking for the regulationist world, as the state and revolution are in
every instance tied together through their joint origin in a fixed nature.
Revolution is always prohibited by regulationist theorists when it is seen to
transgress the boundary between order and chaos, in the process becom-
ing a disruptive presence that unsettles the sustainability society works to
produce.'®® This can be seen as part of the larger Enlightenment task of
eliminating difference and irrationality by binding experiences together into
one consistent system."” Fred Evans, in The Multivoiced Body, mentions
this, saying that the West has traditionally adopted a “fearful . . . attitude
towards chaos”'*® Nature and revolution are not independent of one
another; rather, nature always limits revolution, and because of this, the
paradoxes of regulationism remain.

Regulationists might respond by acknowledging these paradoxes but
saying they beg the question of what grounds the state, revolution, and
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order if not nature. We are biological beings intertwined with a world
that seems to obey basic laws. Given the problems of looking to God for
rules, where else to uncover political principles? My critique doesn’t reject
studying nature for clues about the state and revolution, but does deny
that we find laws there. Nature, to the extent it can be separated from
society, is complex and doesn’t provide absolute rules (I will expand on
this point in chapter 5). Regulationists give a selective account of nature
to avoid this problem, as is shown by their handling of issues of race
and gender. To uncover absolute rules, regulationism simplifies nature by
excluding what it considers irrelevant or circumstantial. This account is
also problematic because it assumes that nature is static. Nature, including
the relationships and entities within, changes. For example, unimportant
relationships (two unconnected species) can become vital (a symbiotic
relationship) and vice versa. Regulationism cannot ground the state in
nature because nature is not a stable ground. It is too complex and too
dynamic. Finally, the one-way relationship between nature and the state
found in regulationism doesn't reflect how the state and nature can
affect each other. The state is one of the things that influences nature to
change (e.g., the effects of climate change are radically changing species,
environments, and relationships). Nature is conditioned by the state,
which problematizes the possibility of grounding the political in it. The
real question we must ask is not “What other than nature can ground
the state?” but “Does revolution need grounding?” Though my argument
does not come until chapter 5, I believe the answer is no. The practice of
grounding politics, such as regulationism’s practice, is only useful when
seeking order, not radical change.

The Voice from Outside the Social Contract

Though revolution can lead to moments of chaos as one sovereign is
replaced by another, ultimately it speaks for order. As framed by regu-
lationism, it is produced by the same natural context that leads to the
state. The idea of regulationism was developed in response to a series of
political crises in the Western world for the purposes of answering the
questions of when and how rule is justified. But in developing this idea
and those that accompany it, were other important ideas forgotten? Who
or what is outside of social contract theory? The answers to these questions
require analysis of the details of regulationist theories, which purposefully
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eliminate references to groups, temporalities, relationships, rationalities,
and juridical frameworks that do not properly legitimize the sovereign.

In their haste to eradicate the stratification of society prevalent in
medieval political theory, regulationist theorists push to the margins cat-
egories of individuals who are counted as nonpeople, beasts, or property.
The supposedly nonstratified world of regulationism becomes, in practice,
a highly stratified world in its process of othering what cannot fit into
the meticulously spaced zones of individuality that define citizenship.
Such biases manifest clearly within the state of nature, where (with the
exception of Hobbes, for whom the distinction between man and animal
comes from the way matter combines itself to form different motions in
humans than in animals)**' every thinker articulates a clear ontological
line that separates humans from beasts and material objects—or that which
is worthy of consideration from that which is not. Since by definition it
is impossible to have a contract with that which is incapable of rational
thought, establishing ontological norms is a necessary part of the regu-
lationist world. Speaking about the social contract, Charles Mills reveals
how a historical and epistemological racial contract sets up spaces that
exclude nonwhites, saying:

The supposedly abstract but actually white social contract
characterizes (European) space basically as presociopolitical
(“the state of nature”) and postsociopolitical (the locus of “civil
society”). . . . This space is our space, a space in which we (we
white people) are at home, a cozy domestic space. . . . By con-
trast, in the social contract’s application to non-Europe, where
it becomes the Racial Contract, both space and its inhabitants
are alien.”’

The homologous spaces that found the social contract, and the natural
world in which those zones are first related one to the other, form an
exclusionary world; a world that, by making reason the price of admis-
sion, turn the ability to create contracts into a racial privilege. While
Mills speaks about the social contract, his criticisms of it—along with the
critiques I mention below—are applicable to other forms of regulationism.
The difference is that the other types of regulationist philosophy refer to
natural spaces, laws, or attributes that exclude, and that form the basis of
the state. Though no compact occurs, the natural does the same work of
exclusion that the contract would otherwise accomplish.
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Nonwhites are not the only ones excluded from the social contract. In
Carole Pateman’s examination of contract theory and sexuality, she notes that

the original pact is a sexual as well as a social contract; it is sex-
ual in the sense of patriarchal—that is, the contract establishes
men’s political right over women—and also sexual in the sense
of establishing orderly access by men to women’s bodies. The
original contract creates what I shall call, following Adrienne
Rich, “the law of male sex-right” Contract is far from being
opposed to patriarchy; contract is the means through which
modern patriarchy is constituted.'*?

Mills and Pateman point out that excluding groups that don't fit the criteria
of people is a danger internal to social contract theory. It is a reflexive
function of founding a world on disparate and homologous individualities,
and this is why both Mills and Pateman emphasize the coextensive nature
of the social contract with the racial and sexual contracts.”* Though Mills
is writing an account of a contract that is a historical actuality while
Pateman is trying to map out the internal dynamic of an implied contract,'
this aspect of the social contract holds for both. Yet exclusion from the
social contract is not simply the result of drawing lines that categorize—it
comes from deeply isolating certain groups by predetermining them to
not meet the criteria for consideration, as social contract theorists have
done to blacks, Native Americans, and women. Blacks are systematically
portrayed as incapable of engaging in the rational exchanges demanded
by the social contract as a result of their race.'” Native Americans are
forever caught in the “brutish” state of nature by both Hobbes and Locke,
their culture insufficiently developed to be classified a civil society."”
Women, by virtue of their differences from the ideal citizen, are marked
as unable to even make the leap from nature to society while retaining
their sovereignty.'”® Social contract theorists describe marriage as a situa-
tion where “the rule . . . naturally falls to the man’s share,”’” and men as
natural rulers, since “the head of state bears the image of the father”** The
social contract does not just bring together the community of the “free”
and the “equal,’ it segregates at the margins of society the “nonsocial” to
prevent the contamination of the social contract world by the irrational,
infantile, and dangerous. For these unfortunate individuals, the social
contract becomes the hegemony, the commonwealth the despised elites,
and the ontological line an invisible barricade that can never be crossed.
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The cyclical temporality of regulationism only reinforces this divide.
Because the same choices present themselves over and over, it becomes
necessary to reproduce the exclusions of regulationism continuously.
There is no possibility for change in the vital structures that compose the
world, which is why, as Pateman points out, “Locke takes it for granted
that a woman will, through the marriage contract, always agree to place
herself in subordination to her husband”* While the passing of time
may bring new struggles for democratic liberalism, Pateman points out
that for contract theorists such struggles will always exclude women’s
liberation, since “the subordination of wives to their husbands [is] seen
as natural”* (Hobbes again must be excepted from this generalization.
He sees no good reason for the subordination of women to man, saying,
“Whereas some have attributed the Dominion to the Men only, as being
of the more excellent Sex; they misreckon in it;** claiming that histori-
cal contingencies have been the primary reason why men are dominant
over women.) The repetition of exclusions is vital to the survival and
perpetuation of society, so the social contract must constantly maintain
its exclusionary measures. Depending on the level of the threat and the
means at one’s disposal, certain measures may at times be preferred over
others, but the existence of such measures is a constant. Mills claims “the
police, the penal system, the army;” are necessary to “maintain the racial
order and detect and destroy challenges to it,” concluding that “one has to
recognize [the long bloody history of brutality against blacks] not as excesses
by individual racists but as an organic part of this political enterprise.”?"*
Similarly, Pateman argues that the systematic subordination of women to
men indicates that “the past and present content of the marriage contract
reveals the underlying assumption that women are not free and equal”™*”
The passing of time presents only limited possibilities for change, as the
essential components of politics always remain.

Rationality works with the spatiality and temporality of regulationism
to exclude. Those outside society are assumed to be resistant to traditional
logic. Attempts to engage them rationally are doomed to fail, as the
semiotics produced by regulationist theory are incomprehensible to those
incapable of being categorized as a disparate and rational individuality.
Beyond the social contract, Mills says, one is not simply different, but
subject to “a basic inequality . . . in the capacity of different human groups
to know and to detect natural law;?% “lacking in essential rationality;"”
“[excluded] from the original pact,”**® and “[excluded] from the status of
‘individual in the natural condition”*” Once barred from reason, contracts,
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and individuality—and thus unintelligible to the social contract—one can
be legitimately attacked or enslaved. Those incapable of rationality are by
definition absurd, and thus foolish, evil, or (inasmuch as their interests are
always at odds with the public’s) rebellious. The rational response to such
“barbarity” is ownership, destruction, or enslavement—acts that represent
taming or incorporation of marginalized people into the social contract
world. Slavery is not an alternate contract, but the employment of the
excluded. A slave is a captive kept in chains,*° left in a perpetual state of
war,?!! who is not governed by any covenant. When slavery doesn’t work
or is found to be unjustified,”* the only alternative is the destruction of
all potential enemies to civil society.?”* Carole Pateman analyzes the logic
of enslavement, saying:

Slavery came about because an example of subordination
and “otherness” had already developed. . .. Men must have
observed that women easily became socially marginal if they
were deprived of the protection of their kinsmen or were
no longer required for sexual use, and so men “learned that
differences can be used to separate and divide one group of

humans from another”?**

The sexual contract contains within it an implicit recognition that women
are different enough from men that the social contract does not apply to
them, demanding the enslavement (primarily) of women. Regulationism,
and social contract theory as a variety of that, constantly attempts to mobi-
lize the marginalized as they spread their doctrine of universal equality
and freedom. When an entity is not rational enough to be incorporable
as a citizen, it gets incorporated as property, as a slave, or as an enemy,
and forever barred from participation in society.

Pateman’s analysis of women and slavery within the social contract
is exemplary, but she fails to take into account that, when it comes to
women who are hostile to civil society, the sexual contract treats such
women as enemies and seeks to destroy rather than enslave them. Such
treatment is only an exacerbation of the traditional attitude, as in both
there is a mutual feeling of enmity, and both are employed as needed by
the sovereign. Emma Goldman is an example of this. Her antagonistic
relationship to the US government and the male establishment led to her
condemnation as “dangerous” and a person of “undue harm”** Instead of
being enslaved, she was ostracized, imprisoned, and deported.
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While the crucible set up by the rationality of regulationism justifies
the oppression and subjugation of women and minorities, regulationism
governs the relationships made with such supposedly “nonhumans” after
the creation of the civil state. Even though women and minorities are
not conceived of as autonomous individuals, and thus are unable join
society, regulationist theory governs the relationships formed with them.
Members of civil society uphold its dictates by developing strategies that
protect them from ostracized groups like blacks or women. If the group
being discriminated against is portrayed as a threat, then the sovereign
can deploy the power of war or slavery, while if the group being discrim-
inated against is portrayed as infantile, the sovereign can deploy Locke’s
paternal power, among others. Civil society, or more specifically, its form
and practices as dictated by reason, is a vehicle for the systematic and
methodical victimization of groups of individuals within society. It relies
on the justification of rationality but operates independently, as unlike
rationality it deals with the actual exchange of goods or services and the
production of actions. Multiple actions are legitimated and encouraged,
everything from the reasoned and mutually beneficial relationships that
organize the arrangement of property in Locke to dictatorial relationships
governing how and in what manner the sovereign can enslave or kill
others. For blacks, laws encourage enslavement and violence, ostensibly
for purposes of justice and harmony but in actuality for the purpose of
regulating their place within the larger civil society. Charles Mills says,
violent “acts have to be seen not as arbitrary, not as the product of indi-
vidual sadism . . . but as the appropriate moral and political response—
prescribed by the racial contract—to a threat to a system predicated on
nonwhite subpersonhood”¢ The systematic program of discrimination
against blacks is conditioned by a contract or laws that legitimate coercion
for the defense of society. It is an agreement between citizens to form
institutions such as the police, prisons, and army that guard against and
use as needed the black population (in the case of war-making power or
enslavement), or alternatively to care for them given their inability to care
for themselves (in the case of paternal power).

In many ways the sexual contract is similar, in that the marriage
contract has traditionally aimed to encourage a type of fidelity and slavery
from women,?"” though the forms of domination expressed in the sexual
contract are more about exclusion and cultural manipulation than overt
violence. Contracts are for the most part unchangeable, as they are based
on reason’s reflection on the status of individuals, groups, and objects,
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and are not alterable through the predilections and peccadilloes of others.
Pateman’s discussion of marriage emphasizes this:

A married couple cannot contract to change the “essentials” of
marriage, which are seen as “the husband’s duty to support his
wife, and the wife’s duty to serve her husband.” The relation of
protection and obedience cannot be legally altered, so that, for
example, a married couple cannot contract for the wife to be
paid by her husband for her work as a housewife.?!®

Contracts or natural roles articulate what is necessary for a reliable and
well-balanced society. Change is only allowed in those situations in which
it does not disrupt the fabric of society. For those too irrational, foolish,
or emotional to be autonomous individuals, a systematic hierarchy must
be established over or against them—not because they agreed to such
treatment, but because such treatment is implied by their very being.
The outside of regulationism’s civil society is irreconcilably opposed to
the inside, and the measures that exclude one from the other are wholly a
part of the system rather than incidental additions. The tension produced
by regulationism creates a world that must maintain its egalitarian and
ordered character by denying equality and order to whatever does not
fit. And, just as the paradoxes inside the civil society produce attempts at
reform, so too does this outside call for change. The voice of the excluded
and marginalized can become a voice for revolution—one that questions
the legitimacy of regulationism. The revolution recognized by regulationism
does not capture the entire potential of revolution; outside the boundaries
of that contract, the anarchic revolution that regulationism fears still waits.

Regulationist Patterns of Contemporary Thought

The work of Mills, Pateman, and others shows the limits of regulationism,
especially the social contract. Numerous contemporary thinkers attempt
to overcome these limits by reframing the contract or political regulations
in nondiscriminatory terms. While they achieve this goal in important
ways, the issue of revolution must be treated separately.

Despite the many alterations made since the modern era, much
political thought retains the essence of regulationism and falls prey to
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the same problems. Specifically, it often begins with a concept of the
natural—understood broadly here as an unchangeable situation out of
which much of society emerges—and authorizes its most important part
to form the state. In doing so regulationism restricts revolution such that
revolution must now reproduce the same state. To illustrate this point,
I will summarize the philosophy of four contemporary political thinkers
from different schools of thought whose work contains this problem: John
Rawls, Ronald Dworkin, Robert Nozick, and Jurgen Habermas.

Rawls’s original position contains many of the same aspects as
the state of nature. It excludes anyone who is envious or affectionate,”’
incapable of acting according to agreed upon principles,”® interested in
another’s interests,”' or possessed of “irrational” biases involving “point-
less or arbitrary” traits like skin color or gender”” Only “general facts
about human society”—political affairs, economic theory, psychological
laws, and so on*”*—should be known when deciding what rules to follow,
meaning that an appeal to solidarity based upon “arbitrary” or nongeneric
aspects of humanity is unacceptable. The state comes out of the reasonable
standards of justice uncovered while contemplating this generic picture
of humanity in the original position.”** Rawls develops this concept of
reasonableness in contrast to the idea of rational self-interest. Rationality
concerns individuals calculating what is to their advantage and acting based
on that determination. Reasonableness calls for individuals to act based
upon fair rules for exchange—sometimes sacrificing what is to their direct
advantage—as delineated by the considerations that take place within the
original position.””® After the state forms, the concept of reasonableness
leads Rawls to the idea of reflective equilibrium that, as the consider-
ation of the “shared fund of . . . basic ideas and principles,” provides the
foundation for a comprehensive theory of justice.”® Accompanying the
institution of a sovereign power is the creation of an inviolable concept
of justice that, rather than allowing that “the sacrifices imposed on a few
are outweighed by the larger sum of advantages enjoyed by many,” only
institutes an injustice to “avoid an even greater injustice.”**’ Pluralism is “a
permanent feature of the public culture of democracy;**® though anyone
part of a democratic plurality must possess “common human reason” and
“similar powers of thought and judgment”* Rawls excludes from the public
sphere anyone incapable of thinking in conformity with the rationality he
recognizes as belonging to all persons, such as those who make judgments
based on irrational characteristics like class, race, or gender. Revolution
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is only justified in reference to this concept of rationality, meaning that
anyone exercising it must already believe in the principles of justice Rawls
believes to be fair; other states are a priori wrong.

Dworkin, like Rawls, advocates for a legal and political system based
on principles,?® and while he does not promote natural principles, he does
say that justice requires the principles be equally distributed among all
members of society.”*! The principles we follow, and the rights and goals
based on them, come from the political theory that society uses as its
foundation. Our political theory provides aims for society that become
rights when individuated, and goals when collectivized.”*> While Dworkin
doesn’t explicitly invoke a concept of nature, his examples of rights and
goals continually reference human needs and desires as the source of law.
For example, Dworkin argues that rights like freedom of speech can be
limited by collective welfare, while property may be distributed in part
by need.”® For Dworkin, the natural motivates political theory and it is
generally comprised of human desires and needs. The state is the autho-
rization of those desires and needs in the form of rights and goals, and
it must authorize them in a form that serves all equally by enshrining
the needs and desires as ones that are consistent, equally distributed, and
based in principles held by all. This system necessitates a fidelity to the
law that only allows for minor deviation. In his essay on civil disobedi-
ence, Dworkin argues that disobedience should only be exercised to bring
challenges before the law.** Because the law is changeable there are times
disobedience should be allowed, but ultimately the law has final say over
right and wrong.”* Revolution, to the extent that it is the same as disobe-
dience, speaks for Dworkin’s vision of law as based in principle, and only
operates to challenge the institution of a particular principle, not the idea
that law must be based in principle. Revolution is also prohibited from
disrupting the equal distribution of rights, and can only mount challenges
that are conceivable under the law as it currently stands.

Robert Nozick explicitly embraces the concept of a state of nature,
though he changes it in notable ways. Nozick follows Locke in studying
what rights and relationships exist in the state of nature, concluding that
in nature the most common relationship will be protective associations
in which people promise to protect each other’s rights and property.”*
These associations will institute rules about how to act and resolve dis-
putes so members won't feel ostracized or abused, and the association will
continue.”” As different associations grow and come into conflict, they
add new members or merge with others in order to guard against bigger
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protective associations. This will happen until each protective association
takes on the form of the state: it obtains a monopoly on power and protects
everyone in its domain.*® Nozick calls this the “invisible hand” explana-
tion for the state, as it shows how states form through natural processes
and inclinations, not an exchange.”® NozicK’s description of the state is
clearly connected to nature, as it is the continuation of the same form
of association that existed in his state of Nature. Nozick emphasizes that
even when the state forms, people within it still retain the same rights
they had in protective associations in nature, while dominant protective
associations (another term for the state) have the same responsibilities
as protective associations in nature.”® While Nozick doesn’t discuss
revolution explicitly, he argues that the state is prohibited from doing
anything that individuals don’t authorize it to do?*" As Nozick brings
all state power back to the individual, it is clear that revolution would
have the same restriction. Revolution is limited by what the individual
authorizes, which, like regulationists who advocate individualism in the
state of nature, prevents revolutions from advocating for social concerns
or changing individual rights.

Finally, Habermas presents a regulationist theory that is notably
different from all others we've discussed in this chapter. The primary differ-
ence is that Habermas excludes norms from his equivalent of the state of
nature, called the lifeworld. Norms come from the lifeworld’s interactions
with the subjective, social, and objective. Additionally, the lifeworld is not
independent of others, as for Habermas interdependence is embedded in
our most basic forms of existence. The lifeworld is composed of many
agents and their communicative utterances, which reference the subjective,
social, and objective worlds. Through our utterances we build a collaborative
world comprised in part of norms about behavior as well as truths.?* By
speaking, we “test” utterances for their truth-value,** though at all times
the lifeworld remains in the background, as it can never be the reference
for a statement.”** Despite the differences between Habermas and the other
regulationists, he still follows the pattern identified by this chapter. If the
lifeworld is his “nature,” the state is the authorization of that. In Beyond
Facts and Norms, Habermas holds that law comes from the legitimating
process of will-formation in which all individuals freely participate.**®
Law is the authorization by the state of the communication Habermas
describes in the lifeworld and the process of normalization found there.
While Habermas does treat the topic of revolution, he claims it is the
outcome of same processes that produce laws and the state. Revolution
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is a product of political world-building and only occurs when normal
legal remedies aren’t possible. Thus revolution advocates for deliberative
democracy, for it comes from the same process as deliberative democracy.

The same objections mentioned above (unconditioned revolution
is dangerous, what grounds revolution if not nature) are also applicable
here. Rawls, Dworkin, Nozick, and Habermas clearly resist giving radical
change free reign so as to ensure the integrity of their state. My argu-
ments against previous forms of regulationism—briefly, that they give an
exclusionary version of nature and paradoxical account of change—are
also relevant to contemporary regulationism, but one point remains. In
conditioning radical change, contemporary regulationist theories display
a tension with diversity and openness. They accept it on their own terms
only. They don't reject the concepts—thus their advocacy for liberalism,
democracy, and individualism—but filter them through their state. Perhaps
necessary when state-building, this practice becomes dangerous when
applied to revolution. Revolution has historically served as a solution
for states that exclude diversity, of which there have been many. When
problems were realized (e.g., the omission of nonwhites and women),
regulationism tried to redraw boundaries to embrace people who were
excluded. Yet this process has been necessary many times, and to this day
political movements argue that this work is not done. Perhaps the best
argument for Dynamic Anarchism is not that it is more consistent with
the concept of a liberated revolution—though I do say this—but that it
can help regulationism achieve its long-held, highly elusive goal of an
inclusive society.

Spilling over the Edges of the World:
Why Revolution and Nature Cannot Be Regulated

Regulationism’s spatial, temporal, and relational boundaries regulate the
world, but they cannot contain the destructive force of revolution. While
necessitated by regulationism’s innovations, revolution is always at odds
with the regulationist system. Because sovereigns are no longer the origin
of reason, public goodness, and nature, they do not found, but rather
exemplify, justice and order. This means that citizens can petition the
sovereign for redress of grievances where it has failed to meet the stan-
dard of fairness reason demands. In extreme cases, the sovereign can
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be overthrown. Hugo Grotius, as early as 1625, says kings are liable for
damages if they do “not use such Means, as they may and ought, to pre-
vent Robberies and Piracy”*”; and, as late as 1776, Tom Paine tells the
British colonies that “a government of our own is our natural right”*¢
The sovereign can embody reason, but cannot be reason; there is always
a potential for a gap between the dictates of reason found in nature and
its instantiation by the state. Because the goal of regulationism is a state
that approximates the optimal framework discovered in studying nature,
it is necessary to renew the connection between the sovereign and nature
when they diverge. Sometimes the renewal comes from the sovereign,
which may set up systems that monitor whether it has deviated from
natural law, but it is not able—and often is not willing—to address every
deviation. Revolution enters the regulationist world as a force that can
reestablish the sovereign’s embodiment of rationality on those occasions
when the sovereign has failed to carry out the duties nature prescribes.

Regulationism’s engagement with revolution ultimately fails, but it is
not without value. As it includes some of the first political traditions to
take revolution seriously as a possibility, it grapples with what revolution is
and how it can be justified. It does not take the established order of society
for granted, thereby opening a new space to think about how people can
engage one another beyond the confines of sovereign power and creating
the possibility of a two-way relationship between sovereign and subject.
The separation of the people from the state brings forth revolution, which
requires new concepts (e.g., limits on sovereign power to justifications for
dissent) to deal with the potentials and dangers that follow. Regulationism
provides the basis of a particular theory of revolution.

The failure of regulationism with regard to revolution comes from
its attempt to regulate what is incapable of being regulated. Revolution
is situated alongside, but opposed to, the state. Both are drawn from
nature, which limits revolution while creating paradoxes in the state.
These paradoxes lead to more calls for change and further attempts to
separate the state from revolution. At the same time, revolution can orig-
inate from outside civil society, meaning that the limited place provided
for revolution within civil society fails to fully exhaust the capacity of
revolution. Revolution destabilizes the regulationist world from within
while undermining it from without. Regulationism fails to anticipate that
regulation of revolution and nature is doomed to fail. It tries to capture the
essence of nature, of humans, and of the state while allowing for degrees
of variation, but it does not account for the possibility of radical change.
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Nature develops and shifts beyond the limits of regulationism’s natural
laws, and when it does so people, the world, and society change as well.
Regulationism describes only one possible world, and its regulations are
easily rendered irrelevant upon the alteration of human relationships, the
development of new technologies, or any one of a whole host of other
potential changes. When it comes to regulations, revolution is just as
easily an expression of nature’s ability to surpass these regulations as it
is of citizens’ discontent with the sovereign. Regulationism is premised
upon an untenable assumption that nature has static processes or laws.
Placing revolution in this world inevitably leads regulationism’s theory of
revolution into a dead end. The attempt to regulate nature grounds one
form of power to the exclusion of all others, and revolution becomes just
another expression of the same power found in the state. Revolution is
irrevocably bound to the state, with the voice of the people yet to be heard.

To solve this problem, philosophy must develop a new treatment
of revolution. This treatment must not regulate nature, but recognize its
ability to change and develop. Revolution is an expression of this change
and development, and the natural world must be seen as a part of a larger
system. This is where dialectical theories of revolution enter, providing an
alternative articulation of revolutions that responds, in part, to the lacuna
found within social contract theory. Dialectics provides a more sustained
engagement with revolutions, including them directly within the process
by which governments form, rather than as a stopgap when governments
go awry. From this point on, while regulationism loses its monopoly on
theories of revolution, some of its concepts are incorporated into other
projects. It is an ironic legacy of regulationism that, while its theorists
were most concerned with legitimating sovereign rule, one of its most
enduring contributions is beginning the discussion on how that rule can
be put to an end.

Seeing regulationism’s problems developing a unified political frame-
work, many thinkers take a different approach by developing a political
trajectory. Society evolves over time in response to challenges, and in
doing so comes closer to a healthy society. Revolution plays a role in
helping society develop. Definite figures like the sovereign come and go
in the “trajectory view;” but does this mean revolution is extricated from
the state? Determining this requires a closer look at these theories, which
I will do in the next chapter.
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Guiding the Process of State Formation

The Appearance of the Dialectic

Following the attempts at state-creation in the early modern era, which
purposefully limited the tasks of revolution, a new epistemology took
hold. Having its roots in ancient Greek philosophy, it was given a specific
role in Kant’s transcendental system before becoming the defining feature
of Hegel’s. Called the dialectic, it has been given many forms and roles
in the generations since its first delineation, including in the creation of
the state. The dialectic becomes a strong tool for those advocating revo-
lution, as it rejects the idea that knowledge is found in a purely objective
form, relatively static and unbiased. Knowledge is a process, ongoing
and incompletable. To the extent that the state is the product of such
knowledge, it too is subject to constant revision and requires constant
creation. Revolution, then, is not the product of the state, but one of
many processes of state-creation. It is not to be held at a distance and
closely monitored, but advocated as a way society can perfect itself as it
wrestles with the legacies of the past or desires for the future. While the
primary school of revolutionary thought that uses the dialectic is Marxism,
fascism incorporates it too. The difference is that Marxism associates the
dialectic more with revolution, Fascism more with the state. I will call
dialectical methods of conceiving of revolution visionary ones, and the
process of doing so visualizing, given their attempts to use the dialectic to
see either the state’s proper development or the best methods to use when
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developing the state. The chapter will begin with an analysis of Hegels
dialectic, proceed into a study of the dialecticism that produced fascism,
and discuss Marxist thought at length, before finally demonstrating why
dialectics ultimately fails as a theory of revolution. While the dialectic frees
revolution from the restrictions placed on it by regulationism, it does not
liberate revolution in the sense that it deserves to be. Revolution, rather,
is harnessed and, at times, reified for the purpose of producing harmony
both with and in the state. Revolution is given a telos and an operational
plane that ascribe to it characteristics of the state, while occasionally
allowing the hard work of revolution to be ignored.

Hegel’s dialectic begins with the idea that one must include both the
subject and substance to have a full picture of existence.! As Hegel puts it,
“The True is the whole. But the whole is nothing other than the essence
consummating itself through its development”* The challenge with this
is that any understanding requires one to present the external world as
independent of oneself as knower, but in doing so one misses how the
thing being known is actually part of oneself (and vice versa). Thus the
dialectic is a process of understanding whereby reason posits a subject
and a substance—the knower and the known, respectively—as independent
of each other, and then overcomes that bifurcation by uncovering their
interconnectedness. Additionally, this process is one that admits of change,
for once one has a new understanding enabled by the dialectic, one sees
one’s initial understanding of subject and substance was inadequate. The
subject and the substance form a new entity ready to be explored using
the same method as before. This ongoing process is the nature of reason,
which is a purposive activity that reaches actuality in unfolded becoming
(as opposed to pure immediacy).® Over time, reason elaborates a whole
system of being and tracks its ongoing development; only in this way
does the whole become a science and reason find completion. One must
constantly use the dialectic to posit objects for study before ultimately
returning them to the living substance in a never-ending dialectical process.*

With this basic understanding of the dialectic, we can now see the
place revolution has in Hegel’s thought. For him, the French Revolution
began because the government was not able to make actual the abstract
idea of freedom individuals had in their heads. The will of individuals for
independence sought expression in the actual, and revolution was the best
vehicle for it at the time. The path of the dialectic is mirrored inasmuch
as there is a similar positing, extending outward, and returning. Seeking
principles of justice, the French posited those principles as independent of
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them, and sought them in the objective world. As the revolution unfolds
the events are measured against peoples’ images of right and wrong with
the goal of finding harmony between the two. After each attempt, the
ideas of people and the political formations change in response, adapting
to each other until a holistic arrangement is achieved. Revolution is part
of the process of finding the reasonable political order, as Hegel indicates
when discussing the French Revolution. He argues that the revolution
was a way of bringing the French state into accordance with principles
of right,” which in turn arose from the wills of individuals and developed
in the context of feudal and monarchic society. Revolution, then, serves
as the enactment of a just state. It follows subjective principles of right
in an attempt to create them objectively through the state. Ultimately,
the state itself must serve as the vehicle for producing the freedom and
rights that people desire, and revolution is just a process along the way
toward that goal.® While Hegel is most interested in demonstrating the
relationship between ideas and the state as objective enactment of those
ideas—showing how they evolve in relation to one another—he does
indicate in several places that a constitutional monarchy may be the best
form of government for how it allows for effective implementation of law
in a way that still encourages freedom.”

There is clearly a visionary element to Hegel’s theory of revolution,
as it uses ideals like right and freedom to project an image of a new
and better world in contrast to what exists before trying to bring about
this world’s actuality. One must be able to visualize something not yet in
existence in order for revolution to occur.

Fascism

Before transitioning to the main focus of the chapter, Marxism, I need to
discuss the other prominent political theory that uses the dialectic: fascism.
As will be shown, fascism’s engagement with revolution is minimal, as for
them change must be undertaken by the state itself. The state is supposed
to develop, so the very things revolution is supposed to bring for other
visionary thinkers are brought by the state. Revolution is anathema to the
proper political operations of the dialectic, and must be resisted as both
unnecessary and irrelevant.

The rationale for this begins with the reframing of the dialectic
given by Italian thinkers like Benedetto Croce and Giovanni Gentile. Both
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identify as dialecticians, but argue for an “absolute idealism” that relegates
the empirical world to a function of thought. Dialectics, for them, occurs
only in the conceptual, not in the world of things.® This is because things
themselves are inert and disparate, while thought is dynamic. Thought
is an act and a process; it brings unity to concepts that in turn provide
understanding.” For example, history is not an external thing, nor is it
an encounter between the historian and the outside world. History is a
creation of the historian’s mind, and the dialectic the process by which it is
created. The same principle holds for all understanding.'® To say otherwise
reduces thought to a thing, not a process. Plato does this in focusing on
the content of thought rather than its action. Similarly, Hegel treats the
dialectic as an abstraction by applying it to both things and thought, rather
than to the operations of thought. To the extent we can see movement
and development, we do so through thought. Thought underlies, supports,
and creates reality as we encounter it. Reality, in short, is thought in act."!
Beyond that is nothing knowable, and attempts at understanding that do
not begin with the operations of thought are inevitably fruitless.
Fascism fits into this theory by arguing that politics begins with acts
of thought and will that attempt to understand themselves.'* Fascism looks
for the conditions giving rise to thoughts, and attempts to create a state
that disciplines thought for all within. In doing so, the state forms people
as austere, moral, and serious. As people develop, so too must the state,
and like thought it obeys dialectical logic (inasmuch as the state itself is
the outgrowth of thought, and thought underlies its existence). Indeed, the
purpose of the state is to create a conscious and collective human will, one
which is unified and ordered. People in a fascist society should not live
lives of ease, but take on the hard work of forming society according to
principles of self-overcoming along the lines of dialectical transformation.
Thus do fascists see the state as a living, ethical entity and a spiritual force
that brings value to the spiritual lives of its citizens. Any organizations
that challenge the order of the state—like unions, which cut society into
classes—do harm to the ability of the state to modify itself as citizens
require. Thus these impure presences need to be challenged and overcome
for the collective harmony of society, and the state’s role in creating it.
Revolution cannot play a role in fascist politics because it is always an
impure presence that wrests control of political development away from
the state. A fascist politics that condones revolution in any way posits a
dialectical process of will formation independent of the state, which in
turn inhibits collective will formation by creating different groups. The
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only way in which revolution could be a part of fascism is in the process
of bringing a fascist government into being. But once that’s finished, there
is no room left for revolution.

The visionary dimension in Hegel’s dialectic of understanding is
transferred to the state as that which both takes control of development
and which undergoes development itself. The state, including the people
within it, goes through a process of creation that includes both identi-
fying an ideal and working to bring it into being. Fascism utilizes the
visionary model of the dialectical revolution, but where Hegel placed it
within the process of understanding, fascist thinkers place it within an
all-encompassing state responsible for developing everything in society in
accordance with its vision.

Of course, giving the dialectic to the state is only one possibility,
and a poor one at that. Political theory contains many other ideas of how
the dialectic could affect social development. Marxism looks to laborers
or other oppressed groups to initiate dialectical movements.

The Assimilation of Revolution

The visionary theory of Marxism treats revolution differently. Revolution
is inevitable and necessary to create the communist society to come. It is
jarring, visceral, and always looming until the moment it breaks. Because
the repressive “institutions, mores, and traditions” of European countries
are so entrenched, “the lever of [the worker’s] revolution” must not be
nonviolence, but “force”’? There is an urgency to Marxism that stems from
its calls to create meaningful progress through concrete praxis and constant
engagement. A better society must be collectively built, not entrusted to
abstract philosophical reflection.

Marx worked for the liberation of the working class by studying the
material realm. He sought to use his discoveries to undermine capitalism’s
harsh conditions. The ideals of justice and equality alone are incapable
of bringing about this end, because it is one’s actual conditions that truly
stimulate change. A real account of politics must return to the material
world and study the conditions that gave rise to each age of humankind.
Authenticity is found in the concrete relations expressed within one’s
material situation (e.g., classes, needs, abilities, and means of production),
not formal identities (e.g., nationality or religion)." Ideological concepts
such as those found in social contract theory or capitalist economics
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reproduce oppressive systems despite their ostensible devotion to prin-
ciples of freedom and justice. Recognizing this fact reveals strategies for
overturning such oppressive systems. The magnitude of this realization
presents the world anew as fundamentally inequitable, and as the fantasies
dissolve in front of us it becomes clear that only radical change will set
everything right again. Only revolution has the capacity to overthrow the
ruling class and its supporting ideologies, and only revolution will bring
humanity to its next stage of development. When freed from its ideolog-
ical bonds, revolution can go beyond just fixing the problems with the
state; it can move the world forward along its inevitable trajectory. Marx
sees each stage of existence as part of a sequence, and no government or
economic system is fully intelligible until viewed as part of a larger, his-
torically unfolding progression." Failed social orders did not simply lack
the right prescription—they needed to fail for us to evolve. As a vehicle
for numerous historical changes, revolution must play a central role in
this theory. Whereas the social contract keeps revolution at the margins
as a potential, Marx presents revolution as an integral part of human
development.’* A sovereign cannot prevent radical change by keeping
to the social contract, for it is sovereignty itself—and the fixed system it
heads—that attracts the potency of revolution.

Marxism has a specific target in the creation of an egalitarian world
and describes a definite path to get there. It is primarily because society
is not organized in a manner that allows for the full expression of our
nature that previous social systems led to oppression, poverty, and suffer-
ing. Revolutions goal is the overthrow of the pernicious capitalist order
and the institution of a society that both recognizes the material needs
of every human and provides for their fulfillment. “From each according
to his ability, to each according to his needs”’’—that is the maxim a
liberated society must follow. Where social contract theory portrays rev-
olution as a fix to a system in crisis, Marxism wholly absorbs revolution
into its workings. Revolution is given a more prominent and active role,
but at the same time it is overwhelmed with the meanings the Marxist
project prescribes. The attempt to salvage revolution by giving it a more
prominent role only further draws it into the state, for the revolution
Marx describes speaks for Marx’s ontology and metaphysics. Ultimately,
Marx’s revolution confirms the trajectory of his world, and proves that
the relationship between the material and the ideological is exactly as he
described. Even the different interpretations of Marx’s thought, with all
the innovations they bring, cling to the basic outlines of the Marxist world

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

THE TRAJECTORY OF THE DIALECTIC 65

and the trajectory it entails. While revolution remains incorporated into
Marxism, it is incapable of speaking with its own voice.

As many individuals have noted,"” defining Marxism has grown
more difficult over time as it is constantly reinterpreted. This chapter does
not seek to solve this problem, but as I want to be clear what is at stake
at different parts of the chapter, I will use the following terminology:
“Marxism” will be used to refer to the set of Marx-inspired philosophies
genealogically related to one another (such as those I will be dealing with
later in the chapter), “classical Marxism” will be used to refer to Marx’s
own philosophy, and “historical Marxism” will be used to refer to the
political ideology of Marxism and its specific history.

Making Politics Friendly to Revolution

Marx undermines the social contract by framing his theory around
a concept of nature that is sensuous, nonideological, and objective."”
Nature is not static, but an external world that affects humankind just as
humankind affects it. Because no natural essence grounds living creatures,
Marx’s discussion of nature begins at the first concrete encounter between
humans and nature, neither having been theorized in advance.”” Humans
are not formulaically free and equal individuals® who can be conceived
apart from nature? as simple abstractions;” rather, understanding them
requires understanding the physical reality in which they live.** Humans
are defined by “the totality of the actions whereby they reproduce their
own material existence”* Starting in the most primitive human societies,
the differences between men and women grow, “by virtue of natural pre-
disposition (e.g., physical strength), needs, accidents, etc.,” into a division
of labor.”® This first division becomes the blueprint for other divisions, and
as new tasks are apportioned to segments of the populace a hierarchical
class system forms.” Marx views space as highly stratified, for human
civilization throughout its history has been composed of conflicting groups
in dominant-submissive relationships. “The history of all hitherto existing
society is the history of class struggles,””® Marx and Engels notoriously
proclaim. Human consciousness has yet to reflect upon a world not riven
by the clashes of hostile groups.

The groups that compose society are the products of material condi-
tions. When material conditions change, old classes pass away as new ones
take their place. No particular division of humans is permanent, for the
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factors producing social groups constantly change. The causes motivating
change vary, but are always rooted in objective and nonideological condi-
tions. The influx of colonial resources into European countries during the
seventeenth century, combined with increased demand for new products,
created the industrial era’s division of labor (boss vs. factory worker) as well
as new tools like looms, ships, and levers.”” Massive amounts of natural
resources and industrial machinery erased national identities, religions,
and traditional moralities in order to create “everywhere the same rela-
tions between the classes of society”®® Changes in geographic location,
technology, and availability of material wealth, produced the capitalist
classes of bourgeoisie and proletarian that replaced the feudal divisions
of lords, vassals, knights, plebeians, and slaves.*® The capitalist doctrine
and modern concept of human were developed to justify these transfor-
mations of society, just as new ideologies are developed in response to
every significant change in the material world. Such ideologies present the
world as a given, not as a product of industry, society, and the activity of
previous generations.* Ideologies disguise the world by developing artificial
concepts, hiding the forces that developed the predominant worldview,
and presenting themselves as irrefutable truths. As Peter Osborne says,
“Ideologies are systems of ideas that misrepresent society. . . . For Marx
at this time, German philosophy was the German ideology because it was
the primary means through which German culture (mis)represented the
world to itself”** Each new ordering of human society is accompanied by
new ideas as humans continually try to come to terms with the actuality
of nature and the human condition. Ideologies motivate human actions
that, in turn, produce the world (e.g., estrangement from our nature erases
animal needs and produces a need for work),** but they also result from
the material world. The dialogical relationship between ideology and the
material means it operates in constant connection with physical objects,
not apart from them. It is a grave error to see ideological changes as
unrelated to social organization; the two fields are intrinsically linked.
Marx rejects definitions of humanity that see individuals as “egois-
tic” and “in [their] true nature only in the form of the abstract citizen.”*
Humans must be conceived of materially as “corporeal, living, real, sensuous
objective being[s] full of natural vigour”* Marx’s materialism focuses on
concrete subjective action through a study of the context that provides
the actions with their meaning or significance. Marx examines actions
within their social situation, looking at how human activities and human
relationships reciprocally form each other. Capital shows that human
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labor—and the commodities it produces—are only valuable inasmuch as
they are appreciated by society,”” yet only through the process of producing
commodities for exchange is society put in a position to apply value to
them.* Such trends are identifiable because they occur on a massive scale,
and as a result constitute a predictable process. As Eric Fromm puts it,
“Change is due to the contradiction between the productive forces (and
other objectively given conditions) and the existing social organization.
When a mode of production or social organization hampers, rather than
furthers, the given productive forces, a society, if it is not to collapse, will
choose such forms of production as fit the new set of productive forces
and develop them”* Historical trends can be anticipated by studying the
contradictions between production and society, then extrapolating what
will be needed to solve them. The material realm is a realm of actions
and relationships. As their product, thought is generated by this realm
and represents a relationship one takes toward oneself or society.** These
actions and relationships produce the world and its contents. They act
as homogenizing forces, for each set of actions and relationships dictates
a different arrangement of society, and when a new set is developed a
new dictation is dispersed throughout. Productive forces, technologies,
and practices carry a compulsion to conform, which occurs both on an
individual and societal level. The development of industrial machines
transformed workers into machines themselves, nurturing their “helpless
dependence upon the factory as a whole™*' and transforming society from
one characterized by manufacture to one characterized by industry.*?
New homogenizing forces, like those that produced the factory,
create bonds and rifts between individuals. Marx’s accounts describe both
the contradictions and the similarities that develop in each era. In every
situation, the relationships that exist are classifiable in terms either of
association or of antagonism. The modern bourgeoisie are supported by
the “executive of the modern State” in their fight against the proletariat,
yet in the past the bourgeoisie shared with the serfs a common enemy
in the nobility.”® Peasants in the industrial world are not identifiable with
the proletariat, yet their interests are the same and in the future the two
will unite against the capitalist.** Such associations are overshadowed by
the larger contradictions produced by conflicting classes, such as those
between the lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, or capitalist and
proletariat.” It is by understanding relations of association and antagonism
that Marx predicts times of radical change. In nonrevolutionary times, the
relations are dynamic and flexible, and the conflicting groups have not yet
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been able to recognize their common interests in order to form a polit-
ical program. Revolutions occur when the interests of competing classes
become so divergent that sustainability is no longer possible even in the
short term. At this point, the relations of antagonism and the relations
of association both catalyze the revolution, as the former push each class
toward militancy, while the latter encourage solidarity.

The ongoing alterations of the world reveal that, for Marx, temporal-
ity is the succession of systems. Individual systems often have their own
unique means for measuring time stemming from material conditions, but
the principal way of tracking the passage of time in classical Marxism is
through the replacement of one system by another. Particular arrangements
of society do not present time objectively. The ways time is measured for
the purposes of paying wages in capitalism did not exist in feudal societies,*
while Newtonian mechanics is connected with capitalism as a theoretical
precondition for it."” Engels sees Kantian and Newtonian systems—includ-
ing their concepts of time—as stages within a Hegelian-like system that
privileges process.”® Social systems measure time for their own interests,
and each time one is overthrown a new standard for time develops. The
only persistent concept of time Marx leaves us with presents time as a
movement leading from one arrangement to another. For Marx, “history
is nothing but the succession of . . . separate generations,” each of which
continues “the traditional activity in completely changed circumstances”
and modifies “the old circumstances with a completely changed activity*
Because the specific ways time is tracked are social traditions and not
objective measures, classical Marxism follows the changing social systems
that produce each particular schema. Social systems are arrangements
of subjects, objects, and relationships, and as such are not monolithic.
This is a necessary consequence of Marx’s rejection of abstraction, for
consistency demands that Marx define history in terms of “material,
empirically verifiable [acts] . . . which every individual furnishes” rather
than “a mere abstract act on the part of . . . the world spirit”>® History,
the only constant measure of time Marx provides, is neither abstract
nor definable in terms of one single measure; it is plural, renewing, and
revealed through the ongoing shifts in material relations.” As Kotakowski
writes, “Strictly speaking . . . there is no such thing as time in itself but
only relations of succession (before and after), ‘time’ being a secondary
abstraction from these>

Marx’s framing of his system in terms of conflicting groups and
successive systems is accompanied by motive forces that determine how
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and why things change. One essential aspect of Marx’s thought is the
notion that subjects and objects follow a trajectory that terminates at a
predetermined endpoint.® Society must be studied scientifically before
any trajectories can be determined,™ but it is a fact that all objects in a
particular context aim at a definable goal.>® The end at which things aim
does not come from essences or utopian ideals. It originates from the
interactions between objects and subjects situated in the same world.*®
Nothing outside or behind one’s everyday actions and material situation
determines this sequence of events, yet given the state of society there is
no other possible telos but the one Marx describes.”” Marx’s telos is pro-
duced from below rather than instituted from above, yet it is a defining
principle of the world he creates. The capitalist world is ripe for revolution
because “by driving hitherto isolated workers into mills and factories,
modern industry had created the very conditions in which the proletariat
could associate and combine into a dominant force™® Individuals may
play different roles in realizing society’s goal, but everyone is pulled along
by the collective weight of history as if caught in a tidal wave, with no
hope of changing a direction determined by forces far outside their con-
trol.* Revolution is no exception; it results from many interactions that
each express a purpose and becomes part of the social context that gives
others purpose. The purpose revolution expresses is always a reconciling
of contradictions,® for it is a massive restructuring that only appears at
moments of transition. It is produced not by a system, but by the con-
tradictions a system creates.

Classical Marxism outlines a world more accommodating to change
than regulationismss. It is adaptive, interconnected, and self-motivated. Rev-
olution is no longer used as a stopgap, for the supersession of boundaries
that regulationism is designed to prevent is an essential characteristic of
Marx’s world and something to be embraced. Marx’s revolutions do not
confine change within specific parameters, but direct it onto a produc-
tive path. They stem the tide of destructive forces, motivating new social
arrangements when the current one becomes untenable. Though capable
of massive shifts, revolutions have historically only led to incremental
changes. In the introduction to Marx’s The Class Struggles in France,
Engels says previous revolutions have only “resulted in the displacement
of one definite class rule by another”; any marginal advances were over-
shadowed by the fact that, because “the proletarian masses . . . were still
absolutely in the dark as to the path to be taken,” their initial zeal quickly
degraded into “a revolution of feeling as soon as illusion evaporated and
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disappointment set in”®" Only now, after the modifications of previous
eras, can a true communist revolution (which will finally “bring [human
beings’] ‘existence’ into harmony with their ‘essence’ ”*?) occur. Revolutions
have a clear social function—they provide a new organization to society
that resolves previous inconsistencies and errors. Even when unsuccessful
they can have a profound effect by opening “fractures and fissures” in
society while denouncing the “abyss” that awaits if no action is taken.®
Revolutions “are the driving force of history”® that act like elemental
powers conditioning Marx’s world. The boundaries of regulationism are
replaced in classical Marxism with a trajectory, the endpoint of which
revolution must ensure.

Classical Marxism avoids many of the problems of regulationism
by embracing a historically evolving model of human nature. But does it
capture the full possibilities of revolution by grounding it in a material
world and endowing it with a telos? Revolution may not be put to work
enforcing the ideal state of regulationists, but nevertheless its role as a
motive force makes it speak for the forthcoming communist state. Because
Marx’s revolutions treat as unimportant anything not connected with the
larger goals of Marx’s project, they limit other forms of emancipation by
privileging their own. The state Marx describes—ineluctably aimed at
creating a communist society—dominates the discourse of emancipation.

Guiding Revolution from behind the Scenes

Marx reshapes the terms of political debate from a focus on justice to a
focus on human existence. In so doing he casts liberal political theory—and
its inauguration in the atomic individual possessed of rational thought and
selfish desires—as ideological.®* Political theory must capture the becoming
of human existence, not rest on a set of regulative ideas.*® Such ideas form
enclosed systems of power around static concepts of humanity, yet in
reality they are a piece of the larger movements of society. They must be
understood within the context of the material environment that produced
them. Revolution is centralized in classical Marxism as it enables Marx to
connect different social hierarchies into one schema that presents them as
part of an ongoing progression. Because enclosed systems of power are
really part of a larger unfolding order, their inadequacy and downfall must
be part of this larger order too. Revolutions are not the system in moments
of crisis, but the system working as it should. Rather than being driven
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by the social contract, revolutions are the counterpoint to noncommunist
societies and the classes that compose them, able to solve the inevitable
problems that such societies intrinsically carry. The larger order that is
ineluctably revealed in exigent moments narrows and focuses revolutionary
possibilities. Overthrowing particular governments draws society closer to
the point where it recognizes itself as it is, dissolves all classes, and creates
a sustainable system for all. Revolution is still stewarded by the state, but
rather than authorizing the same government that preceded it, revolution
now operates as part of the same program as the state. The processes by
which the world develops lead to communism, and both revolution and
the state are committed to that goal, even if they are unaware of this fact.

Marx believed that during his lifetime he saw instances of the
coming worldwide revolution that would overthrow the capitalist order,
and his understanding of revolution is in part informed by these events.
Both the Paris Commune and the revolutions of 1848 happened during
his lifetime, and both reflect concerns similar to those he writes about.
The revolutions of 1848, while having little direct impact on governance,
developed a consciousness among the lower classes that persisted long after
the revolutions were put down. Similarly, the Paris Commune was one of
the first attempts to create a truly socialist society, complete with elections,
feminist initiatives, workers™ rights, and the separation of religion from
governance. These revolutions were notable for the way they saw class and
living conditions as important issues that revolutionaries should address.
Demands should deal with concrete material conditions, not just formal
aspects of governance. One also sees the concept of socialism developing,
for despite the similarity in demands made by both revolutions the people
running the Paris Commune had a better formulated idea of how society
should function to be inclusive, democratic, and egalitarian. Finally, the
harsh way in which each revolution was put down indicates how hostile
established states were to transformative change, and how dangerous
they felt these new ideas to be. These concerns are all reflected in Marx’s
writings, for like these revolutions Marx deals with material conditions,
believes communism will develop over time, and is skeptical that states
will reform themselves or accept revolutionary demands. The practice of
revolution undergoes a shift in Marx’s lifetime that parallels how Marx’s
concept of revolution differs from earlier ones.

Marx sees revolutions as a cure for ideologies. Throughout his work
he describes revolution as “the alteration of men on a mass scale,”®” the
abolition of “the political character of civil society” that “set[s] free the
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political spirit,’*® and the result of “material elements” and “productive

forces” rather than ideas.” Revolutions are both part of societys pro-
gression and moments of becoming that destabilize repressive ideologies.
They occur when conditions are such that the ideology of the present is
at odds with the extant material forces.” Though previous revolutions
wound up producing new ideologies and class divisions, the coming
communist revolution will abolish both.”" Revolution is a moment of
anti-ideology. It may lead to a new ideology, but its principal function
is to undermine established ideologies. Yet Marx imbues revolution with
an ideology itself by fixing its trajectory. His descriptions of revolutions
contain both form and direction, as by Marx’s account they must occur
in a certain way and aim at the same telos. Marx insists that peasants
must be turned into proletariats before any revolution will succeed in
overturning capitalism,” that the next major revolution will be economic
in nature,” and that the state by necessity will be supplanted by worker
councils.”* Marx overloads his revolution with excessive preconditions
in order to ensure a seemingly natural transition to communism. As
Bernard Yack writes, Marxist revolution “does not arise necessarily out
of the social experience of workers; workers must view their experience
from a particular philosophical perspective, they must have a particular
understanding of man’s humanity and the obstacles to its realization,
before they will even long for a total revolution . . . let alone actually
revolt”” Marx speaks prophetically of revolution. Communism is for him
inevitable and imminent because “society can no longer live under [the]
bourgeoisie [as] its existence is no longer compatible with society.”® The
same unalterable laws that determined why and when the bourgeoisie
revolted against feudalism also determine the nature of the proletarian
revolution. It is necessary that revolution follow these rules for Marx to
make the case that it fits into his larger project. As Kofakowski writes,
“The future liberation on which [Marx’s and Engels’s] historical optimism
was based was not merely a matter of abolishing poverty and satisfying
elementary human needs, but of fulfilling man’s destiny and ensuring his
dignity and greatness by giving him the maximum control over nature
and his own life””” The anti-ideological voice of revolution hides the
ideological program that projects the creation of a classless, communal
society onto every occurrence of revolution and portrays communists as
the essential saviors of workers. The confines of the social contract are
gone, but revolution is still dictated by the materialist framework that
Marx places beneath the state.
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Marx envisions revolution as predictable. For that to happen, revo-
lution must follow certain knowable rules, necessitating that facets of the
world remain outside revolution’s reach. Such parts play a role in shaping
how revolution occurs, keeping it on track within the program Marx
describes. Revolution results from unsustainable material contradictions,
such as when propertyless slaves are pitted against the property owners
in communal societies, or when feudal towns must overcome resistance
from the countryside to expand.” It is able to radically change material
conditions in response to contradictions, as happened when the increasing
amount of trade between countries transformed society from a feudal
hierarchy to the capitalist opposition between bourgeoisie and proletari-
ats.” The material conditions that produce the productive forces that form
particular social arrangements are, in times of revolution, radically altered
to create a new normality. What does not change is the character of the
material world, which from beginning to end is the realm where social
arrangements, ideas, and states originate. This character functions as an
axis around which the world moves, but is itself stable and independent
from the shifts and reversals Marx describes. For example, the Economic
and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 define nature as man’s “inorganic
body” inasmuch as it is “his direct means of life” and “the instrument of
his life activity”® Humans have real desires, emotions, and needs, though
the illusory notions of wealth or status found in capitalist societies turn
these authentic expressions of our humanity into “abstract conceits” and
“imperfections”®! The Manifesto of the Communist Party says ideas stem
from man’s material existence,* while The German Ideology provides four
premises—that existence is dependent upon satisfying needs, that satis-
fying needs leads to new needs, that the perpetuation of one’s existence
leads to the development of families and social relationships, and that
social relationships occur in certain modes or forms that determine the
direction of history—that specify how to approach writing a materialist
history free of “political or religious nonsense”

Throughout Marx’s works a fixed character is given to the mate-
rial world. Certain aspects of individuals’ relationships to themselves,
or between humans and nature, always behave according to permanent
rules. Revolution is enormously effective at reorganizing the material
world to produce new technologies,* governments,* and products,* but
it is incapable of altering the basic facts of this world. As long as humans
exist they will have wants that must be fulfilled. Ideas are always a prod-
uct of materiality. Social orders will develop via the same processes that
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produced those preceding them. The material world is torn in two. One
part is unchangeable and furnishes the material laws Marx describes; the
other part contains the entities, forces, and relationships present in any
particular social arrangement, and is where revolution operates. In a similar
vein, Bernard Yack claims Marx’s project relies on a dichotomy between
“human powers and material forces” that sees the latter as indifferent to
human purposes and the former as capable of being consciously directed.
This division of the material realm has a critical impact on revolution.
Marx describes revolution as though it is produced by and produces all
the entities and relationships found in the material realm. Yet a whole host
of indispensable, permanent entities mark off parts of the material world
as inaccessible to revolution. Marx’s revolution operates only on parts of
the material world (such as social arrangements and political systems),
which allows the other parts (such as human nature and the relationship
between the material and ideal) to maintain the consistency of the mate-
rial realm. By wielding revolution as a scalpel, classical Marxism radically
alters some things and perpetually keeps others the same. The positioning
of revolution in this way makes revolution operative for Marx’s larger
program by only subjecting some parts of the world to revolutionary ire.

So sure are Marx, Engels, and the early Marxists that they know the
path revolution will take,* they are dismissive of revolutionary projects
incompatible with their communist vision. These ideological undertones
have unfortunately so pervaded the communist movement that for many
it is an expression of their devotion to undertake dangerous actions,
including some that Marx would no doubt reject, to bring about Marx’s
communist state. These claims have been put forth on many occasions.
For instance, some feminists criticize Marxism as patriarchal, while others
have tried to revive Marxism as a tool for feminism.* Similar critiques
have been leveled at Marxism by race and queer activists.”® Meanwhile,
Humans Rights Watch and Amnesty International have both criticized
Cuba’s ostensibly communist government for repressing the population,
imprisoning dissidents, and executing political prisoners.”’ Solzhenitsyn’s
Gulag Archipelago®* documents numerous abuses of Stalin’s nominally
communist state.

Putting revolution in service of the communist project, while excluding
from discussion political or ethical concerns attached to illusory ideologies,
creates the perilous potential for sanctioning brutal actions. No moral codes
can justly restrain revolution if it can fundamentally alter the material con-
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ditions out of which ethics arises, and concerns over proper treatment of
those here and now seem quaint when measured against the ultimate end
of all history. The attempt to think revolution through becoming—rather
than capture its being—deftly avoids the problems of the social contract,
but the mechanisms Marx uses to do so result in new dangers.

Marx might object that humans do have consistent, natural traits, and
that the relationship between the material and ideal is both describable and
tested. Certainly experimentation has shown similarities between most, if not
all, humans that contribute to economic and political processes. Similarly,
we would be naive not to see correlations between the material world and
the ideas held by society. Dynamic Anarchism and the liberated revolution
don’t deny that such is the case, but do qualify these statements such that
they are contingent and not absolute. The similarities between humans in
the economic and political sphere are conditioned by other factors. The
relationship between the material and ideal is similarly conditioned. Chang-
ing these conditions to alter these similarities is not necessarily easy, but it
is possible. It is inaccurate to treat either the conditions or similarities as
essential. In addition, dialectic thinkers emphasize how the dialectic creates
breaks between what was, what is, and what will be. It allows for develop-
ment and growth. Can we say that the “natures” and “relationships” used
in Marx’s analysis will forever be unchangeable, even if we don’t know how
to do so now? We are learning more about how to modify the conditions
that produce these natures and relationships from disciplines like psychology
and biology. Over time, the technologies or ideas we develop could help
us alter what is currently unchangeable. The dialectic’s characterization as
a break that signifies development must allow for this option.

Marx may also object that the liberated revolution sacrifices a scientific
account of change for an open one that is vague and undefined. Accord-
ing to this criticism, the scientific account is preferable for its precision
and applicability. It is true that the account of change I give is open, and
as such is harder to apply to particular circumstances. Though there are
guidelines to revolution that are discussed in chapter 6, there are few, if
any, hard and fast rules in revolutions. Nevertheless, we shouldn’t sacrifice
accuracy for predictability. If revolution demands a stronger account of
change, as I argue, we should give it one. The practice of revolution should
be addressed after developing the best possible definition of revolution. If
it becomes harder to apply to particular revolutions, but the predictions
we make are more accurate, the tradeoff is worthwhile.
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Rearranging the Marxist Trajectory, Part 1:
Science versus Organizing Principle

The Marxist tradition is plural. Followers built on Marx’s initial work,
including by revising its understanding of revolution. The significant
differences between Marxist theories indicate a possibility for a theory
of revolution that escapes capture by the state. I will review the more
popular theories to explore whether they succeed.

The revolution Marx envisioned did not happen as quickly as he pre-
dicted, and while his faith never wavered, as Marx grew older he accepted
the likely necessity of a long struggle.” His philosophical progeny spread
throughout the world, bringing the message of working-class liberation and
communal ownership. Along the way, paradoxes, inconsistencies, and biases
compelled a retooling of some basic principles, while new philosophical
and scientific discoveries called for attempts at synthesis. Since Marx’s
death, his disciples have reformulated his project many times, adapting it
strategically while trying to preserve its basic message. To see the effects
of these alterations on the visionary revolution advocated by Marx, and to
check whether they escape its contradictions, I will trace the development
of Marxism through the party-centered conceptions of it by V. I. Lenin
and Mao Zedong; the phenomenological variations of Alexandre Kojeve,
Jean-Paul Sartre, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty; Louis Althusser’s structur-
alist interpretation; and the critical articulations given it by the Frankfurt
School. Rather than recounting their philosophies wholesale, I will focus
on the modifications each thinker makes to Marxism’s foundations.

There are two principal ways in which the Marxist project is mod-
ified. First, the laws guiding its operation are adjusted. This includes the
functioning of the dialectic, the manner in which ideology and materialism
operate, and the method for producing a communist society. Second, the
structure of Marxism is revised. This includes the overall shape of the
world, relationships between established parts of the Marxist world (such
as between the dialectic and individuals), and the specific places where
forces like production and exchange are located. In the former, it is the
process of Marxism that is engaged, while in the latter, it is its form. In
regards to process, Lenin, Mao, and Althusser treat Marxism as a science,
while Kojeve, Sartre, Mealeau-Ponty, and the critical theorists treat it as
a universal organizing principle. In regard to form, each thinker locates
Marxism within a world substantially different than the world Marx
himself describes. However, the degree to which the world is definite and
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determinate, and what about the world can be known, differs from theo-
rist to theorist. The version of Marxism each thinker returns is ultimately
located in a different world than Marx and Engels described. Though this
results in new characterizations and roles for revolution by each thinker,
in no theory does revolution fully escape the trajectory Marx prescribes.
The nature of the state to which revolution is attached varies; but that it
is attached to a Marxist state endures.

Those that emphasize Marxism’s scientific character focus on how
it works as a system to provide substantive knowledge about the social
realm. Vladimir Lenin’s interpretation of Marxism formalizes many of
the disparate elements of Marx’s writings, codifying them into a doctrine
and expanding on a number of topics Marx left undeveloped. What is
of importance to Lenin is distinguishing the exact path needed to get to
communism and rejecting any formulation of Marxism that turns it into
a policy or general approach to politics.”* Marxism, as treated by Lenin,
is a prescription, arrived at scientifically, that accurately recalls the move-
ments of history in order to foretell the future. The “withering away of the
state” that Marx and Engels refer to is necessarily “impossible without a
violent revolution” Any sort of strategic alliance or commonality with the
bourgeoisie is a fundamental illusion, as the overthrow of the bourgeoisie
“can be accomplished only by the proletariat”® Similarly, Mao Zedong
claims that the revolution will only succeed upon firmly uniting “all the
nationalities, democratic classes, democratic parties, people’s organizations,
and patriotic democrats” around the Communist Party’s “fundamental
law—the Common Programme.””” This view of Marxism has been verified,
Mao says, “not only because it was so considered when it was scientif-
ically formulated by Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin but because it has
been verified in the subsequent practice of revolutionary class struggle”®

Marxism, for both Lenin and Mao, is demonstrably true as an objec-
tive and impartial description of the state of society. It exists independently
of any form of constructivism, and its prescriptions have a scientific validity
that has been achieved through the application of the basic principles that
motivate humanity. Zizek discusses how Lenin thought that “while ordinary
individuals are caught in historical events which surpass them, blinded to
their true meaning, so that their consciousness is ‘false; a revolutionary
cadre has access to the true (‘objective’) meaning of events, that is, his
consciousness is the direct self-consciousness of historical necessity itself.*
This manifests itself most clearly in the doctrinaire way in which they
understand the dialectic, for both Lenin and Mao believe the dialectic is
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an observable phenomenon that operates in a determinate manner. When
incorporated into the study of history, Lenin says, the dialectic produces
a field as accurate as any of the natural sciences.'” Mao goes one step
further, emphasizing that every instance of motion results from a dialec-
tical progression between the internal contradictions that make up every
object.!™® Contradictions are universal—their particularity comes from
the fact that they exist differently in particular objects'®> and that within
each situation there is always one primary contradiction surrounded by
numerous secondary ones.'” Because the dialectic operates according to
formal rules, Lenin and Mao emphasize teleology and the ability of the
Marxist project to provide a definite understanding of the past, the present,
and the future. Lenin predicts the necessity of two stages of communism
(one where differences of wealth exist without exploitation'™ and a later
one where the state is gone and freedom reigns'®), while Mao is certain
that communism is the only way that human civilization will survive.'®®
Lenin and Mao interpret Marxism as a discipline that describes in absolute
terms how society operates, and that conclusively determines society’s
trajectory. There is one revolutionary project that leads to communism,
and any other paths will result in failure.

Though Marx sounds many of the same notes as Lenin and Mao, it is
important to recognize that Marx himself was far less programmatic than
either Lenin or Mao, and on numerous occasions puts in qualifications
to his predictions and methods. For example, he admits that sometimes
revolutions may be accomplished peacefully,'” that future events will
occur differently in different countries, that communists should partner
with groups that do not have the same aims,'” and that different countries
require different tactics.'® It is also worth mentioning that Marx’s ideal
vision of communism was much less violent towards the bourgeoisie than
Lenin’s or Mao’s projects."'® For Marx, reflection, not dogma, “is essential
to draw inspiration from past revolutionary attempts, to learn from their
mistakes, to revive in the imagination of contemporaries the moral effects
of particular historical transformations and to orient them in shaping
dispositions and powers currently unavailable”'!!

Similarly, Louis Althusser claims that Marxism functions as a “science
of history”"!* that subjects social formations to a systematic and rigorous
analysis. But while Lenin, Mao, and Althusser each say that Marxism
is a science,'”® they differ in their understanding of how that order is
arrived at and its relationship to the external world. Whereas Lenin and
Mao argue that the external world obeys laws and that Marxism avoids

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

THE TRAJECTORY OF THE DIALECTIC 79

ideology by studying the material world, Althusser argues that because
it is impossible to ever truly grasp the external world or to practice sci-
ence without a motivating ideology, Marxism must be constantly critical
of any received doctrine." Science means something very specific for
Althusser, as he does not conceive of it as an empirical exercise but as a
multileveled process of abstraction whereby different types of generality
get transformed from “facts” into “theory”'*® Everything that a scientist
works with is generalized to some degree, including immediate sensations,
for even they are only comprehensible once they have been articulated
through words."® The work of a scientist is to transform the “facts” that
comprise the most basic level of generality into concepts and theories
that have explanatory power. Marx’s scientific project is not to describe
the real qua one’s sensations, but to operate on several levels and through
several stages of generality to construct a knowledge about the social
world."” Importantly, Althusser avoids rooting Marxism in any concept
of what it means to be human, claiming that Marx gave up any such
notion after 1845.""® The scientific approach that Althusser sees in Marx’s
work necessitates a critique of any received doctrine, including those that
come with a static or essential concept of human nature. For him, all such
ideas are ideological in nature.'”® The true starting point in Marx’s science
is materialist praxis, and its purpose an ongoing critique of ideological
assumptions of all kinds.'*

Other Marxists claim that viewing Marxism as a science is too
superficial, and that Marx’s doctrine acts as an organizing principle. For
those who hold this view, Marxism is not just an approach or a method
that uncovers or systematizes how the world functions—it is the process
by which the world becomes consistent. When conceived as an organizing
principle, Marxism is not something that distills and formalizes reality,
but the mechanism by which the reality we experience forms. French
existentialists Alexandre Kojeve, followed shortly afterwards by Maurice
Merleau-Ponty and Jean-Paul Sartre, reject the Leninist, Maoist, and
Althusserian approaches by questioning the possibility that the world can
be given an objective form in the manner that Lenin and Mao believe,
or that Marxism can constitute the subject in the way Althusser claims.
Kojéve gained recognition for his attempts to synthesize Hegel, Heideg-
ger, and Marx. Kojéve argues that the dialectic is a part of Being, and
in particular how Being is known. While “pure and simple Being” is not
dialectical, being as revealed through thought and speech is."*! In every
act of knowledge, there is a two-part structure: a subject knowing the
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object, and an object being known by the subject. Thus while reality is a
unified thing, it is constantly produced by two opposing beings—in other
words, it is both double and single.'*> Hegel’s inability to admit this—and
instead to see his method as a scientific one that passively watches and
describes as Being unfolds—means his thought is not truly dialectical. It
doesn’t realize how, upon humans bringing thought to bear on the world,
a different ontology is revealed than nature has on its own.'* In other
words, the true dialectic is one where humans engage the world and
reveal it through discourses. In doing so, they try to capture its concrete
becoming. Marx’s influence here is clear, for Marx gives a more substan-
tive account of the development of humans through interaction with the
world, just as Hegel gives a more substantive account of how knowledge
and its development is possible. Rather than make the world or knowledge
dialectical, Kojéve insists that it is through the human interaction with the
world that Being itself—including both the subject and object—becomes
dialectical. To treat Marxism as science rather than organizing principle
is to ignore the constitutive role of the subject in every act of knowing.

Sartre argues that things in the world are in themselves meaningless
as they are capable of an infinite number of different appearances, and
so the transcendental ego is necessary to provide them with any value.'
Similarly, Merleau-Ponty states that any quality can only be apprehended
within “a whole perceptual context™? that affects how it is perceived, and
that meaning in sensation must be understood as “a process of integra-
tion in which the text of the external world is not so much copied, as
composed.”!*® For both, the subject is an integral part of any experience
of the world, and no knowledge can be developed without it. Thus there
is no possibility of neutrally observing the external world, or studying it
scientifically without at the same time constituting it. Marx’s system can
only be saved by changing it from a means of studying the world to a
means of producing the world. As the principle by which the world is
created, Sartre claims Marxism incorporates everything, including human
consciousness and the dialectic, into its theory.'”” As Merleau-Ponty shows,
the failure to do this inevitably places knowing outside dialectics (and
thus outside the Marxist system), giving it an absolute character and plac-
ing Marxism in tension with itself.'® Dialectics must be able to explain
its own development as well. For Sartre, this means that it needs to be
able to justify itself without referring to anything outside it."”” To refer
to external forces implies a separate order beyond dialectics, one which
works according to an old model of motion that sees movement as an
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accidental occurrence. Dialectics provides the only explanation for motion
that conceives of it as an internal principle,’*® and only by justifying itself
will dialectics not end up invoking an absolute foundation that precedes
it. Sartre’s dialectics is not a science, as unlike science it cannot refer to
principles or beings outside itself; instead, dialectics is the only principle
that must be determined a priori and without relation to anything else.!

Merleau-Ponty agrees with Sartre in his criticism of materialist
dialectics qua science, but diverges in part on the role dialectics plays
within the world. For Merleau-Ponty, dialectics is an organizing principle
of the world, but not the organizing principle of the world. According to
Martin Jay, Merleau-Ponty denies that there is any “normative totality
which could be used as the critical vantage point from which the present
might be judged”**? For Merleau-Ponty, Marxism is “essentially descriptive”
and “used to make sense of what was,” but its task is infinite in nature.'*?
Materialist dialectics appears at the intersection of subjects in the world,
as a principle by which a field of experience is formed and by which
objects and subjects are always opening themselves to others."** Unlike
Sartre, Merleau-Ponty does not think dialectics is totalizing, and in fact
argues that the dialectic itself is dialectical inasmuch as it goes through
stages'* without ever reaching a final totality."”® Though the dialectic is
constituted, Merleau-Ponty emphasizes that the relationship between the
external world and the subject does not leave the outcome of history
radically open. History is ambiguous and yields no definite meaning, yet
it has a vague trajectory that is revealed in moments of crisis. This tra-
jectory does not determine, but rather guides, society, while at the same
time human actions affect the course of history. The movements of history
and the significance of human action are so interwoven that at a certain
point they become indistinguishable. It is for this reason that we can lose
neither the dialectic—and the idea that it has a telos—nor the idea that
humans are free to their own destiny."”” Even though no totalizing ever
occurs, the dialectic encourages or motivates history in a vague direction
while being open to a modification of the ultimate goal.

The critical theory of Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer is
comparable to the works of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty inasmuch as they
all resist seeing Marxism as a science of the world by emphasizing the
dialectic’s ability to call into question the coherence of the world. But
unlike Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, Adorno and Horkheimer do not ground
the dialectic in the constituting capacity of subjects. Instead, they see dia-
lectics as an inherent, real, and necessary process grounded in the nature
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of the world. As Adorno writes in the introduction to Negative Dialectics,
dialectics is not programmatic or rule based, but real and existent,"® so it
should not be reduced to a set number of steps or to an operation. Dialec-
tics is becoming—not just in the sense that things are constantly moving
from place to place or gaining and losing qualities, but that things are
constantly not what they are.’*” Dialectics is a process by which newness
enters the world, and through it any identity is open to radical change.
As Adorno puts it, dialectics is the manner in which “all concepts, even
the philosophical ones, refer to nonconceptualities”*® Yet this is only
half the process, for dialectics continually traps the nonconceptual in the
conceptual since any attempt to point to something outside the concep-
tual inevitably requires a concept to complete itself.!*! Dialectics cannot
follow a program, a rule, or any conceptual model without limiting itself,
thus negating its very purpose. Because of dialectic’s openness, Adorno
questions the need for a predetermined end in communism'? and, like
Althusser, posits instead a need for constant critique in order to keep all
concepts dynamic.'® As Martin Jay writes, “Adorno . . . seems not to have
hoped for the complete overcoming of reification, that special bugbear
of Hegelian Marxism. Yet in much of his writing, he used reification as
a term of opprobrium, contending, for example, that ‘dialectics means
intransigence towards all reification’ ”'** There is no positive content to
dialectics that can be permanently delineated, as the nature of dialectics
is to sublimate anything of that type. Adorno radicalizes Marx’s dialectic
by removing it from the traditional Marxist program. Dialectic becomes
a principle in itself.

This perspective on dialectics, while reminiscent of other Marxist
philosophers, ultimately separates Adorno from all of them. In his descrip-
tion of scientific Marxism, Althusser only talks about the different levels
of generality that come out of an encounter with the world. Dialectic is
one such abstraction, and it constitutes a theoretical practice. By contrast,
Adorno talks about dialectic not just as a theory, but as a force that
mediates between the conceptual and nonconceptual. Similarly, at first
glance there seem to be a number of similarities between Merleau-Ponty
and Adorno with regard to their descriptions of the dialectic’s openness,
inclusion of the nonconceptual, and application of critique to the dialectic
itself. Martin Jay writes that both Merleau-Ponty and Adorno “proposed
an essentially negative dialectic without the likelihood of any positive
resolution”'* and felt that the idea of a harmonious end to history was
an idealization of death."® A. T. Nuyen argues that both Adorno and
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Merleau-Ponty claim the nonconceptual (or nonreflective) make reflection
and thought possible.'”” The primary differences between the two thinkers
are twofold. First, Merleau-Ponty grounds his dialectic in a constituting
intersubjectivity and life-world (which, according to Herbert Reid, is why
Merleau-Ponty can give a more convincing account of social change),"*®
while Adorno denies the dialectic is constituted by subjects at all (he
says the dialectic precedes subjectivity and is part of the how the world
operates)."? Second, Merleau-Ponty believes that the dialectic furnishes
us with a vague, incomplete, yet somewhat positive trajectory, while for
Adorno that trajectory is always only towards negativity and nonidentity."*

Rearranging the Marxist Trajectory, Part 2:
What Is the World?

The debate over how Marxism operates is connected with the question
of the world’s being. Each Marxist thinker I've mentioned modifies the
form the world takes as a part of their attempt to update Marx’s theory,
and while they each retain a large majority of Marx’s insights in regards
to how the world is experienced, their descriptions of the world in itself
differ radically. The fundamental character of the world goes from being
law-driven and determinate to unknowable and contingent as one moves
through the different Marxists.

First, Lenin’s analyses are grounded in a belief that the world obeys
specific laws, that it can be described accurately without bias, and that a
study of these descriptions and laws will reveal the right (and the only
realistic) revolutionary project. Lenin underscores this in stating, “There
is no trace of Utopianism in Marx,” since Marx “takes the actual experi-
ence of a mass proletarian movement [the Paris Commune] and tries to
draw practical lessons from it”**'—in particular, the requirement of armed
revolt against the state. The laws that the world necessarily follows are
described by Marx. No room for variation exists in this program, for to
open the program to different ideas is to bring about “eclecticism and
absence of principle,” resulting in a lack of revolutionary theory without
which “there can be no revolutionary movement.”'** Althusser describes
Lenins faithfulness to Marxist thought in a couple essays, claiming that
Lenin saw the materialist dialectic as the “one thing in the world which
is absolute”*® and was “profoundly convinced” that every philosophical
worldview “represents the class struggle” Marx laid out.'** The foundations
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of Marxism were for Lenin an unquestionable truth. Maos Marxism is
also grounded in a determinate world. For him, dialectical materialism is
an objective rule operating in the world in predictable and determinate
ways. As he says, “The fact is that the unity of identity of opposites in
objective things is not dead or rigid, but is living, conditional, mobile,
temporary and relative. . . . Reflected in man’s thinking, this becomes
the Marxist world outlook of materialist dialectics””® For both Lenin
and Mao, neither the objectivity of the world nor the idea that the laws
it follows can be clearly delineated are open for question. The world, as
we observe it, is what is.

The determinacy of Lenin’s and Mao’s world is questioned by Kojeve,
Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty, as it fails to account for the role of the subject
in producing its experience. Perception, consciousness, thought, intentions,
and other factors play a role in creating the world as it is encountered,
including creating the Marxist schematic that explains phenomena like
alienation, property, and capital. Marxism does not exist independently
of this constituting project but is an intrinsic part of it, as the dialectic
is necessarily a part of what is generated. So while the world itself is
not determinate like Marx imagined, the world as it is experienced is
Marxist in nature. Kojéve, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty reconcile Marxism
with phenomenology by stating that, while there is no world without a
constituting subjectivity,'*® and while meaning comes out of an interactive
process between the subject and the phenomenon within a particular sit-
uation, it is still the case that the manner in which the world is created
follows particular processes. It is not possible for the world to appear
in whatever way a subject chooses it to, as while the subject plays a
constitutive role in composing the world, one is also thrown into it and
composed by it in turn.”” An interaction of opposing material forces—
the Marxist dialectic—is a prerequisite for the appearance of the world.
For Kojeéve and Sartre, this is true because the knowledge of the world is
only possible through a dialectical relationship'*® between the unknowable
external world" and the subject (similar to Merleau-Ponty’s view that the
development of history comes from an encounter between the ambiguous
trajectory of history and the constituting power of individuals).'® Kojeve
insists that “vulgar science” only deals with an abstraction inasmuch as it
studies the entirety of the object as known by the subject, not the object
itself. Such science cannot be the basis for truth itself, since that must be
unchanging and eternally valid. It is impossible to uncover the object-
in-itself, since all knowledge involves an act that reveals only the object
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that results from interaction.'® For Sartre, such subject/object produced
knowledge is not ordered and structured, but totalizing and synthetic.
In other words, there is no possibility for objective knowledge—that is,
knowledge not constituted by a subject and that definitively captures the
external world—since every subject is of the world she or he wants to
understand, but can only develop objective knowledge by holding the
world and herself or himself apart. The subject and the external world are
in constant dialogue, which is why Sartre claims that the encounter with
the world, from a phenomenological perspective, inevitably implies the
Marxist dialectic.'® The dialectic does not work in a realm that can be
scientifically observed from afar, for it sweeps up everything in its path.
Though coming from a similar perspective, Merleau-Ponty rejects this view
as it negates alternative possibilities in its constant push to capture every-
thing. For Sartre, the dialectic, and as a result all beings and all knowledge,
aim at drawing together and incorporating everything into one cohesive
whole;'® it is a constant process of unification. Merleau-Ponty’s dialectic
is as much an opening onto new differences as it is a bringing together of
differences into a coherent unity. What Sartre claims is an inexorable push
for unity is for Merleau-Ponty a vehicle for bringing separate entities into
dialogue with one another, the result of which is the possibility of new
meanings, significations, and contexts.'® The dialectic is necessary for a
unified field of experience inasmuch as such a field can only be formed
by differentiating one element from another, yet any meaning resulting
from the field is only temporary. The same is true for knowledge of the
dialectic, which is constantly being superseded.'®® Merleau-Ponty opposes
any systematization or institutionalization of the dialectic, as doing so
would reduce the dialectic to what it establishes—a field of knowledge.'®®
Dialectic cannot be enshrined within the proletariat nor terminate at the
end of history without becoming flat and lifeless—in a word, nondialectical.
Whereas for Kojéve and Sartre the dialectic is the only process by which
the world develops, for Merleau-Ponty it is a necessary, but not the sole,
means by which the world becomes cohesive.

Relative to Kojéve, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty, the constituting sub-
ject plays no role in the world Althusser creates. Rather than look into
subjectivity for a new grounding of Marxism, Althusser tries to estab-
lish the conditions that must be necessary for the world to operate as
described by Marx. This means foregoing experience and beginning with
the world as a complex whole, made up of many smaller relationships
and contradictions.'™” It is, as Martin Jay says, a whole that has “neither
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a genetic point of origin nor a teleological point of arrival”'®® Althusser
claims it is impossible to delve beyond this complex whole, or even to
elaborate it further, for the world is given as a complex, structured unity
and not as an original, simple unity.'® The lack of simple unities means
there are no essences and no concepts from which particular instances of
things are drawn; rather, instances are at the base of any abstraction or
generality developed. As the complex whole of the world is impossible to
experience without concepts, Althusser posits ideology as an irreducible
part of the world."”® Althusser claims ideology is an artifact of culture,
meaning that it acts as a lived relation between man and the world, and
not a function of consciousness.””’ Humans require ideology to engage
the world, and so their experience of reality is nothing other than social
relations, which get their meaning from real and concrete interactions
within the complex whole of the world.!” It is impossible to approach the
real with no concepts, for while the real is what exists apart from human
knowledge, it can only be defined with human knowledge.'”

In addition, Althusser says ideology turns individuals into subjects and
allows them to recognize themselves as such. It is through ideology that
we learn how to function in society, as it constantly “hails” us to engage
with others by taking on certain roles.'” In our engagements with friends,
teachers, police officers, and other members of society, our behavior begins
to conform to the expectations of society as we are rewarded or chastised
for our actions. Ideology is thus the mechanism by which we recognize
that we are subjects, and that certain things are demanded of us. Althusser
reverses the Sartrean and Merleau-Pontean subject-ideology relationship,
as ideology constitutes the subject rather than vice versa. Yet he agrees
with them that there is no possibility of objective knowledge, insisting that
there is no getting outside ideology. Ideology constantly surrounds us and
conditions our knowledge and actions, so much so that even saying one has
escaped ideology is a function of it.'”* Because ideology lets us recognize
the existing state of affairs, it is a vital part of our social existence,'”® not
something that can be got rid of. The point of Marxism is not to begin
with abstract ideas and search for their confirmation, but to forge new
concepts in your encounters with real objects.”” And because human
knowledge is pulled so much from culture and society, rather than being
determined by intentions, perception, and consciousness, the influence an
individual has over how the world is presented is, according to Althusser,
much less than Sartre and Merleau-Ponty claim. To be truly faithful to the
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relationship to knowledge and the approach to praxis of Marx’s project,
we must return to the conceptual architecture of Marxism itself.

The critical theorists continue the trend of questioning the possi-
bility of objective knowledge, though their critique does not rest on an
examination of the subject or the ideological lens through which the
world is seen. Of all the post-Marxist thinkers, they say the least about the
world, refusing to posit it even as a dialectically constituted phenomenal
realm or a complex whole composed of contradictions. Any description
of the world—even the minimal ones given by Sartre, Merleau-Ponty,
and Althusser—would, if taken as foundational and necessary, become
incapable of being superseded by the dialectic. A contradiction would
appear, for this necessary foundation would be held apart from the world
inasmuch as it is not subject to dialectical sublimation, yet be held a part
of the world inasmuch as it is the only essential piece of it. Horkheimer
corrects for this by claiming the world has no necessary meaning that can
be objectively found. All ideas are socially determined,'”® and no model
is excluded from these influences. The world can only be grasped from
a socially conditioned perspective, as no theory can exist apart from the
mediating influences of culture and history.'"”” Though an external world
can be posited, the role it plays in composing the world we experience is
unknowable, since any theory dealing with that topic would be prejudiced
by history and culture. As Jay writes, Horkheimer “always acknowledged
the existence of a natural object irreducible to the objectification of a
creator subject and resistant to all attempts to master it conceptually.”**
This view separates Horkheimer from the view held by Merleau-Ponty.
Horkheimer believes our knowledge of external objects is only negative,
whereas Merleau-Ponty claims an ambiguous positive knowledge. And
while Merleau-Ponty claims that the horizons that disclose the world to
us have an irreducible social element,'® Horkheimer says that it is theory
(as a product of society and culture), rather than our experiential dialogue
with the world at the bodily level,'®* that primarily forms the world. For
Merleau-Ponty, the world we experience is constituted when we are called
by the external world to complete it, and in doing so to form a complete
Gestalt. This is possible because in its most basic form the subject and
object—the perceiver and the external world—are not independent but
completely inseparable.'® Horkheimer rejects this approach, as for him
it is impossible to know absolutely the relationship between the subject
and object, including whether the two are intricately linked. Because
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our knowledge of subjects and objects is always affected by society and
culture,'® and because there is no way to excise the influence of society
and culture from knowledge, Horkheimer does not believe it is possible
to say what the primary relationship between subjects and objects is.'®
The phenomenological foundation that Merleau-Ponty wants to give for
our experience does not for him arise from society and culture, and the
knowledge that the body is “a general medium for having a world”* is not
a socially conditioned concept (even though for Merleau-Ponty the body
is, ontologically, irreducibly connected with the other bodies in society).
By contrast, Horkheimer does not believe any theory of the subject, object,
and their relationship can ever found knowledge or experience, as each
one is conditioned by society and culture. Because all claims to a funda-
mental ontology, even a thoroughly social one such as Merleau-Ponty’s,
are so conditioned, there is an “irreducible tension between concept and
object”™® that makes any theory of beginnings suspect.

Yet Horkheimer is not advocating a pure and absolute relativism
such that any idea about the world can be applicable at any time. Such
a claim reduces the view of the world to a function of subjective reason
(the type of reason that makes rational actions possible through deduc-
tion, inference, and classification),'®® and leads to fascism inasmuch as all
views—even those that are hegemonic or intolerant—are allowed in.'"® This
is because subjective reason is individualized, able to operate within any
particular world without being beholden to it. To prevent the fascism that
could come from an approach that privileges personal or group interests
over the principle of social cohesion, Horkheimer argues that the world
should be kept a function of objective reason, which aims at denoting
the structures inherent in reality.'”® Both subjective and objective reason
are socially constituted and contingent, but only objective reason works
to understand the composition of the world. Horkheimer believes that by
keeping the world within the sphere of objective reason it is possible to
preserve a notion of a world that is common to all. In other words, the
idea that the world has absolute meaning should be retained, just not any
particular idea of what that meaning is."”! To some degree, an “anything
goes” approach remains inasmuch as what can be true is unconstrained
by external influences, yet it does not come at the expense of, but rather
enhances, community. This, again, contrasts with views held by individuals
like Merleau-Ponty, or, in the world of science, David Bloor, who both
posit different mechanisms to prevent absolute relativism. As I mentioned,
Merleau-Ponty says our beliefs and experiences are conditioned in part
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by the world just as we condition the world, while for Horkheimer such
a claim cannot be known. Similarly, Bloor would oppose the relativism of
Horkheimer with the claim that there is an unknown yet ordered external
world—or a “common core of people, objects, and natural processes”—that
calls into question any claims that we can ever know something absolutely
or completely.!”> Horkheimer does not think we should abandon a “com-
mon core,” but unlike Bloor he does not think there is only one “common
core” against which our knowledge is continually measured.

The world is not something that can ever be satisfactorily defined,
but the attempt to define of the world cannot be given up without a
completely relative world resulting. This is different from Althusser, who,
while admitting that knowledge about the world is ideological and never
truly captures the real, nevertheless believes that certain concepts are
more accurate than others. His advocacy for a scientific approach leads
him to advocate for concepts that are “practical” and forged when “you
are face to face with your real object”™® Such concepts developed are
not eternally valid, but as products of a “science in development** are
subject to change. Yet for a period of time they are more accurate than
abstract or utopian concepts developed apart from the real. Critical theory,
unlike Althusser, does not claim that a methodological devotion to the
real determines which ideas are dominant, as such a claim assumes an
outside world against which your ideas can be measured, and that is not
the product of cultural prejudice. Ideas may be more or less accurate at a
point in time, but it is due to historical circumstances, rather than episte-
mological superiority, that they become s0."> Apart from any contingent
meanings we invent, the only things that can be said about the world are
that it is not separate from thought and theory'* and that it is not static
but is changing."”” Unlike the subjects or contradictions that compose the
other post-Marxists” austere worlds, these two characteristics do not form
a theory of the world, but act as critical operations that call into question
any such theory. Apart from the movement of the dialectic the world is
unknown, and our necessary attempts to try to know it will inevitably fail.

Rearranging the Marxist Trajectory, Part 3:
New Revolutions

Each thinker responds to the possibilities and challenges their theory
raises with new revolutionary strategies. As both Lenin and Mao believed
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themselves to be updating Marx’s program for their particular situation
(respectively, imperialist Russia and colonialist China), they each adjusted
Marx’s vision for revolution and the particular role the Communist Party
plays in it. Lenin’s belief that the revolution requires a vanguard party to
succeed is drawn from Marx’s writings, but plays a more centralized and
programmatic role in Lenin’s vision than Marx ever intended. As Lenin says,
“A small, compact, core, consisting of reliable, experienced and hardened
workers, with responsible agents in the principal districts and connected
by all the rules of strict secrecy with the organisations of revolutionists,
can . . . perform all the functions of a trade-union organization.”'** Pro-
fessional revolutionaries are necessary'” to bring together the variety of
people, jobs, locations, and interests in society and unite them behind
a common purpose. Power should be centralized, but with connections
throughout society. Unlike Lenin, Mao does not view the party as sacro-
sanct. Dedicated revolutionaries are needed to bring about the transition
to communism, but Mao’s ultimate goal is to institute a “New Democracy”
where all people are encouraged to participate in politics regardless of
party affiliation.”® Mao’s well-known saying that one should look to the
Communist Party to find bourgeoisie*®! implies that Communists should
continually go to the peasants and workers in society to reinvigorate their
revolutionary fervor and commitment to democracy. A successful revolution
must undergo a transition toward socialism, which necessitates a renewal
from outside to prevent the bourgeoisie from undermining it.*> Were the
revolution to become controlled by the Communist Party, it would lead to
another bourgeoisie, and not to a recognition of the dynamic contradic-
tions inherent in the materialist world. Another difference between Lenin
and Mao is that while Lenin believes communism requires an immediate
and unwavering opposition to the bourgeoisie, Mao believes that for the
revolutionary program to succeed in China the bourgeoisie and peasants
must first unite to throw oft their colonizers. Left mostly untouched by
Lenin and Mao are the materialist, dialectical, and ideological components
of Marxism, as they focus primarily on developing and formalizing the
revolutionary program.

The possibility of developing such a revolutionary program is
endangered by the philosophies of Sartre and Merleau-Ponty. Writing in
response to the events of the USSR and the doctrinaire way the Soviets
applied Marxism, their claim that knowledge and the knowing subject
undergo dialectical progression®”® means that a revolutionary program is
not easily predicted, systematized, and localized. Merleau-Ponty believes

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

THE TRAJECTORY OF THE DIALECTIC 91

Marxism is torn between two views of revolution, one that sees it as an
incidental expense of historical development (i.e., as progress) and one
that sees it as a permanent overturning (i.e., as rupture).”* Inasmuch as
Marxism wants revolution to escape the situation it comes from yet tries
to make it obey another situation, revolution is put in tension as both
pro and anti situation. Its very nature means that it is necessarily correct
about what needs to be done yet possibly wrong at the same time.””
This leads to a revolutionary antinomy whereby the Marxist revolution,
which is created to resist power,® produces revolutionaries—completely
convinced of the justness of their cause*” —who work to create a recog-
nized and ordered power structure. Thus the revolutionaries in the USSR
ended up using revolution to justify a governing body that was completely
unrevolutionary.®® What is needed, according to Merleau-Ponty, and
what will be truly revolutionary, is a noncommunist left that resists the
problems of both capitalism and communism. This left should not follow
a plan dictated in advance, for to be true to the nature of the world the
ambiguity and plurality inherent in our experience must be incorporated
into the revolutionary program. If Marxism is to be revolutionary, it must
be open to reinterpretation. Just as Merleau-Ponty claims the meaning of
paintings must remain open, Marxism must be recognized as an “advent”
that leaves itself open to “a future man not even outlined in our present
life™?® (i.e., to the possibility of new things to come not predictable by
the present). Like Merleau-Ponty’s hyperdialectic—the dialectic that does
not resolve everything or follow a set path, but embraces ambiguity and
partial synthesis while admitting the possibility that “progresses” can be
made?’>—Marxism should not contain absolutes or be formulaic, but be
willing to surpass itself. Similarly, Sartre demands that resistance occur not
via a vanguard party or doctrinaire program, but a revolutionary praxis
that transforms collectives into revolutionaries.?"* Sartre’s philosophy is a
philosophy of action that demands the development of a praxis to bring
about a different situation, in part through the development of new group
identities.*”> Sartre and Merleau-Ponty both separate Marxism from its
programmatic elements, and as a result try to reconceive of revolution
as something without a particular doctrine, but that follows from such a
doctrine’s absence or undoing. Revolution is not a formula, it is an event
in the world that exceeds any formal system.

Situated between Lenin and Mao, on the one side, and Sartre and
Merleau-Ponty, on the other, is Kojeéve. Kojeve doesn't write much about
revolution, but emphasizes that to practice the dialectic as he recommends
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(i.e., to embrace the role we have, as thinking subjects, in producing the
world) leads us to similar conclusions as Marx. This is made clear in his
interpretation of the master-slave relationship from Hegel's Phenomenology.
Kojeve argues that the best way to understand that passage is by seeing
the Master as one who is meant to work for himself or herself, not others.
Yet because work necessarily puts one in relation to others, no one can
fulfill this role. One overcomes this challenge by creating the Master as a
legal entity, such that one’s biological self works for one’s legal self. This
is notably similar to how Marx says people work for property and capital
rather than satisfying their species-being.?"* Like Hegel, Kojéve advocates
overcoming the master-slave relationship, and his descriptions of doing
so reference revolution numerous times. Kojéve emphasizes that the slave
can transform the world and herself or himself through work, as shown
by the French Revolution. Such active labor recreates the slave in line
with an idea of herself or himself as free, just as it remakes the world.**
Revolution, then, is the work of the slave transforming the world to achieve
freedom. Kojeve draws an analogy to the Christian worldview, which he
argues is one of slavery. It can only be overcome after it is instituted, for
that worldview provides the ideal of freedom as something to be achieved.
Only once the experience of Christian slavery is had, and the institution
of freedom found inadequate, is it possible for the slave to know for
what she or he risks her or his life."> These statements demonstrate that
Kojéve is more doctrinaire than Sartre and Merleay-Ponty while less so
than Lenin and Mao. Kojéve agrees with the idea that development goes
through clear stages but also emphasizes that it is through participation
in the creation of the world that these stages appear. It is not historical
forces, but the dialectical creation of reality that animates these stages.
In short, Kojéve suggests the existence of stages while not necessitating
any,”'® and gives more of a role to the participants in the creation of the
stages than Lenin and Mao did.

The high degree of skepticism critical theory proposes in order to
be faithful to the constantly changing world means no revolutionary pro-
gram is wholly endorsed. Many of the critical theorists were themselves
witnesses of revolutionary activities,?”” and held a sympathy for revolu-
tions, but were skeptical of dogmatic programs of revolution.’® Their
experience with the Nazis had shown them the danger of fascism that
arises from dogmatic adherence to a political program. Critical theory
was presented by Horkheimer as a revolutionary tool in the sense that
critique, when properly formulated and inserted into society, can be the
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catalyst for change.””* Small, incremental progress being unsatisfactory for
the achievement of a better world, a revolution must move beyond the
schema at work in the present, a task that critique can help to begin. Yet
the danger of fascism that follows from a complete openness means that
to some extent there must always be some schema at work in revolution,
even if the schema itself is problematic. The insight of critical theory
is the identification of the antinomies—between chaos and dogmatism,
between critique and fidelity, and between totality and otherness—at the
heart of the Marxist project of revolution. The practice that critical theory
recommends is to stay in between the bounds of the antinomies to avoid
the dangers that come from embracing one side or the other. Revolution
is a constant, ongoing exercise, in need of regular criticism and renewal.

Althusser’s comments on revolution were made as a response to the
French Communist Party’s dilution of Marxism into a liberal humanism.
Althusser believes Marxism is a scientific theory capable of transforming
the structure of society, not an ideology aimed at determining what pol-
icies best fit the constitution of the subject. Part of Althusser’s concept
of revolution is his emphasis on how it is vital to ensure the theory of
Marxism is correct, for theory is a potent weapon in the promulgation of
communism.*” The other place Althusser discusses revolution is in “Con-
tradiction and Overdetermination,” where Althusser uses the example of
the Russian Revolution to discuss how revolutionary conditions originate.
The key point he makes is that revolution is not the result of a general and
hegemonic contradiction imposing itself on society, but rather the “fus-
ing” of many disparate “circumstances” and “currents” into one “ruptural
unity”?*' The general contradiction (such as that between the proletariats
and bourgeoisie) can perhaps define the revolutionary situation, but it
cannot bring it about. A revolution is enacted from below, as the surging,
shifting masses of people begin to reflect similar contradictions throughout.
As more and more of the relationships within society become defined by
the same contradictory characteristics, the opposing groups become uni-
fied, merging together until a revolution becomes inevitable. Althusser is
careful to claim that these relationships are not pure phenomena, but, as
Marx would say, derived from the relations of production and conditions
of existence in society.?* Althusser uses the term “overdetermination” to
emphasize how the contradiction that brings about a revolution, even as
it determines society, is itself determined by the various instances within
the social body. It is “overdetermined in principle.”” The Russian Rev-
olution, Althusser claims, was the first instance of an industrial nation
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directly experiencing a communist revolution because of how prevalent,
overwhelming, and thus exacerbated the contradictions between the elites
and the workers were.?**

Althusser’s other relevant discussion in regard to the question of
revolution is his recommendation about how radicals can use ideology
productively. Because ideology and practice are intimately intertwined, even
a slight misunderstanding of a concept can significantly affect the outcome
of an event. A successful revolution is one that has a well-developed theory
that underlies it, while a revolution lacking a strong articulation is easily
subverted or undermined. Words and concepts are for Althusser sites
of struggle—the ways they are used represent continual battles between
the bourgeoisie and proletarian masses. Althusser’s revolution is one that
operates not only in the streets, but in the textbooks and classrooms of
the university. It carefully constructs ideas and concepts as weapons that
can be used to undermine oppressive systems. The Marxist revolution
will only succeed “on condition that it fights both about very “scholarly”
words (concept, theory, dialectic, alienation, etc.) and about very simple
words (man, masses, people, class struggle).??

Beyond the Dialectical Revolution

We now turn to our final assessment of dialectical theories of revolution.
Though the criticisms given here apply to all visionary theories, they focus
on Marxist ones for obvious reasons.

We saw Marxists astutely diagnosing paradoxes and contradictions
in Marx’s program, which in turn yielded important revelations about the
nature of revolution. But can dialectics be saved simply by varying the
character of the dialectical world? Challenging overly doctrinaire revolu-
tionary programs or mechanistic views of history gives revolution some
independence to explore different possibilities, but as long as a dialectical
trajectory remains, is revolution truly free? Or rather, is it possible that
the variations on the dialectic free up new possibilities only by placing
other possibilities beyond the bounds of revolution?

An interesting feature of the variations on dialectics is their increasing
engagement with contingency and nothingness. We see this most clearly
in Marxism. Whereas Marx’s accounts in The Manifesto of the Communist
Party, The German Ideology, and Grundrisse are histories of necessity, their
retelling by Lenin, Mao, Kojeve, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, Althusser, Adorno,
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and Horkheimer increasingly presents Marx’s discoveries as outgrowths of
his time that now must be rethought. In addition, Sartre’s claim that nega-
tion conditions the possibility of individuals becoming socially engaged®*
and Adornos claim that philosophy draws its legitimacy from the neg-
ative”’ illustrate that the role of nothingness is of increasing concern to
Marxists as a condition for the possibility of their projects. Nothingness,
as portrayed by these thinkers, is what keeps Marxism—and philosophy
as a whole—going, as it represents the irreducibility of the material world
to any program or doctrine. To varying degrees, every Marxist thinker
mentioned attempts to prevent the solidification of Marxism into an ortho-
doxy by preserving the dynamism of its structural elements like ideology,
revolution, and dialectic. Lenin and Mao update the description of how
the communist revolution will occur, taking into account contexts (such
as the continued existence of peasants in some industrial societies and
the worldwide scope of the European imperial system) that Marx himself
was unaware of. Kojéve, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty apply the dialectic to
the very constitution of objectivity and the knowledge of it that humans
have. Althusser presents a world that is unknowable aside from its being
a whole composed of contradictions. And Adorno removes any sense of
identity between the material and the conceptual, presenting the dialectic
as an ongoing encounter between the two. Each theorist seeks to maintain
Marxism’s ability to speak substantively of social and political systems while
beginning from foundations often vastly different from the one Marx did.
In order to take into account all the potential contingencies of history
and philosophy, the certainties of Marxism have become increasingly
minimalist while its method extends beyond the limits of knowledge to
the point where nothingness is encountered.

Even the fascist dialectics mentioned at the beginning of the chapter
follow this pattern of engaging with nothingness and resisting doctrine.
First, they begin by reframing thought as an act or process, emphasizing
that what matters is not the content but the operation. The specifics of
what the dialectic says are less important than the fact that thought is
saying them dialectically. In addition, both Croce and Gentile emphasize
the emptiness of the world absent thought, and note the importance of
realizing that thought is actively creating the world. Finally, the doctrine
of fascism as given by Gentile resists patterns and established meanings.
Humans and the state are adaptive, while the fascist lifestyle disciplines us
to embrace this fact. Life is about mastery, not about following established
codes of conduct. Whether it is the content of thought, the nature of the
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world, or the essence of being human, fascists similarly incorporate the
ideas of contingency and nothingness into their thought.

Yet as a foundation for revolution, even these revised theories fall
short. Revolution still follows a dialectical pattern, and is conditioned by
a stable, if mostly unknown, world. As dialectical, revolution is always a
harmonizing force, bringing together the polar opposites of a dichotomy
even as it creates new ones. Marx says the reconciling of the feudal classes
leads to capitalism and the opposition between the worker and the bour-
geoisie;*® Lenin believes that overthrowing capitalism will at first lead to
a contradictory form of communism where everyone is treated equally
rather than according to one’s ability and need;*” and Sartre believes
reconciling an individual with his or her history ultimately requires the
development of new structures that oppose the individual to his or her
group membership.”® Fascism doesn’t condone revolution, saying the syn-
chronizing elements of the dialectic—between one’s willpower and one’s
environment—are contained within the state. Revolution’s transformational
and creative power is limited by the nature of the dichotomy itself, and
the potential changes that can occur upon the dichotomy’s supersession.
The revolutions conceived of by Marxists and fascists, because they are
motivated by class conflict or nationalism, are circumscribed by the nature
of class and the nation such that other concerns become secondary or
ignored. Few Marxists have theorized issues of race, gender, or nation-
ality except inasmuch as they can be attached to the Marxist critique of
capital, nor articulated a vision of revolution that does not position the
working class as the primary architect and beneficiary. Systematic dis-
parities or programs of injustice unrelated to class are unimportant, as
they will ostensibly be solved upon the reconciliation of class disparities,
once humans are returned to their actual lives and the conditions of their
existence. While Fascists discuss race as an outcome of their nationalism,
they ignore the inequalities of class, gender, and similar issues as an
impediment to true harmony.

Even among contemporary Marxists who substantively diverge from
Marx on the question of telos and the program of revolution, this difference
between the ideological and actual remains, and revolution is always portrayed
as an attempt at harmonizing these two realms. Social or political concerns
that do not primarily deal with the relationship between these two realms
are irrelevant to Marxism, while revolutions that occur in relation to such
concerns do not even qualify within Marxism as revolutions. Instead, the
natures of the ideological and actual operate as a given to condition what

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

THE TRAJECTORY OF THE DIALECTIC 97

counts as a revolution. And a truly transformative revolution, which could
radically change the rules governing the ideological and actual, is impossible.

Revolution is always put in service of the dialectic’s larger program,
whether that is the overcoming of class inequality, the ending of national
disunity, or the continued attempt to find an objective meaning in the
world. Visionary theories, unlike regulationism, do not attempt to capture
revolution in a predetermined world, but do attempt to describe a nor-
mative operation—the dialectic—by which revolution always functions.
This operation can greatly affect the overall shape of the world, but is
itself never affected by any changes in the world despite its location there
(Croce and Gentile excepted, who claim it is located in the mind; that
said, they similarly do not allow the mind to shape the dialectical opera-
tion). Though Sartre’s and Merleau-Ponty’s philosophies claim the dialectic
affects itself, and that the form of the dialectic is not formulaic, this only
varies the specific shape of the operation, but does not overturn it. The
dialectic itself, in its most generic form as the contestation between and
reconcilement of two opposing forces, persists. Revolution is embraced
by Marxism and presented as a function of the world. It is synchronized
with the world’s basic structure such that revolution reaffirms a dialectical
and materialist outlook even when it opposes itself to specific shapes that
society takes. But in making revolution conform to the Marxist project,
it becomes bound to the goal of Marxism to return the ideological to the
actual. New things can be created in the process of achieving this goal,
but radical change is still only a means to an end. It is not the boundar-
ies of the world, but its trajectory, to which revolution is put in service.
In fascism, the reconcilement is between opposing thoughts as the mind
creates reality. The dialectic produces thought, which in turn produces
reality. Thought returns to itself, just as the exploration of thought pro-
duces oppositions. Fascist politics is about disciplining the state and one’s
body to society’s will; to the extent that radical change exists, it begins
in the mind before attempting actualization in the state, and ultimately
a synthesis of the two. It is still just a means to an end. In either case,
revolution remains chained to the state.

There is another problem with the theories of revolution enabled by
the dialectic. Dialecticism presupposes a common plane through which
oppositions encounter one another and become unified, or a common
vernacular that allows for the transmission of information from one to the
other. Only in this way does reconciliation become possible. This plane or
vernacular is different for different thinkers. For Hegel, the harmonizing
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takes place in Spirit, and is done through the medium of the human
person, who can encounter both objects and ideas. For Marxists, the
harmonizing takes place in the material world or in a particular account
of Being, since that is where they see the actual and material coming
into contact (depending on whether they believe ideas come from the
material world, or whether they believe subjects and objects are both
constitutive of reality). For Fascists, the harmonizing occurs in thought,
which in turn constitutes reality. This shared plane presents revolution
as an event that occurs on it, one that facilitates interaction by enabling
dialogue between—and ultimately the harmony of—opposites. Revolution
is incapable of overturning this plane, or rewriting the vernacular that
allows for the opposites to communicate. While the planes and vernaculars
that dialecticians describe allow for a lot, they don’'t—and can’t—allow for
anything. They thus tend those who operate with them towards certain
states over others. In this way, revolution becomes captured again by a
state; though in this case, it is not a particular state so much as a telos
or a tending-toward that the state is supposed to follow. To give a few
examples, consider the dialectical programs of Hegel, Marx, Gentile, and
Merleau-Ponty. Hegel’s dialectic tends toward a consideration of others,
for any reaching outwards will encounter other humans as relative equals
to oneself. Hegel’s political program must of necessity involve one that
conceptualizes humans as relative equals, which makes it no surprise that
Hegel indicates a slight preference for a constitutional monarchy. Though
this is not the only government that a consideration of humans as equals
would lead to, it is one of several, while other forms of government (dic-
tatorship) clearly don’t meet this criteria. Marx focuses on the material
needs of humans, and his dialectical program shows society wrestling with
how best to satisfy them. Any state that doesn’t think about these could
not be one that Marx’s dialectic tends toward. Thus it is obvious from
the outset that Marx will not end in a society advocating basic liberalism,
for those societies are the outcome of focusing on peoples’ ideal needs
(i.e., freedom). Gentile’s plane is one of thought, considered robustly as
foundational of all reality. His telos or tending-toward is going to be one
that trains thought to control rather than be controlled. A state that allows
for maximum freedom doesn’t do this, but one that focuses on developing
willpower does. Clearly, his dialectic necessitates a state different than
the one produced by Hegel’s or Marx’s. Finally, Merleau-Ponty’s dialectic
focuses on Being as product of subject and object, where its horizons are
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constantly being shaped and reshaped over time. The state that is produced
by this plane is one that resists totalization, but that constantly tries to
capture everything nonetheless. Hegemonic states and loosely regulated
states could not be the outcome of this dialectic. As all this shows, dia-
lectical theories of revolution tend toward states, or types of states, even
if they refuse to prescribe correct ones. The visionary model of revolution
becomes restricted by the way in which dialectical thinkers understand
and pursue their ideals. The revolution is not freed, though it is given
more autonomy in deciding which state to advocate.

By making these criticisms, am I fetishizing revolution, as some might
suggest? Radical change has obsessed many revolutionaries, sometimes
to a revolution’s detriment. Yet my critiques don't demand we abandon
all programs, but rather rethink the relationship revolution has to them.
The problem is not the goals of revolutionary programs or emancipatory
politics, but the manner in which revolution is put in service of them. At
its best, revolution is a tool of the oppressed. When the oppressed and
dialectical thinkers desire the same ends, they can use revolution and work
for emancipation together. But visionary thinkers demand revolution always
service the emancipatory program. This can lead to revolutions working
against the oppressed when emancipatory politics go awry. As part of a
visionary program, revolution cannot adapt as needed. It becomes tethered
to the program, inhibited from addressing the needs of the place where
it is being implemented. By liberating revolutions, a stronger visionary
program is created. Revolution can change the program to suit the needs
of the oppressed, just as revolution itself can tailor its actions to the sit-
uation to which it is applied. In short, the liberated revolution creates a
more resilient and less mechanistic visionary program. This will not only
do more to help those who are oppressed, but also increase the chances
of success for visionary programs as well.

The failure of dialectics implies that to incorporate revolutions into
definite systems, even if there is no definite world to which it is yoked,
is still problematic. The rules of the systems become constraining, lead-
ing to the privilege of certain concerns and the ossification of processes
governing change. Recovering revolution requires excepting it from the
world and finding a description that does not subsume it under a larger
project. Spaces wholly removed from the world, from its processes, and
from its movements must be uncovered. The profound impact dialectics
has had on history and theory has maintained many of the chains of the
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state even as it worked to remove them. Only beyond dialectics, once the
notion of trajectory has been left behind, will we be able to begin thinking
about how to remove these bonds.

This analysis of visionary theories makes clear that we need to
understand how ruptures like revolutions can incorporate the processes of
the world as well as specific figures in it. This type of radical change has
been explored by numerous thinkers the tradition called “evental theory”
It is to their work that I will look in the next chapter.
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From out of Oblivion

Evental Thought and the Liberated Revolution

Breaking with the State

The desire for radical change has found expression many times, and in
many ways, throughout the generations. Revolutionaries have advocated
for complete liberty and equality, an egalitarian distribution of resources
and power, and an end to corporate greed and political malfeasance. Yet
the actual results brought about by radical groups often differ, sometimes
substantially, from their rhetorical visions. The frustrating, fascinating
curiosity of revolution lies in its inability to be predicted, irreducibility
to normative rules, and impossibility to manufacture. Iconic tomes of
revolutionary thought have been unable to yield much in the way of a
consistent and foreseeable program of revolution, while the tactics that
once worked well yield vastly different results when applied in another
time and place. Revolutionaries are constantly returning to the beginning
and heading out in a new direction. A dogmatic and unthinking revolution
peters out into disconnected, inconsistent actions that lack a firm message,
and is easily appropriated by the state it opposes. Finding a transformative
revolution will require a new approach to the subject.

Thus far this investigation has yielded several points: (1) the liberation
of revolution requires separating it from all states, (2) separating revolution
from the state entails conceiving of change as an agent or motive, and
(3) this agent or motive of change cannot use revolution as a means to
any particular end by putting it in service of any one thing. The strain of
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thought most helpful for this project consists of theories that attempt to
disconnect events from a necessary ontology or epistemology, and that see
events as producing massive changes within the state. I call this “evental
theory” The defining feature of evental theory is a focus on discontinuity,
as meaning comes from processes that can change radically. For evental
theorists, revolutions are ruptures with what came before and the creation of
a new set of meanings. What sets evental theory apart from other theories
of revolution is that it portrays radical transformations as restructurings of
the rules determining what exists, not as reorganizations of what is into
new groups. According to evental thought, dangerous and unjustifiable
states arise from essentializing the relationship between the state and its
conceptual ground rather than from having an inauthentic relationship to
that ground. If politics has an intrinsic ground, the states built on top of
it will always be remarkably similar. To be capable of producing massive
transformations, revolutions must be beyond the order that defines the
state. Consequently, and in order for radical change to be possible, the
state—understood as an order that defines both what takes on political
significance and the manner in which it does—is wholly contingent. No
entities, relationships, or ideas inevitably remain in it forever. Though
the state persists, no part of it will out of necessity do so. Looking at the
ways evental thought makes this case will provide clues about how to
liberate revolution.

There is a difficulty that all evental theories must deal with. As
citizens, we live within the boundaries of the state; we are only citizens
inasmuch as we do so. Our understanding of politics is constituted by
the character of the state in which we live (even a communist living in a
capitalist state organizes her or his actions, policies, and political knowl-
edge as a response to the state in which she or he lives). If revolution is
defined by its novelty, and founded on a ground that is not the state, how
is it possible for us to encounter it such that it can play a meaningful
role in our society? As the Althusser-inspired political tradition would
put it, how is it possible to “think the new”?! This problem is composed
of several, interrelated issues that must be addressed before a complete
answer is possible:

1. What grounds the possibility of evental thought? Why is
it possible to claim that events have this massive transfor-
mative power?
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2. What is the nature of an event? What characteristics does
it have, and what language is appropriate for describing it?

3. What is the state? What logic defines it?

4. What relationship does the event have to the state? How
is it possible to trigger such a massive and transformative
action, and what are the effects of that action?

Despite the similar approaches evental thinkers take to understanding
revolutions, there are multiple disagreements within the corpus of evental
thought that ultimately yield different political visions. Before describing
Dynamic Anarchism’s theory of revolution in the next chapter, I will recount
the framework of evental thought, drawing out the disparities between
each thinker, by posing to it these four questions. This will provide a
basis for comprehending Dynamic Anarchism and how it diverges from
extant evental theories. To make my explanations of evental theory clear,
I will be framing my answers to these questions around Alain Badiou’s
philosophy, bringing in other theorists to draw out the conflicts within
evental thought. The thinkers I reference are not unified by adherence
to any particular political tradition, and at times strongly disagree with
one another. I draw on them because they each have a theory of radical
change that can be categorized as evental (though they do not comprise
the entirety of that list), and because a discussion of their theories will best
situate the eventual introduction of my own. The purpose of this chapter
is to provide an explanation and critique of evental theory, demonstrating
that while it provides useful tools for studying revolution it does not go
far enough. Additional descriptions of evental theory—primarily those
of Deleuze and Badiou—will be given in the next chapter as a way of
framing my own novel theory.

Finally, a couple of terminological notes. First, in previous chapters,
I have used the words “state” and “world” fairly interchangeably. This is in
part the result of my attempt to tailor my language to those from whom I
am quoting, and in part to emphasize the pervasiveness of the state as a
totalizing entity that determines both the space in which and the nature
of how politics occurs. However, for the sake of consistency and clarity, in
this chapter and the next I will revert to using “state” rather than “world,”
and will endeavor to make my summaries of other authors reflect this
change. It must be kept in mind that the term “state” refers to the order
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that politics takes as such, and not just a juridical framework or set of
people inhabiting a commonwealth. This should be differentiated from the
sphere of politics and the apparatus of politics. Next, while I emphasize
contingency (both here and in the next chapter), this does not mean that
any combination of things is possible at any point. What is contingent
is the defining order and operation of the state, but this does not mean
that any composition of the state is possible at any time. The theorists
I cite in this chapter hold similar views of contingency (that is, what is
contingent is the characterizing form the state takes, not the entirety of
its composition). When I explain my theory in the next chapter, I will
further elaborate upon both of these concepts.

Question 1: Grounding Radical Change

Transformative events have reorganized society from top to bottom.
Changes like these are generally not predicted by extant models, leading
researchers to search for what produces them. Evental theorists uncover
their ideas when studying the dynamics preceding and following these
radical shifts.

Answering the first question about the grounding of events requires
looking beyond appearances, as the theories of evental thought present a
radically changeable state. Very little is absolute or universal. New objects
and ideas produced by radical shifts remake the state and its contents in
fundamentally new ways. Foucault studies how madmen that were seen as
vehicles for lyrical truth before the seventeenth century became patients
to be locked up and studied in order to uncover psychiatric truths.” Said
delineates how the Orient transformed from an object of study to a danger
to be controlled because of changes in commerce and politics throughout
the nineteenth century.’ Beings, subjects, institutions, practices, ideas, and
meanings all undergo radical alterations due to events. Badiou begins his
argument for radical shifts with the claim that the attributes, characteris-
tics, and parts of a thing are encountered prior to the idea that there is
a being in which they inhere. He describes his insight by saying “what
presents itself is essentially multiple; what presents itself is essentially one,”
concluding that if being is naturally one and multiplicity a fiction we end
up with the contradiction that we are able to engage with a being beyond
what appears. Yet because it is not contradictory to hold that being is
essentially multiple and the unification of being only what we declare it
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to be, we must hold that “the one is not.”* Everything we encounter as a
single being has only been declared such, and is not actually so. To put
it another way, unity is a function of appearing and not a natural part of
being. This is why, in his later work The Logic of Worlds, Badiou claims
that what counts as a unity is the result of a transcendental that is neither
subjective nor constitutive, but rather a special logical machinery that can
account for “the intra-worldly cohesion of appearing” (i.e., the appearance
of ones).” Because our knowledge of a being’s attributes is conditioned
by the decision to count it as a being, it is possible that any particular
understanding of the state (defined by Badiou as a set in which all the
parts are counted as one and the structure of the set is counted as one) is
radically alterable were we to follow a different set of rules in determining
what counts as a being. Badiou grounds radical transformations on the
premise that any organization of the state depends upon a changeable set
of rules that determine how to cut up, divide, and categorize multiplicity.
Multiplicity should not be understood as a meaningful realm, as the nature
of multiplicity prohibits comprehending it as a single thing. Badiou says,
“The multiplicity from which ontology makes up its situation is composed
solely of multiplicities. . . . In other words, every multiple is a multiple of
multiples”® As Oliver Marchart explains, for Badiou definitions “do not refer
to any empirically given ‘object’ outside the processes of thinking”” The
ontological primacy of multiplicity removes the need to think about what
meanings being possesses as such, and opens being to many possibilities.

Other evental thinkers replace the transcendental rules that determine
what counts as a being with the notion of difference. Derrida claims that
meanings originate from interactions between and differences with others,
so it is impossible to develop a discourse about a being (or to have any
knowledge about it whatsoever) without looking at how it relates to what
surrounds it. In addition, the potential meanings of a word, gesture, or
sign of any kind are open and always “to-come” Permanent rules, such as
found in other theories of revolution, must be subject to change. Ethics
and politics carry impossible demands, because we cannot institute any
principles without also admitting they can be radically different.® We
can only ever make a meaning present by referring to its fundamental
absence.’” Because there is no central locus of meaning, everything becomes
“a system in which the central signified, the original or transcendental
signified, is never absolutely present outside a system of differences. The
absence of the transcendental signified extends the domain and the play
of signification infinitely”'® The implications of this are that there are no
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essences to be discovered. This concept is applied politically by Antonio
Negri and Michael Hardt, who discuss the importance of the encounter for
political struggle. They resist seeing the multitude as atomic individuals,
and instead use Spinozas ideas of mixing and composing. These ideas
occur through encounters, which result “either in decomposition into
smaller bodies or composition into a new, larger body”"! Encounters in
turn form singularities, as the latter only exist and gain meaning through
their relationships with other singularities.'”” Evental theorists emphasize
that one cannot approach the world with the assumption that there are
constants to what constitutes a subject, society, or state. Historical events
and objects have no meaning, no essence, and no form apart from the
context from which they arose; our ability to see meaning, essence, and
form in them is conditioned upon the possibility of them to be different.
As Foucault explains, “So many things can be changed, being as fragile
as they are, tied more to contingencies than to necessities, more to what
is arbitrary than to what is rationally established, more to complex but
transitory historical contingencies than to inevitable anthropological con-
stants”"® Though similar in their understanding of meaning, Foucault and
Derrida use different strategies to investigate the production of meaning
and apply their investigations to different fields. Foucault looks at how
changes in discursive formations and power-regimes transform concepts
like subjectivity, punishment, and sexuality. Derrida studies how discus-
sions of philosophical theories invoke a whole “metaphysics of presence”
and impose privileged binaries. Applying his deconstructive method to
questions of democracy, linguistics, and death, he overturns the privileged
binaries within them by demonstrating how what is present or privileged
is conditional on the absent and subordinated, and that fundamentally
different orders are necessarily possible. Radical transformations are pos-
sible because that which conditions meaning leaves open the possibility
for the new.

All evental thinkers conceive of their systems as transhistorical,
inasmuch as each system operates within yet persists apart from any
particular sociohistorical context. This means that, while Badiou’s rules
governing what counts as one, Foucault’s power relations, and Derrida’s
play of signs change moderately in response to their context, they do not
change as radically as the beings they produce. Despite the ways they
appear, their basic function and mode of operation persist. Power is a
constant in Foucault’s analyses from his genealogical period onward, but
his analyses show it functioning in diverse ways throughout history, from
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the physical tortures effected on the body' to the bureaucratic procedures
that regulate society and impose state racism.'"” Similarly, for Deleuze and
Guattari the plane of consistency and strata appear differently in biology
than in linguistics, but they always perform the same task.'® That the
forces creating the state are open and plural in their appearance explains
why they are never fully theorized. For instance, Foucault says that he
is giving an analytics of power rather than a theory of it,”” and Derrida
claims deconstruction is not a theory in itself, but the recognition of the
fiction of origin (or the “trace”) that appears whenever a theory is put
forth.'® Like with Hardt and Negri, applying these processes to politics
yields the same result. Rancieére’s concept of dissensus, which draws from
Foucault and Derrida, among others, operates similarly in all situations.
Dissensus is a gap in the sensible that places something from one world
in another (e.g., using protest to turn a factory into a public sphere). In all
situations, dissensus brings something new into the sensible by creating an
image or phrase that doesn't fit with what’s around it."” Evental theorists
must examine productive forces anew at the beginning of each new state.

Evental theorists ground the possibility for the event by developing
methods that can only be described in terms of how they affect the state.
They use forces that can appear within the state in numerous ways to
emphasize that there are no subjects, objects, concepts, or institutions that
condition the state. Showing the contingency of all potential grounds is
the first step in finding a way to decouple revolution from the state, for
it clears the foundation of the state of specific forms that could be used
to resist transformative change.

Question 2: The Potential of the Event

Exempting the event from the state starts to explain the transformative
power of events, but begs the question of how to understand the event.
There are many examples of radical transformation, so capturing them
all under one theory requires a detailed discussion of how events work.

With regard to question 2, all evental theorists agree that true events
are separate from everyday occurrences. Many happenings transpire con-
stantly that do not rise to the level of event. This is because events shake
up the foundations of the everyday and prescribe new foundations in their
wake. They are a rupture with the previous circumstances, and yield new
ideas, practices, and institutions that become the state’s foundation going
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forward. Alain Badiou’s Being and Event describes the event as “a singular
multiple,”® irreducible to any situation and about which “ontology has
nothing to say”?' It is a “radical transformational action” that “originates
in a point” known as an “evental site’? Evental sites are obscured and
singular places within the state, and what counts as an evental site is
contingent upon the state itself such that there are no permanent evental
sites. It is also worth noting that events will at times take on the state of
the situation rather than the situation as such. The difference between the
situation and the state has to do with what is presented (the situation)
versus what is represented (the state). For Badiou, events are incompre-
hensible until an “interpretive intervention™ arrives. This theory stays
largely consistent throughout Badiou’s corpus. There are some differences in
terminology (e.g., Badiou does not use the term “interpretive intervention”
in Logic of Worlds, but says the event “sets off the stepwise recasting of the
transcendental of the world™**), and new ideas that complement those in
Being and Event (e.g., Badiou’s typology of subjects), but in general this
explanation of event does not change.

Interpretative interventions declare the event to be part of a new
state by redescribing the rules determining what exists. The insight that
leads Badiou to describe events in this manner is the fact of multiplicity,
or the idea that there exist no ones or unities within the world.> There
are only the unities that we declare. Yet as any declared unity is incapable
of capturing the totality of things (since no totality exists to be captured),
there is always a remainder—what Badiou calls the void—that escapes
our declaration of something as a unified being.?® Events occur when a
multiple within the state is not fully presented, or when there are parts
of it outside the state. The inability of the state to explain this partially
presented multiple means that the state must be changed to fully present
this multiple within the state. At that point, something may happen that
reveals a need to develop new rules about what exists (i.e., what can be
declared as a “one”). Events come from people within the state consider-
ing and reacting to the void revealed by this partially presented multiple.
Standing in between the state and the void, events demonstrate the need
for an original or radically transformed state to be developed that follows
a new logic incompatible with the old one. Those who recognize the need
for a new logic, by remaining faithful to this need and disseminating the
new logic, actively work against the extant state. As Badiou says, “One can
again think fidelity as a counter-state: what it does is organize, within the
situation, another legitimacy of inclusions. It builds . . . a kind of other
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situation, obtained by the division in two of the primitive situation”” The
event is a caesura that originates from a particular place without conform-
ing to it, and prescribes a new logic that through the actions of militants
leads to a new state with new beings and practices. As Oliver Marchart
writes, “A political organization of militants (i.e., the subject in the field
of politics) is nothing but the collective product of a process of fidelity
towards an event. . .. A truth is produced by the decision of a subject
to remain faithful to an event”?® Within the field of evental thought it is
the ideas of caesura and incompatibility, more than any other, that are
used to describe revolutions.

Like Badiou, other evental theorists emphasize the disconnect events
produce and the incommensurability of the preceding and subsequent
states. Michel Foucault says of revolutions that they both “belong to
history” and also “escape from it”* Hardt and Negri build on this point,
saying that revolution is both continuity and rupture, and belongs to the
present (rather than the future) yet exceeds it.** There is no necessary
outcome to revolution that will be achieved in the future, but neither does
revolution make complete sense within the horizons of the present. But
whereas Badiou is concerned with the declaration of the event, Foucault
tries to understand events through a study of their effects. Foucault sees
a difficulty in trying to unravel events, as they do not come in the form
of a single break but as a contemporaneous collection of several transfor-
mations that may take centuries to unfold.”’ For example, Foucault says
that the French Revolution acts as a “complex, articulated, describable
group of transformations that left a number of positivities intact, fixed
for a number of others rules that are still with us, and also established
positivities that have recently disappeared or are still disappearing before
our eyes.”** While it is a difficult task to pinpoint an event in space and
time, it can be tracked through its effects on society in the form of the
discursive formations and regimes of power that grow out of it. No matter
what happened at the time of the event, it is possible, by studying texts
written before and after it, to see how the event changed the state. Notable
events develop new and incommensurable dispositifs, or frameworks for
knowledge,* that present us with entirely different orders.** Thomas Nail
says that this happens by harnessing already occurring breakdowns and
exclusions in order to transform the dominant political order rather than
by creating ex nihilo or through a transcendental process.”® Because the
statements, ideas, and objects found within these orders obtain meaning
from their differences with others, in a new framework the same statement
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will not necessarily mean the same thing it meant in the old. There is no
common measure that allows us to judge one framework right or wrong,
but progress is possible when a new framework can explain what were
before considered anomalies without erasing the explanatory power of
earlier viewpoints.*® Revolutions must be tailored to their specific circum-
stances. Using Foucault’s notions of biopower and revolution, Hardt and
Negri argue that the age of biopower will only be overcome if the struggle
focuses on the unique problems created by biopower.*” This point is made
all the more clear in Hardt’s and Negri’s criticism of Marxism’s tendency
to develop uncritiqued superstructures. Hardt and Negri laud the work of
Althusser and the Frankfurt School to subsume the superstructures within
the material bodies of the world, dissolving the boundaries between them
and returning the transcendental to the immanent.”® Thomas Kuhn takes
a similar position about radical shifts in science. He describes shifts as
“reconstructions of the field from new fundamentals™ that occur in periods
when there are significant anomalies unexplainable by science’s theoretical
assumptions. Like Foucault and Badiou, Kuhn claims every new paradigm
is incommensurable with earlier ones, for models and statements do not
mean the same thing in one paradigm as they do in another.** Fred Evans
explains the notion of incommensurable paradigm by saying, “We could
possibly translate the Newtonian’s idea of the conservation of mass into
Einstein’s language about the conversion of mass into energy (e=mc?).
But we could not do so without considerable distortion of the translated
position”*! Like Foucault, Kuhn does believe paradigms can be preferred
over others by their ability to solve more problems than earlier ones.*
These thinkers differ in the degree to which they conceive of the
event as unified. Badiou provides it with the greatest sense of unity, saying
it is a recognized multiple that prescribes a new set of operations for a
new state. For him, the event is very clearly delineated from the situation
that came before. Kuhn sees events as more ambiguous, as the anomalies
produced by the failure of a paradigm are not readily separated from that
old paradigm. It takes time to develop a conceptual and perceptual system
that allows events to be seen. There needs to be a process that brings
about the event.* Foucault says the unity of the event is a function of
the contemporaneity of numerous transformations, which over a period
of time aggregate to produce a massive effect. Any unity the event has is
contingent. Badiou recognizes the event more easily, as for him it occurs
all at once in the form of a new multiple (i.e., a being whose parts have
never been recognized previously as all belonging to the same entity). It
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is wrestling with the effects of that multiple, and how to be faithful to
it, that takes time. By contrast, the events Foucault describes take years,
if not centuries, to be realized. Ranciére leans more toward this side as
well, for while sensation can tell you when something does not belong,
the consequence of such an appearance is a struggle over enunciation
and appearance that can take place in any location at any time.** The
redrawing of the “natural” lines of enunciation can take a long time, and
is often a messy process. Kuhn thinks they can be relatively quick or
excessively long to develop, depending on how quickly a new paradigm
can be developed and spread throughout society.* As Ian Hacking writes,
Kuhn became “lukewarm about [the notion of] discontinuity, holding,
plausibly enough, that even if some revolutions occur in a trice, many
others do not. . . . The new-world problem is not about working in a new
world after a moment or a week of illumination and transformation.”*

The event is an important tool for thinking revolution as it erases
the idea that there are necessary meanings or figures that constitute the
state. Instead, the state comes from processes that draw connections,
create relationships, and narrate themes in many different ways. When
these connections, relationships, and themes are shown to be significantly
inadequate, events create new ones. Events present the foundations of
social contract theory and Marxism as functions of these processes, and
thus alterable given the right circumstances.

Question 3: The Origin of Order

Once evental theorists have a concept of the event, they can start to
describe its relationship to the state. And just as evental authors use
different methods to describe events, they approach the question of the
state’s constitution in several ways. The state is understood by Badiou as
the operations that determine how entities are categorized and counted,
or the establishment of transcendental rules by which things can happen
and beings can function.” As Badiou writes, “The State is in fact the
measureless enslavement of the parts of the situation, an enslavement
whose secret is precisely the errancy of superpower, its absence of mea-
sure”*® This is the political version of what Badiou refers to in Logic of
Worlds as a “transcendental of a world,* or what in Being and Event
he calls the “state of the situation”*® It consists of the formal rules by
which things are included or excluded from presentation, or appearance.
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Using his set theory inspired ontology, Badiou shows that the state is not
concerned with individual people, but with the organization that those
individuals take. The state does not look at people as unique members
of society, but rather the class they belong to, their designated gender,
their occupation, and so on. As Badiou says, “The State is simply the
necessary metastructure of every historico-social situation, which is to
say the law that guarantees that there is Oneness, not in the immediacy
of society . . . but among the set of its subsets””' The state arises from
the sociohistorico situation that determines what is and is not visible, but
yet is separate from it.**> And inasmuch as it determines how things are
categorized within society in a top-down fashion, its function is wholly
repressive. Politics and revolution cannot be incorporated into the state,
as that would turn them into forms of domination. To be liberatory and
free they must be opposed to the state, not functions of it.* For Badiou,
politics and revolution are instrumental in revealing the workings of the
state. As Adrian Johnston puts it, “A genuine political event causes the
previously mysterious, spectral, and (most importantly) immeasurable
excess of state power suddenly to become something with a precise and
known measure”* Or, to put it another way, “Politics, thus, is the art of
making the impossible possible”>

While Badiou talks about the state as a categorizing operation,
other evental thinkers talk about it as a logic that intervenes to allow or
disallow certain incidents, behaviors, or beings (and thus, unlike Badiou’s
state, it does deal with individual beings by controlling their formation).
Thinkers such as Ranciére, Foucault, Deleuze, and Kuhn depict the state
as a vehicle for organizing society in a specific way. In doing so it has
repression as one of its primary functions (though, contra Badiou, not
its only function). Ranciere describes this in his “Ten Theses on Politics,”
when he gives a definition of “police” that approximates how political
philosophers like Foucault and Deleuze discuss the state. He says, “The
police is not a social function but a symbolic constitution of the social.
The essence of the police lies neither in repression nor even in control over
the living. Its essence lies in a certain way of dividing up the sensible”*
Only via an outside force can the contingency of the state be shown and
the authority of the state resisted. Again, Ranciére’s philosophy illustrates
this, as his notion of “politics” is directly opposed to that of the police.
For him, politics disrupts the state and the whole notion that there is a
first principle or beginning to government. Democracy—the institution
of politics—is not a form of government either, but the liberation of the
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people from any ordering of society. It challenges the idea that any indi-
vidual or groups of people are more entitled to rule than any others, and
posits a form of radical equality in opposition to it. To search for who
should exercise democracy is likewise a fruitless task, for the subjects of
politics are as uncountable as the subject who should rule. Politics and
democracy seek those not included in the state (or by the police), and thus
have no designation.”” Those who seek to separate the state (i.e., order)
from politics (i.e., the disruption of order) are bound to fail, just as those
who seek a new state in political action will perpetually be disappointed.
The two concepts are inextricably connected yet opposed. Politics, as a
disruption of the state and institution of something new, only exists where
there is a state, but yet it can never be captured by the state. Were it to
be so, it would be a process of consensus, and the application of state
apparatuses to society.” In order to enable change, there can be no state
to politics, only a perpetual opposition.

Finally, Foucault’s state is the formation of discursive practices and
power relations immanent to the world. As he says, “Power produces; it
produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth”*
The state is best understood within Foucauldian terminology as a partic-
ular codification of power, or a specific episteme, that produces subjects,
institutions, and a society that cohere with its rules. For example, the
monarchical power that defined punishment in the seventeenth century
produced a state with an absolute and infallible ruler,®® while the bio-
power that appeared starting in the nineteenth century operates through
a multiplicity of institutions that invisibly disperse their power throughout
society.® The state, as a particular ordering of power and knowledge within
society,* is set up to allow certain practices and statements within society
while disallowing others. In this manner it is inherently repressive. At the
same time, because power always operates with resistance, it is always
possible to oppose a particular ordering of the state by contesting the
processes that produced it (opposing power with power, or knowledge
with knowledge). It is structurally possible, by referencing the outside, to
oppose the repressive power of the state.

An important corollary of each thinkers definition of the state
is that its presence is irreducible. To abolish the state is to abolish all
political structure. The state is necessary, but not any form of it, and
evental thinkers are generally hesitant about prescribing an ideal form
the state should take. Badiou proposes an abstract vision of communism
that leaves much open to be decided. Foucault is the most reticent about
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prescriptions, and refuses to endorse any form. Instead, Foucault will often
suggest possibilities, with the caveat that they must be critiqued. None of
these thinkers say the state is simply a political remnant of earlier philos-
ophies that can be cast away. Despite the state’s repression, it is only via
participation in it that actions, ideas, or institutions are possible. Butler
describes this problem by saying that democratic politics are constituted
through exclusions that prescribe who can appear in the polity.®® Zizek
agrees, saying that it must be clear that universals are unavoidable.* One
cannot forego the state without becoming completely incapable of relating
to others or to oneself. Yet these thinkers disagree when it comes to the
amount of human agency involved in the formation of the state. While
individual actions are intimately involved in the production of the state,
such actions are not entirely controlled by the subject. Foucault relates
actions back to discursive formations and power structures, claiming
that subjects are constrained by historical and social forces that restrict
every action they perform. Creating a new state is not an easy task, for
a revolution will only come from a movement that effectively utilizes the
political tools described by evental thought.

The evental concept of the state is important for a study of revolution
by virtue of its lack of permanent foundations. Evental thought shows how
all of the state’s institutions, ideas, and practices are open to structural
change. The theoretical models that evental theorists use to build the
state reject the idea that any meanings or policies are intrinsic. There is
a radical openness to this approach that encourages the development of
new models rather than constantly demanding revolution return to the
old. By thinking the state through these concepts, we are one step closer
toward escaping the rigid boundaries of the state.

Question 4: Connecting Order and Change

The ideas covered so far illuminate how to understand events as radically
transformative, but beg the question of how that transformation occurs.
Radical change that restructures the world requires a nonworldly account
of revolution, and brings evental theorists to the ideas from which their
tradition gets its name.

The fourth question about how the event and state interact boils
down to a question of the nature of change. What process or situation
generates radical change, and how does such change appear to those who
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live through it? Badiou draws out the nature of evental change by con-
trasting it with three other types of change: modifications, facts, and weak
singularities.®® Modifications are “the rule-governed appearing of intensive
variations which a transcendental authorizes in the world™® and are akin,
in the realm of politics, to the passing of a law. Such changes are fully
expected to happen, and occur as part of the normal routine. Yet other
changes fall outside the normal routine, and cannot be understood by
referencing only the facts, ideas, and beings that are already recognized.
These extraordinary changes alter the normal routine. Depending on how
drastic the alterations are, they can be called facts, weak singularities, or
events (with facts having the smallest impact and events the greatest). Events
have an enormous impact because they “make exist within [the state] the
proper inexistent of the object-site”®” by changing the rules governing what
appears as a being. The Paris Commune of 1871 was an event, because
it made the French government recognize the working class as a signif-
icant group. Previously unrecognized by the state, the working class (as
organized through the Commune’s Central Committee) became a massive
political force capable of transforming the Parisian political landscape.
For all intents and purposes, the episode of the Paris Commune made
this formerly inexistent group exist.®® From the perspective of the state,
events provide a glimpse of what Badiou calls the void. When an event
occurs we see how our worldview is inadequate for the task of capturing
being, as something presents itself that cannot be explained. As Bosteels
puts it, “The inexistent serves as an index of the strict contingency of
everything that appears,”® meaning that our seeing into the void logically
demonstrates the contingency of all that appears to us. New explanations
must be developed to give the inexplicable phenomenon a place. Because
explanations circumscribe multiplicity to create a coherent narrative, and
thus all explanations contain a similar “remainder;,” there is no complete
explanation to be sought. Reactions to seeing the void differ: some follow
the event to its conclusion, some reject it, and others deny its existence.”
Yet no matter the choice one takes, society is left to wrestle with the
“phantom of inconsistency””' the event reveals for a long time to come.
Kuhn’s notions of “normal science” and “paradigm shift” closely
resemble Badiou’s differentiation between “modifications” and “events”
Kuhn describes normal science (what I would term the state) as a set of
models that provide the foundation for a scientific tradition, like New-
tonian dynamics or wave optics.”” When a paradigm shift occurs new
models are substituted for old ones and a new state is revealed. Kuhn
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emphasizes that paradigm shifts do more than just rename objects, as
new beings are revealed that were previously unseeable. Speaking of
astronomy, Kuhn writes, “Can it conceivably be an accident, for example,
that Western astronomers first saw change in the previously immutable
heavens during the half century after Copernicus’ new paradigm was
first proposed? The Chinese, whose cosmological beliefs did not preclude
celestial change, had recorded the appearance of many new stars in the
heavens at a much earlier date””* Kuhn’ focus in The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions on how paradigms allow one to see new things is supplemented
in his later work by a study of how linguistic change occurs. According
to Paul Hoyningen-Huene, “In the first case, it is perception that grounds
the connection with the world; to encounter the world is to see it. . . . In
the second case, by contrast, the connection with the world is a product
of language; to encounter the world is to capture it linguistically””* Kuhn
and Badiou emphasize that we should not think about rule changes and
paradigm shifts as simply psychological operations, as they have an effect
on perception, experience, and being as well. They are more than concep-
tual heuristics, as they affect any and all engagements we have with what
is outside us. Badiou and Kuhn differ on several points. Unlike Badiou,
Kuhn believes a well-defined material realm exists outside paradigms,”
though he implies that the nature of that material world is impossible
to get at”® Outside rules, Badiou is only willing to posit “multiples of
multiples””” Additionally, Kuhn does not distinguish degrees of change
as Badiou does. There are no equivalents in Kuhn to Badiou’s notions
of “fact” and “weak singularity,” though inasmuch as they all affect the
foundations of a normal situation, it is likely Kuhn would categorize them
as paradigm shifts of a different quality.

The inconsistencies of being that for Badiou give way to change
are described by Kuhn as anomalies that violate “the paradigm-induced
expectations”’® Kuhn’s anomalies reveal the limits of a theoretical model,
just as Badiou’s events expose the threshold of knowledge. The primary
difference is that Badiou’s events are instantaneous and lack ontological
standing, while Kuhn’s anomalies are “extended episodes” that appear as
“novelties of fact” that can be reproduced and examined.”” In Logic of
Worlds Badiou says the event is that which “makes what did not exist
in a world appear within it”* and later on, when describing the event of
the French Revolution, says “the unknowns of the Central Committee,
politically inexistent in the world of the eve of the insurrection, exist
absolutely on the very day of their appearance”" For Badiou, events are
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instantaneous, even though our wrestling with them and their implications
may take a long time. No such distinction is present in Kuhn. Yet for both
the abnormality disappears upon its incorporation into a new theoretical
model. Neither Kuhn nor Badiou believe that one model will account for
everything, and they consider it important to continue to develop new
models to account for any inconsistencies the old revealed. For Kuhn, people
react to anomalies by forming different schools of thought that inform
different research programs.®? The research program that takes hold is the
one that incorporates the anomalies most effectively. And while Badiou
identifies three types of reactions to the event, Kuhn (perhaps because he
refers to the field of science rather than politics or history) claims that
all reactions attempt to incorporate the event in some form. This state
of confusion, trial, and error is excellently translated into the field of
politics by Deleuze and Guattari, who in A Thousand Plateaus describe
how groups within states often have “fringes or minorities” that produce
a furor against the state’s sovereignty and lead to an epoch of revolution.
As they say, “There are always periods when the state as organism has
problems with its collective bodies, when these bodies, claiming certain
privileges, are forced in spite of themselves to open onto something that
exceeds them, a short revolutionary instant, an experimental surge”® The
revolution is “confused” and causes the state to analyze the surge and shift
itself to reinscribe its order back over the revolution.** Yet just as Badiou
and Kuhn emphasize the productivity of events, so do Deleuze and Guat-
tari conclude that revolutions are not defined simply by hostility to the
state’s authority, saying revolutions “can make war only on the condition
that they simultaneously create something else”® As Thomas Nail puts it
when developing a “constructivist theory of revolution” from Deleuze’s and
Guattari’s work, revolutions break free from existing states by “creating a
prefigurative alternative composition within and alongside older ones*
Similarly, Negri and Hardt say political change only happens by organizing
the singularities found in a political situation.” They argue for the creation
of altermodernity, or the production of a new concept of humanity drawn
from three lines of philosophical thought: the enlightenment tradition
that critiques dogma in the name of freedom, worker movements that
challenge capitalist hegemony, and anti-colonial movements that work
to create a more inclusive understanding of humankind.*® The goal is
not to improve concepts and categories drawn from the latest iteration
of capitalism and biopower (what they call Empire), but to pass beyond
them. Reforming the categories such that there is equality between them
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does not erase the operations of dominant forms of power; instead, what
is needed is “an abolition of identity itself”*

The transformative understanding of change detailed by evental
thought is useful for a study of revolution because it shows how change
can be triggered without referring to doctrines. It inscribes radical change
into the structure of the state, but resists attempts to plan out that change
in advance. Change will happen when there is a need for something new,
and such needs are indispensible. The confusion, debate, and uncertainty
that surround events are a positive attribute to be embraced by revolu-
tionaries. It is in the opening this disorder creates that the building of a
new state unshackled by the old is possible.

Breaking up the State, but Holding on to the Pieces

With the account of evental theory complete, it is time to examine how
these ideas affect the project of liberating revolution from the state. Can
we now see beyond the limits of the state to a liberated revolution capable
of changing anything?

Evental thought is a way to think beyond the limits of the present.
The seemingly intractable confines of being are broken apart so that its
infinite possibilities can be approached. Evental thought has much to offer
revolutionaries, for it is able to reveal the limits of any state without at
the same time prescribing a definite form for the state. As understood
by evental thought, revolutions are not stained with meaning, forced to
perpetuate a particular state, or made to advocate for a future society. The
radical politics of evental thought advocates freedom and openness, not
just with regard to specific policies but also to what populates the state.
Programs, doctrines, and well-defined goals are excised from revolution as
such. The state is not gone, but while events remain its ability to oppress is
always threatened. When interpreted by evental thought, Marxism becomes
a tool for building the state after an event rather than descriptions of the
only justifiable state. Badiou embraces communist thought, though he
reinterprets the materialist dialectic as a carrying forth of a truth that
can create a new world. Deleuze and Guattari makes a similar point in
What Is Philosophy, saying that Marxism is a way of reterritorializing
things.”® Though the danger of turning the nonfoundationalist, flexible,
and constantly changing ideas of evental thought into dogma must be
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guarded against, they are nevertheless valuable tools that allow for the
rethinking of dangerous ideas.

But if events are to be wholly separate from states, evental thought,
as it has been construed so far, is still problematic. Even though evental
theorists do not posit rules or ends that circumscribe revolution, they
still use the state for their descriptions of the forces that produce events.
In order for multiplicity, difference, and openness to theorize revolution’s
ability to transform the state, it is necessary that they each be separate
from the state. Yet as part of the state, evental theorists can only encounter
and describe those ideas inasmuch as those ideas are also a part of the
state. Because there is no possibility of thinking beyond the state, or of
perceiving the world in a manner unaffected by the state, it must be the
case that these forces and operations can be perceived within the confines
of the state. The answer that evental theory provides for how it can view
what is beyond the state from the state is that the operations it describes
are held within the interstices of states. They are not present as things,
but as relations or as processes that states must follow in order for our
experience of states to be consistent. Yet these operations that construct
states and hold them together are not just found behind states, they are
found behind revolution too. Revolutions are produced through the same
operations, processes, and forces that produce the state. This creates a
dilemma for evental theory, for its theories are only tenable if the oper-
ations, processes, and forces are perceivable from within the state, yet
revolutions are not free as long as they are conceived of as the product of
operations, process, and forces. Thus, despite evental thinkers’ best efforts
to escape the state, evental thought ultimately reproduces the equivalent of
protostates. A protostate is a formal, transcendental architecture responsible
for forming beings, subjects, and all other appearances found within the
state. It consists of consistent forces or process that condition both the
state and revolution. These protostates are less determinate than the states
of social contract theory and Marxism, but nevertheless bind revolution
to an abstract order.

Because the projects of Badiou, Kuhn, Foucault, Deleuze, and Der-
rida are so varied, engaging their projects will be an effective means of
illustrating the different possible manifestations of a protostate. By exam-
ining how their protostates still control revolution we will see what still
needs to be done for revolution to escape the state. As I will show, evental
thought determines the process of revolution by promoting protostates
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that create change in a specific way. A longer argument is forthcoming
in the next chapter, but for the moment let’s consider how change is
conditioned within the work of Badiou and Foucault. First, Badiou’s the-
ory of revolution relies heavily on the declaration. As Badiou says, “By
the declaration of the belonging of the event to the situation it bars the
void’s interruption. But this is only in order to force the situation itself
to confess its own void, and to thereby let forth, from inconsistent being
and the interrupted count, the incandescent non-being of an existence”!
Badiou’s revolutions must be attached to a truth procedure, for there is
no radical change unless a new set is declared and the truth of that set
propagated.”” But is it not possible for there to be revolutionary change that
goes unrecognized in language or thought, or for such change to occur in
the relationships between extant beings rather than through the creation
of a new set? The American and French Revolutions have had unexpected
effects on society throughout history up to and including today, even
though by Badiou’s logic the multiples they constitute were declared long
ago. Politicians, military leaders, and social movements have been inspired
by them in ways those involved with the revolutions never imagined, and
the messages inherited from the revolutions have been revised numerous
times. Badiou’s reliance on the logic of multiplicities, and in particular
on the fact that transcendental rules determine which multiplicities are
recognized as ones,” sets up a state that determines how events occur.
Even accepting Badiou’s system doesn’t necessarily lead to his conclusions
about change. Yiju Huang argues that Badiou’s advocacy of fidelity—and
in particular his practice of adhering to the Chinese Cultural Revolution’s
legacy—is a common response to the trauma of loss. Rather than holding
to a truth, Badiou reacts to the pain of the Cultural Revolution’s outcome
by developing a “transferential relation with Maoism [that] becomes itself
an object of desire for many leftist intellectuals today”** By this account,
holding to a truth is just as much an act of mourning as abandoning it is.

Foucault’s notions of power and discourse return a substantially
different concept of events. Unlike Badiou’s truth-procedures, Foucauldian
power and discourse are located within the social realm.”” Creating an
event is not about the reworking of a set’s logic but rather the organizing
of points of resistance in order to deploy new power relations throughout
society. The rule of immanence that Foucault follows in his study of events
means that contestation and strategy are irreducible parts of power, and
that as a result power can be both seen and manipulated. As Foucault
writes, “Rather than analyzing power from the point of view of its internal
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rationality, [my project] consists of analyzing power relations through the
antagonism of strategies.””® Events for Foucault involve radical reversals in
power dynamics, the production of new behaviors, and the reworking of
old habits to make them more amenable. They are like “games” that involve
a “complicated interplay” between power and freedom.” Yet Foucault’s
attempt to see the system of differences at the heart of power relations®®
means that it is difficult for him to appreciate revolutionary militancy. There
may be a shared vision of a future to come that inspires a revolution, as
Foucault believed was present during the Iranian Revolution,” but danger
of misusing power means that such a vision cannot be safely codified. Any
program or strategy needs to be subjected to critique, and so Foucaults
ideal revolutionaries are those who experiment instead of rigidly following
a program. Foucault points to the dichotomy between the creative, intrepid
revolutionary life and the militant programs of revolutionary parties in
his lecture series The Courage of Truth, saying that it would be interesting
to study “how the idea of a cynicism of the revolutionary life as scandal
of an unacceptable truth clashed with the definition of a conformity of
existence as the condition of militantism in the so-called revolutionary
parties”'® As these examples show, the protostates of evental theorists
determine the state and how revolution should function in relation to it.
Movement is subordinated to the protostate’s prescription of how it occurs.

These protostates of evental theorists thus pose several problems
that indicate the need for a new theory of revolution. As the examples
of Badiou and Foucault show, there is no qualitative change in how the
processes and operations of evental theorists work at different levels. The
logic of multiplicities and the nature of power follow the same principles
at the pre-individual, individual, and societal level. This conflicts with the
phenomenon of emergentism as described by systems theory, or the idea
that new beings, rules, and functions arise as systems become more complex
and interconnected. T'll discuss this more in the next chapter; for now, it
suffices to say that this conflict raises questions. Next, for some evental
theorists the logic of change within a state and between states is roughly
the same. Revolution is one type of change produced by multiplicities,
power, encounters, and so on, but it is not a unique type of change. While
revolution displays unique properties, the same forces and operations that
produce revolution also produce change within the state. This links revo-
lution and the state in a way that limits revolutions capabilities.

In sum, while the change proposed by evental theorists is more
open and less controlled than any other changes studied so far, it still
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limits revolution. Instead of ordering revolution (as regulationism did)
or making revolution tend towards something (as visionary theories did),
it takes one aspect of being (power, multiplicity, etc.) and stabilizes that
as an unchangeable foundation such that they can launch their analyses
of society, ontology, truth, and so on. While this is not bad—in fact,
it is indispensable for an analysis of any sort—it does predispose the
revolution they describe to certain forms of change over others. Specific
behaviors and actions become more important and necessary for change;
others less so. To give an example, the power relationships described by
Foucault and encounters described by Hardt and Negri are open-ended
and require two different entities such that an exchange can occur. Para-
digms and sets (Kuhn and Badiou) are closed and the discovery of them
requires only one entity. Additionally, the former types of change focus
on a more networked order, and the latter on a more categorical order;
the difference being that one is more decentralized and autonomous, and
the other more unified and dependent. Because of these differences, the
appearance of novelty and the resolution of it operate differently for each
thinker, rendering certain types of state formations more or less optimal.
Specifically, states that privilege the same sorts of procedures or tactics
that the thinker describes (e.g., declarations or encounters) will be more
likely to take hold after the revolution is over. While this doesn’t necessitate
any type of government per se, it does encourage governments to operate
in certain ways over others. Governments that privilege declarations are
going to be substantively different than those that focus on relationships
and encounters. Thus we see that the protostates used to understand
revolution end up becoming part of the state. Evental thinkers also differ
as to the relative importance of the material or ideal, and the immanent
or transcendent. The ways they arrange these realms in relation to each
other and to revolution will dictate both practice and theory during and
after a revolution. Should one seek to free extant changes by embedding
them in a new order, or should one seek a new order by which to under-
stand such changes? Should one focus on prefiguration of the to-come
or combatting the forces preventing it? To prevent the protostates from
seeping into the functioning of the state, the type of change we describe
with revolution must be qualitatively different than the type of change
described in the state.

Evental theorists may worry that I reject any normative framework
for revolution. Such frameworks supposedly increase a revolution’s chances
of success and avoid the pitfalls of the past. Describing radical change

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

FROM OUT OF OBLIVION 123

as open or closed, ongoing or instantaneous, helps us develop effective
strategies for change. I affirm evental thinkers in their desire, and my
project is undertaken in part with the same goal. My rejection of the
normative guidelines does not imply there should be none, but rather
that we must seek them after liberating revolution. In the next chapter I
discuss complexity and dynamism, which are intrinsic parts of an ontol-
ogy that liberates revolution. The failure of evental theorists to address
these characteristics generates the protostates I critique. I give normative
guidelines in chapter 6, after first reframing evental theory.

A state of any kind acts to restrict change, and is as a result hostile to
revolution. A revolutionary state is a contradiction in terms, for all states
project a stagnancy before them that oppresses. A theory of revolution that
escapes the state will need to find a way outside this dilemma. Perhaps an
answer will be forthcoming if we begin by inverting the strategy that has
been used so far. Political philosophy—including evental thought—explains
the state by referring to its parts or the processes that compose it. This is
what it means to search for foundations. But what if by delving deeper
and deeper into the molecular constitution of the state we are prevented
from finding the answers we need? What if, instead of explaining the state
by referencing its parts, we begin with the notion that the parts must be
explained by reference to the state? This question, and its implications for
a theory of revolution, will be taken up in the next chapter.
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Dynamic Anarchism’s Revolt

Turning the System against Itself

Introduction

It is now time to lay out a new theory of revolution. But because this
theory must avoid perpetuating any part of the state, my claim is that
nothing grounds the possibility of revolution other than the state itself.
There are no beings, no pieces, no processes or forces that, in compos-
ing the state, also condition radical change. The description given to
revolution must preserve the three traits, mentioned in chapter 1, of
incommensurability, unpredictability, and indiscernability. The state itself
leads to radical change, just as radical change leads to the state. As I will
show, by conceiving of the state as dynamic and generative it is possible
to resist the pressure to hold a piece of the state apart from change or
to theorize a protostate. I will lay out my theory in several steps. First, I
will contrast it to the event ontologies of Deleuze and Guattari as well as
Badiou, focusing on how an ontology based on systems theory can better
explain certain phenomena we can observe. Other event ontologies will
be referenced as needed. Second, I will describe the essential features of a
systems-theory based approach to the study of revolution. These include
a distinction between ones and wholes, the concept of a metastate, and
the proper role of dynamism. Finally, I will show how this approach can
solve the problem of revolution raised by this book.

Completing these tasks requires taking up several issues. First, a new
concept of the state must be found. If even the protostates of evental theory
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are problematic, our new theory must present states as wholly dynamic and
changeable, yet also primary rather than derivative. In short, this theory
must be able to explain change by referencing states themselves rather than
their pieces. As I will show, I consider events to be endemic to the nature
of states, or a widespread yet contingent part of how they function. It is
how states operate as a whole, and not a part of or process producing
them, that should be studied to see how events appear. The next problem
that needs to be addressed is why evental thought is wrong to assume
processes external to states (i.e., the protostates referenced in the last
chapter). Though such processes condition both the state and revolution,
they are only a serious problem for revolution if they privilege the state
by circumscribing the possibilities for change. A new theory must show
why the creation of protostates is unnecessary or dangerous for revolution.
Third, this approach requires a new path to radical change. In order
to adhere to the stipulations of the first and second problems, we must
find a way to theorize revolutionary change without making its existence
conditional. Radical change cannot simply be the expected product of
forces and beings coming together; it must have a character unique to itself
that is not apparent by looking at the state’s composition. As I will show,
the key to solving these problems is to rehabilitate the notion of “system.
By defining states in relation to systems it is possible to see how states,
by themselves, can be wholly changeable without positing a protostate.
This can work because systems, properly understood, do not come from
a stable ground but are related only to themselves. Because this is the
case, any part of them is open to change. A new understanding of system
developed along these lines not only will provide the concept of the state
needed, but also the necessary context for a new theory of revolution.
In using systems theory, I am not saying that it, itself, is a new
theory of revolution. Rather, there are several ideas revealed by the study
of complex adaptive systems that suggest the philosophy of Dynamic
Anarchism. But whereas systems theory is treated primarily as a tool used
to understand observable and testable phenomena, Dynamic Anarchism
is an innovative philosophy that attempts to describe a new approach to
change and dynamism. To clarify this point, I will describe the differences
between systems theory and Dynamic Anarchism in more detail throughout
the chapter, starting with the origin and current uses of systems theory.
Systems theory is used primarily in mathematics and science. It began
with mathematical tools (such as those found in calculus, trigonometry,
and set theory) that help to track chaotic and unpredictable movements.
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While it began at first with minor deviations and examinations of how
small interactions could alter fixed trajectories, over time it has grown to
encapsulate studies of massive systems composed of numerous entities,
each operating according to a certain set of rules. Currently, systems
theory is employed by physics, biology, sociology, political science, and
numerous other fields. In addition, the field has developed to the point
where the predictions it makes are more comprehensive, and concern the
system as a whole rather than individual elements within it. Finally, some
traits observed in systems (such as emergence) do not have mathematical
correspondents, but, as they can still be observed, they are allowed in
scientific studies of how systems work. What systems theory indicates is
how important traits like complexity, interconnectivity, and adaptation are
to the functioning of the whole. In addition, it provides insight into how
we can begin to make sense of movement through the judicious under-
standing of functions and sets. Yet systems theory as it is studied within
the hard sciences focuses on determinate objects that tend to follow fixed
rules. The point of most systems modeling is to make something compre-
hensible and predictable. To the extent that it does this, systems theory
embraces scientific realism and sets aside questions of being, structure,
and change. It generally accepts the conventional understanding of these
terms while focusing on how, within the world these terms describe, we
should understand the systems the terms’ referents are part of. What I will
show is how the understandings of change and being that these systems
reveal requires challenging the conventional ways we use basic terms.

Systems Theory, Deleuze, Guattari, and Badiou

Systems theory—especially discussions of how nonlinearity, complexity,
and interconnectedness produce phenomena like emergence, resilience,
and heightened diversity—describes change that is not reducible to a
state. Broadly understood, systems are radically interconnected networks
composed of creators of change, objects that are changed, and mechanisms
for change in such a way that each and every member is composed of
and reflected within the others.! Melanie Mitchell defines systems as “a
collection of interacting elements that together produce, by virtue of
their interactions, some form of system-wide behavior It is notable that
Mitchell says immediately following that this definition “can describe just
about anything,” for that is exactly the point. The only thing the concept
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of system cannot describe is a unified and static object (which, as I will
show later, does not exist except as a concept), for if there is trackable
change there is an interaction occurring. Contemporary systems theory
positions change and movement in a markedly different place from any of
the event ontologies discussed in the previous chapter. Before describing
why this is, it is important to show how systems theory challenges other
ontological accounts of change.

Badiou, on the one hand, and Deleuze and Guattari, on the other,
represent different paths within event ontology: the former favors univer-
sals and the latter untotalizability. As the important details of each were
discussed in the previous chapter, I will only rehearse their outlines here.
Badiou describes the One as “not a being, but a predicate of the multiple™
that exists as an operation* that brings one-ness into being. In Logic of
Worlds, he says a transcendental gives a being variable degrees of identity
and difference with other beings in the world, and “that every being is
in a world only to the extent that it is indexed to this transcendental.”
Since what is given in experience is multiple, we need an operation to
unify it, and this operation is the One. It makes an inconsistent multiple
consistent. This unification gives us the structured situation, or the idea
that the multiple we've been presented with is sound.® Within a structured
situation, both individual elements and several elements together can count
as a group (the latter are called submultiples); this means there are more
groups in the situation than there are elements. Badiou calls this theorem
the point of excess.” To grasp how a situation has more groups that can
be included in it than actually belong to it, we structure the structured
situation, leading to the state of the situation.® The state thus decides
which submultiples are included in our representation of the structured
situation, and does so by counting them as unified beings. These included
(as opposed to belonging) multiples aren’t presented, only represented; in
other words, they are ideological.’

By contrast, Deleuze and Guattari describe multiplicities as lacking
unity or subjects and objects, having only “determinations, magnitudes,
and dimensions,” saying that unities appear “only when there is a power
takeover in the multiplicity by the signifier” In reality things are rhi-
zomes, meaning they are “composed not of units but of dimensions, or
rather directions in motion” and “can be laid out on a plane of consistency,
and from which the One is always subtracted”"' We get beings through
cutting up the plane of consistency, forming the plane of organization,
or strata. Strata articulate the intensities on the plane of consistency, and
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from those articulations we get abstract symbolic components we use to
understand existence. It is important to realize that strata do not articulate
what already is; they form both a content and an expression at the same
time (i.e., something to symbolize and the symbols used to represent it).'?
Within any given strata, there are always assemblages that, while part of
the strata, also form a unique semiotic system that can be used against
the strata by creating lines of deterritorialization that show how the strata
itself is connected to other assemblages. Any given assemblage contains
not only the lines that form it, but lines that connect it to other things
that reveal the inconsistency of the assemblage. Deleuze and Guattari call
such lines rhizomes, saying they “pass between things, between points*?
Finally, there are lines of flight that don't form beings or connect beings
to one another, but destroy beings by showing how the strata are inade-
quate. Deterritorialization can be absolute, bringing one back to the plane
of consistency, or relative, when new strata appear to reterritorialize what
was deterritorialized.'

Badiou, Deleuze, and Guattari insist that talking about their ontol-
ogies is problematic, since one must use language, which removes one
from what is actually there.”” And while they both oppose the logic of
one-ness that has historically defined ontology, they give different accounts
of how the One operates. For Badiou, the One grounds unity and any
understanding of multiplicity. Without the One, you are left without an
operation that can make sense of the multiplicities that present them-
selves. For Deleuze and Guattari, there is a tentative unity to the plane
of consistency.'® This unity is incomprehensible until a symbolic One is
imposed upon it, which divides the plane into an understandable order.
Badiou’s Ones bring together; Deleuze’s and Guattari’s divide. Badiou’s One
precedes relationships (which are prescribed by the state of the situation);
Deleuze’s and Guattari’s One follows relationships (which challenge the
One and point to the plane of consistency or other strata).

A whole systems ontology is impossible here, and distracts from my
goal of liberating revolution. So I will focus on how systems theory contests
important parts of these ontologies while giving a better account of revo-
lution. What systems theory shows is that Ones neither bring together nor
divide; neither precede nor follow relationships. Ones create the possibility
for both Badiou’s logic of multiplicity and Deleuze and Guattari’s logic
of difference, and are also separate from Wholes. Ones create an index
and relationships by holding something constant, but when set in motion
form organic wholes composed of agents, relationships, dynamics, and
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outcomes. The Whole, rather than the One and its relation to an outside,
should logically be the focus of event ontology. Making this point requires
translating concepts from systems theory into ontological terms. Since
systems theory and ontology have historically studied different things, this
will require an argument by inductive analogy to show how the concepts
employed by systems theory have currency here.

Systems theory uses two tools that bear strong similarities to Badiou’s
state of the situation, or Deleuze and Guattari’s plane of consistency. They
are, respectively, phase space and vectorfields. Phase space is a term used
to indicate all the possible states of a system.”” By contrast, the state of the
situation brings unity to any composition of elements (one-multiplicities)
that form a consistent part. In other words, both catalog the different
forms the thing they are studying (a system or a structured situation)
can have. Second, by unifying presented multiplicities the state of the
situation gives us terms we can use for comparison (e.g., the structured
multiplicity of a person produces the concept of height and allows us to
measure ourselves). Similarly, phase space prescribes axes of measurement
that can be used to compare different systems or pieces of a system (e.g.,
when you track a system’s change over time, you prescribe time as an
axis for measurement). Finally, just as elements in a structured situation
can be presented and represented, presented but not represented, or not
presented but represented, phase space can show a system in states that
actually exist, can omit things about a system that do exist, or can predict
the system moving into states that don't exist (e.g., the climate’s future).

Vectorfields are similar to Deleuze’s and Guattari’s plane of consistency.
Vectorfields are prescriptions of velocity vectors at each point within a
state space,'® vectors being expressions of movement. Deleuze and Guat-
tari refer to the plane of consistency as “smooth space” that consists of
“relations of speed and slowness between unformed elements” and wherein
“continuums of intensity or continuous variation” exist. While vectorfields
contain measured movement rather than unformed movement, they are
indicators of movement and direction, the entities that comprise Deleuze
and Guattaris plane of consistency. Vectorfields consist of an infinite
number of measures of the intensity of movement, where each vector
within the vectorfield exists within the same space and is connected to
others through this space. A vector itself has no being, as it is only an
instantaneous calculation of the rate of change occurring at a particular
point at a particular time." One finds vectorfields by taking what exists—
movements that one can observe and track—plotting it within a space,

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

DYNAMIC ANARCHISM’S REVOLT 131

and then using equations (such as the tangent calculation) to determine
velocity at any particular point.” Again, this is similar to Deleuze’s and
Guattari’s notion of territoriality, where beings are the formation of inten-
sities below the plane of organization. But whereas vectorfields are plotted
along a plane organized along numerous axes measuring the movement,
Deleuze’s and Guattari’s notion of “smooth space” precedes any such axes
or measurements, as they argue becoming necessarily exists prior to any
measurement of it. Finally, while vectorfields are static pictures of what’s
occurring at a particular moment in time whereas the plane of consistency
is a place where becomings are forever drawing “themselves into zones
of proximity or undecidability;” if a vectorfield could present forces over
time, it would have many of the same traits the plane of consistency does.
The vectors would be affected by each other and change their motion
with no particular telos.

Where these analogies diverge, and where systems theory has
something to add, is in how these concepts operate. Badiou’s One opera-
tion fixes beings and gives them a definition.” The state of the situation
orders them in a closed typology (as evidenced by Badiou’s description
of truth as the gathering together of all investigated terms by a generic
procedure of fidelity supposed to be complete).”” Phase space does not
operate in this way. There is no closed typology, for the beings a system
describes are constantly taking up new roles and discarding old ones.”®
Presented traits regularly disappear and reappear. In addition, within the
phase space of a complex system elements often display behavior that is
aperiodic and unpredictable—a fact that is predictable.** Finally, phase
space itself can be represented in several different ways, such that it has
different characteristics.” Patterns within phase space are not predictable
simply by looking at the underlying math. The nature of complexity
means that even when one knows the attributes of something very well, its
behavior is not necessarily foreseeable. Badiou gives no indication in his
descriptions of the state of the situation that the hierarchies it prescribes
are predicted to change, that the agents can be expected to alter the roles
the state prescribes, or that the state of the situation can itself be revised
dramatically not by instituting a new truth but by following the trajec-
tories of the beings within the state of the situation to their conclusion.

Systems theory’s critique of Deleuze and Guattari comes from the
fact that vectorfields can be represented in many different spaces. Deleuze
and Guattari are correct that you can’t see intensities without being orga-
nized into strata, assemblages, or rhizomes, but they don't fully account
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for how the strata, assemblages, and rhizomes can themselves change the
operation of intensities. They say the plane of organization only “translates”
or “transverses” the plane of consistency; not that the former “produces”
the latter. But within systems theory, strata, assemblages, and rhizomes
(to borrow Deleuze’s and Guattari’s terms for different modes of being)
determine the plane or space upon which to show vectorfields. The vec-
torfield for a metronome is often presented in cylindrical space, while
that of an object being pulled to the ground by gravity can be presented
in Euclidean (noncurved) space. Formed objects influence the shape of
the space upon which their motion is presented, and many spaces are
manifolds (i.e., curved, non-Euclidean spaces). In other words, the same
vectorfield will appear differently on flat space than curved space, and
it is primarily the motion of objects on the plane of organization that
determine the shape of the space, not the vectors or intensities.?* Because
the space where becomings exist is partially produced by the space where
objects exist (i.e., the plane of consistency vs. plane of organization), and
because space can exist in many forms with many dimensions,” their
relationship cannot be the one Deleuze and Guattari suggest. Accepting
the premise of Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy while bringing in the
insights of systems theory would suggest a reciprocal relationship of pro-
duction between the planes they describe.

What systems theory adds to this debate is the idea that there is a
better way of explaining the relationship between being and change than
given by the two schools of event ontology represented by Badiou and
Deleuze and Guattari. Whereas Badiou conditions beings on the opera-
tion of one-ness applied to the incomprehensible field of multiplicity, and
Deleuze and Guattari on the becomings of the plane of consistency, systems
theory conditions it on becomings within the context of the whole that
is a complex, interconnected system. And while Badiou can account for
the changes I mentioned by referring to his typology of singularities, and
Deleuze and Guattari can accommodate the phenomenon I've described
by saying the plane of consistency contains space and what occupies it in
a coextensive state, I believe systems theory shows that these arguments
are inadequate. Without delving into the whole ontology of systems the-
ory, I can only indicate why that is. First, both Badiou and Deleuze and
Guattari ignore the role of a function in systems theory. Badiou ignores
how functions relate sets to one another such that we can see a trajectory
forming between them. Badiou’s state of a situation misses how beings are
both presented and represented as things that have potential paths as the
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result of their interactions. Deleuze and Guattari ignore how functions
prescribe space, and that no understanding of space can exist lacking a
function. You need a function to know how a particular space works,
including how many dimensions it has, how things can develop or move,
and what exists at all. (Though they lack the mathematical formulation of
the functions systems theory uses, Deleuze and Guattari’s descriptions of
their two planes play the same role a as function, confirming my point.)

Similarly, both Badiou and Deleuze and Guattari omit the concept
of emergence, or the idea that more can come out of a system than went
into it. Emergence challenges Badiou’s idea of the state of a situation and,
indeed, of One-ness as a whole, for it shows how the interactions between
already structured elements/parts can itself yield unpredictability, not just
singularities or events. Emergence also questions the idea that systems
can be resolved into becomings on the plane of consistency. While the
plane is described in abstract enough terms that it doesn’t preclude the
possibility of emergence, neither is there any indication of how the plane
could produce emergence. In short, Badiou has trouble explaining the role
of aggregated movements and trajectories of becoming, while Deleuze
and Guattari have trouble explaining radical shifts. Systems theory can
explain both.

The Nature of Systems

Systems theory gives us perspective on the role difference, becoming, and
multiplicity can play in ontology. This is the first step in moving away
from protostates, as we can now start to see how systems theory is not
dependent upon these elements to describe radical change. Before we can
see the alternative ontology I propose, we must explore other relevant
parts of systems theory, especially the ideas of nonlinearity, chaos, and
emergence.

I will start by describing the development of systems theory. Systems
are highly diverse. They go from simple and mechanical (e.g., a pendulum)
to complex and unpredictable (e.g., the ecosystem). It was the exploration
of the latter that led to the discovery that complex systems exhibit qualita-
tively different behavior from the former. Early modern physics primarily
presented systems in terms of laws and linear processes.”® Complex ones
featuring nonlinear dynamics were indecipherable using the tools of the
time.” Only with new technologies and mathematical concepts were more
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complex systems studied. It is now widely accepted that adding many agents
and relationships to systems yields phenomena quite different from the
models of classical physics. Ladyman, Lambert, and Wiesner argue that
complex systems regularly display “nonlinearity, feedback, emergence, local
organization, robustness, hierarchical organization, and numerosity, and
exhibit “a diverse range of behavior over time i.e., [they have] many causal
states”*® Complexity itself is defined by Yaneer Bar-Yam as consisting of
interconnected or interwoven parts such that we must understand not just
the behavior or the parts but how they act together to form the behavior
of the whole.* If complex systems were composed simply of the sum of
their parts, having an accurate understanding of each part and how it
behaved would yield an understanding of the system as a whole. Yet that
is not the case. Complex systems behave in unexpected ways even when
they are composed of parts we have comprehensive knowledge of. New
agents come into being, groups operate according to different rules, and
forces that played a major role in a smaller scale are replaced by funda-
mentally different ones when moving to another scale.

The reigning theory for why this happens is chaos, or the idea that
small differences add up such that minor changes aggregate into massive
differences at the systemic level. Among the first to articulate this is Edward
Lorenz. In one of his works on the subject, “Deterministic Nonperiodic
Flow;” he looks at the possibility of predicting overall weather patterns
when the basic forces composing them are deterministic and predictable.
He says that global weather systems “exhibit either periodic or irregular
behavior when there is no obviously related periodicity or irregularity in
the forcing process,” concluding “prediction of the sufficiently distant future
is impossible by any method, unless the present conditions are known
exactly”*? The principle that complex systems are “inherently unpredict-
able” was uncovered when the same idea was observed in fluid dynamics,
population biology, chemical reactions, electrical circuits, and more.** More
recently, this principle has been expanded to say that complex systems
are not just unpredictable, but produce novelty. Phenomena that don’t
exist at the agential level appear at the systemic level, while phenomena
important in studying agents play no part in the whole. Bar-Yam sums
this up, saying, “The collective system has a behavior at a different scale
than its parts”** Emergence is only one of many ways complex systems
exhibit novel behavior when taken as a whole and put in motion from
when the static system or any of its moving pieces are viewed separately.
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The dynamism I describe here needs to be related to the ongoing
discussion within systems theory about open versus closed systems, for it
may seem like I am claiming a system is either closed or dynamic, when
what I am actually claiming is that all systems—whether closed or open—are
dynamic. Let us define open systems as those “characterized by outputs
that respond to inputs but where the outputs are isolated from and have
no influence on the inputs,” and closed systems as those characterized by
a “loop structure that brings results from past action of the system back
to control future action” Open systems are those that receive inputs
from outside the system, and closed systems are those that receive their
own outputs as inputs (it is possible for a system to be mixed, and receive
inputs both from beyond itself and from itself). In both closed and open
systems, as they were classically conceived, the inputs go through the same
set of steps, or the same processes, as all previous inputs. While over time
the output can yield drastically different results, the steps or processes
that inputs undergo never change. What Dynamic Anarchism claims is
that this classical conception of systems is inaccurate, and that all systems
are actually dynamic, such that the processes that define them are subject
to fundamental change as well. Although it seems that some systems are
determinate rather than dynamic, this is a function of the fact that some
systems are not very complex or interconnected, or that the outcome of
the complexity is easy to predict despite the complex forces creating it (a
phenomenon known as emergent simplicity). Simple systems generally
operate formulaically, though over a long enough period of time they
express dynamic attributes, while emergent simplicity can come and go
as systems evolve. Complex and highly interconnected systems are better
examples of the issues under discussion here. Whether closed or open, it
is not unusual when a system is highly complex, or if it is given enough
time, for the processes defining it to shift, to reverse themselves, or, in
rare occasions, to dissolve entirely.

John Holland writes of complex systems that “the interactions
between the parts are nonlinear, so that the overall behavior cannot be
obtained by summing the behaviors of the isolated components. . . . In
this sense, more comes out than was put in”* The difference between
rigid systems and the transformative systems Holland describes has to do
with whether the order governing systems is formulated from beyond the
systems themselves, or whether the order is part of the system. When the
order comes from without it is impossible to change, yet when the order
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is generated by the system itself it can be completely rewritten. Although
each individual system follows rules, when the right context comes along
every one of those rules can be overthrown. Nothing—no beings, rules,
forces, or guidelines—defines systems as such except the fact that they are
dynamic. This approach reveals how even the most determinate system
will over time produce diversity and generate new structures, operations,
and functions. Scott Page writes that if one begins with systems that are
composed of “diverse, interdependent, networked entities™ capable of
change, then one sees that complexity and a rich array of new phenomena
can emerge even from a relatively minimal number of parts. Page con-
cludes that “fundamental diversity is not required for complexity. Emergent
diversity is”*® Importantly, because these systems are dynamic rather than
static, they react not just to the rules governing them but to their prod-
ucts, the behaviors of the subjects and objects composing them, and the
network of forces that allow them to function. Determinate systems thus
often yield unpredictable effects because of what scientists have termed
the “multiplier effect” and the “recycling effect,” whereby small accretions
or deficits can over time accumulate to the point where they invalidate a
theretofore intrinsic part of the system. Holland writes that the multiplier
effect “jeopardizes long-range trends based on simple trends™ and says
that the “overall effect [of the recycling effect] on a network with many
cycles can be striking”*® Though these claims are made with reference to
biology, studies have shown that these principles hold true for all complex
systems.*! Phenomena such as emergence, unpredictability, and dynamism
are the result of complex interdependent networks, so this description is
just as easily applicable to the field of politics as it is to biology.

This account of systems theory indicates a new approach to the
study of systems. Perhaps most importantly, systems theory argues for
holism, or an irreducible becoming only visible when the whole system is
in motion and not connected to intensities, multiplicities, or other onto-
logical components. It is for this reason, I argue, we should differentiate
between the idea of the One (as put forth by Badiou as well as Deleuze
and Guattari) and the Whole. If the One is an indexing of what is, the
Whole is the organic outcome of that indexing when set into motion. As
systems theory illustrates, the two are rarely the same. Demonstrating why
that is requires giving a more comprehensive account of systems, which
I will do now. First, why is it incorrect to see the world as composed of
atomized, individual beings, or to use a nonsystem based ontology? The
reason why the idea of systematicity must be brought in is because it is
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the only way to explain dynamism without resorting to a protostate. The
rationale for a system’s motion—and for the motion of every piece of a
system—must be explained, but without creating a transcendental architec-
ture that generates it. The only answer is to see the motion as an intrinsic
part of the system, and not as the product of eternally present processes.
There must be a system, as without it the goal of liberating revolution
is impossible. Second, what keeps the pieces of the system from going
their separate ways? While this is a potential outcome of a revolution, it
is true that most systems do not break apart easily. They have a tendency
to stay connected. The reason for this is that the system is responsible for
constituting its parts, just as the parts constitute the system. Connections
exist not just between the different agents and objects of the system, but
between these elements and the project of the system at any particular
point in time. Though in the right circumstances a being will leave a sys-
tem, it is this relationship that tends to keep the system bound together.

Also integral to this theory is that while every particular system has
agents of change, objects of change, and means of change, none of them
necessarily persist. These features can always be overthrown. In describ-
ing what a system itself is it is impossible to say any more than that it
is interconnected and dynamic. Even to say that systems contain agents,
objects, and means of change is partly inaccurate, for by treating these
elements as separate the indivisibility of the system is hidden. Though
the system is not a simple unity, neither does it easily differentiate into
rigid and atomic parts. Either choice presents the system, or a piece of
it, as firm and unchangeable. Rather, the system is a complex whole of
continually differentiating and merging parts, the movement of which
can be helpfully understood through the four elements I describe in this
chapter. It is both dynamic (understood as constantly changing in all
aspects) and emergent (understood as the ability to develop novelty as a
result of such change). Fred Evans makes a similar point in reference to
society, which he says is a “multivoiced body” that operates as a “unity
composed of difference” The voices of society are always “‘in motion’”
and “exist as responses to one another;” and while it is possible to identify
the individual voices, every “voice is shot through and partially constituted
by the other voices of the community”** The same principle Evans points
to with regard to societal voices applies to systems, for just as societal
voices are always drawing from and reflecting each other, so too is each
part of a system a reaction to and product of the rest. A system is not a
rigid and hegemonic unity, but one comprised of many ingredients that
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both constitute and are constituted by change and whose character and
function is not set in advance. As I will show, it is the radical intercon-
nectedness and interdependency of these ingredients that allow me to
make this claim. There is both sameness and difference—both unity and
plurality—in the system, but what constitutes each is in flux.

This account of systems is different from the way systems have tra-
ditionally been discussed. Though the diversity of philosophical systems
makes generalizations difficult, it is possible to find ways in which great
systems thinkers of the past have impeded or formalized the dynamism of
systems. Kant, for instance, describes how external input is ordered through
time, space, and the categories of pure reason. Because these categories
are conceived to be unchangeable, there is no possibility of his system
developing. Hegel, according to one reading of his system, formalizes the
manner in which knowledge can be reached. When he says “knowledge
is only actual, and can only be expounded, as Science or as system,”** one
interpretation of this claim is that he believes a systematic examination
of knowledge predicts the dialectical movement of “externalizing . . . the
Notion™ and subsequently reincorporating the externalized concepts into
a philosophically “comprehended organization.”*® Because Hegel knows the
rules of the dialectic, he can foresee the trajectory of knowledge—not just
in the sense of reaching its telos in absolute knowing, but in the sense of
predicting its constant externalizing motion. Reflecting on this project, or
on systems thinking in general, some have said that it reduces becoming
to a mere formula. Michel Foucault describes his project as trying to flee
Hegel,” and criticizes the dialectic for guaranteeing that difference will
always be recaptured.”® In broader terms, Nietzsche criticizes systematic-
ity as such as showing “a lack of integrity”** Even those who reject this,
arguing that Hegel is much less deterministic than such a reading would
imply,”® maintain that change, movement, and truth always come from a
conflict of opposites® —claiming in essence that dynamism is produced in
a necessary way even if becoming itself cannot be reduced to a formulaic
piece of knowledge.

Though past systems thinkers have a restrictive understanding of
systems, anti-systems thinkers do not escape systems thinking. Many
contemporary philosophers identify systems with form, order, and the
normal way of doing things. According to this approach, systems must be
fought to get change. Instead of capturing the definitive nature of the state,
systems take what is irreducible to thought and turn it into something
determinate. In portraying certain elements as stable, and all change as the
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result of fixed causes, systems miss how nonidentity, dialectical sublation,
and difference undermine all determinations. Adorno writes that “the
pedantries of all systems, down to the architectonic complexities . . . are
the marks of an a priori inescapable failure,” concluding that the necessary
outgrowths of all systems reveal “the untruth, the mania, of the systems
themselves”** Similarly, Foucault asserts that systems of knowledge have
led to enslavement and domination,*® while Derrida claims that the goal
of his project is “to seek new concepts and models, an economy escaping
this system of metaphysical oppositions”** Anti-system philosophers claim
all systems are incapable of doing what they set out to do.

Yet we should question whether these thinkers really escape systems.
The tools they develop to disrupt systems (such as the nonconceptual,
power/resistance dynamics, and the idea that meaning is always “to-come”
only function because the tools have a presence within, or are a part of,
the systems they are disrupting. Without this being the case it would be
impossible for these tools to undermine any system. These tools are not
beyond systems per se, but rather are presented as parts or attributes of all
systems that previously went unseen. More importantly, these tools cause
change—by subverting and creating new identity—in a specific way. In
Foucault’s philosophy, for instance, power is always immanent but masks “a
substantial part of itself;* creating change through the tactical utilization
of relationships for the purpose of instituting a new regime of order. The
tools described by anti-systems thinkers operate as part of a determinate
system that may be unfamiliar within the history of philosophy, but it is
still a system. And as a system, every element of it is interconnected and
interdependent. Changing one thing in the system can create a ripple
effect that changes other pieces of it as well. If these tools are part of the
system, they are just as subject to being changed by an alteration in the
system as any subject or object within it. The tools of anti-systems thinkers
cannot affect things within the system while remaining apart from the
movement of the system. Anti-system thinkers may undermine rigid and
determinate systems of earlier philosophers, but in doing so they create
systems of their own. To an extent anti-systems thinkers admit this, as
Foucault describes power as being able to change in how it functions,
while Deleuze presents his ontology differently within different fields.
Thus the tools of anti-systems thinkers are not monolithic. For now, my
point is just to show how systems are still vital elements of anti-system
thinkers’ philosophies, and that the working of systems affects their tools
even as the tools change systems.
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Metastates and States

This concludes my account of what constitutes a system. It is now time to
consider what constitutes a state. Though as I will show a state is composed
of all the elements of dynamic systems, it needs to be distinguished from
dynamic systems as such. This difference is necessary because a dynamic
system cannot be overturned without a constant that transforms it into
a state. If every element is interconnected with and produced by every
other element, then there is nothing fixed or determinate, as all things are
perpetually evolving. For a state to be toppled and another to come into
being, we have to identify something determinate that has been changed.
Unless this happens, we cannot conclude that a state has ever ceased to
exist. At some point, the definitions of dynamic system and state need
to diverge. The primary difference between a system and a state comes
from the fact that a state is characterized by a metastable state, or meta-
state. This metastate is what is held constant in a particular system, and
thus operates like a function. Though systems are properly dynamic and
contain no necessary constants, they are stabilized by creating one. Only
with a metastate can we see how other things are moving in relation to
the constant, and thus start to form an idea of coherent system. This term
comes from physics, and in particular the study of dynamics in reference
to natural systems. An early paper to use the term describes it as “a nat-
ural ensemble, analogous to the state-space measure describing a chaotic
dynamical system” before going on to say that it is not equivalent to many
states, because there is something fixed that connects “the structure of the
metastate and that of the replicas” The metastate approach is valuable
because it “explains, connects, and unifies such concepts as replica sym-
metry breaking, chaotic size dependence and replica non-independence”
in physical systems.”” Example metastates include ideas about how things
work and what is to come. Metastates are a slowing down of the motion
within a system, since something that is properly in motion is treated as
immobile for the purpose of tracking the motion of other things. Certain
motions of a system are eschewed in order to highlight others. In doing so,
we capture a web of relations that can be used to represent and prescribe
the order politics takes.

Where my definition of metastate differs from a function is in its
capacity for elaboration. Conceptually, elaboration occurs as the ideology
for a system develops. As systems theorists have discovered, plotting a
function on a graph can yield new insights that help to develop the math

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

DYNAMIC ANARCHISM’S REVOLT 141

further. Similarly, experiments show how the same equation has different
attributes on different charts, while different equations can produce the
same graph.”® Materially, one sees elaboration occur as a system operates,
for as the various parts interact they develop and grow in complexity. A
nascent political state inevitably encounters problems and challenges that
require new solutions, and that lead it to create new laws, organizations, or
structures. The United States’ Constitution only alludes to the president’s
ability to appoint a cabinet, and the first time one was formed there were
only four positions (secretary of state, war, treasure, and attorney general).
As the government developed, the cabinet grew in complexity to the point
where it now has fifteen positions (and another twenty cabinet positions
have been proposed to address lacuna in federal government oversight).
These new positions do not contradict, oppose, or otherwise immediately
undermine the political organization of the United States; rather, they
are conceived of as helping to grow and preserve the country’s ability to
meet its constitutional requirements. A metastate should not be equated
with any particular formulation or rendering of a system, but with the
set of tools, depictions, operations, and movements that are used with
regard to the same set of affairs. Similarly, a state consists only of those
movements that develop, enhance, perpetuate, or preserve its metastate.
In other words, a state is a dynamic system inasmuch as it consists of all
the same elements as one, and inasmuch as it grows in complexity like
one, yet anytime the system moves in a way that undermines the states’
metastate, that movement cannot properly be included within the consti-
tution of the state. In short, a state is the movements, concepts, beings,
and interactions related to the metastate of a dynamic system.

The idea of a metastate as a constant has a basis in systems theory.
Poincare describes the principle of relative motion in Science and Hypoth-
esis, saying that the acceleration of a thing in a system depends on its
movement and position relative to other objects in the system, and that
absolute velocity or position is a myth.” Similarly, in The Value of Science
he says that what is considered objective must be transmissible, and that
anything nontransmissible is nonobjective.® Taken together, this means
the value of a thing only arises through comparison, and that objective
value comes from its being shared in a context that allows for comparison.
In other words, a system’s values are necessarily relative, and only exist
because we can compare them to something for the purpose of measuring
those values. What we compare the values to must be objective insofar
as we must be able to share it with others. Thus, something needs to be
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expectable in order to predict other things. This thing must be sharable,
otherwise there is no basis for things in a system to interact. Systems
theory itself yields such predictable movements when it creates models,
as they reveal points or lines toward which things tend to move (called
attractors). One also uncovers cycles that can occur periodically and ways
in which things can spiral out of control. Social or political metastates
include such phenomena too. For example, in a democracy, politicians are
supposed to move toward—that is, they are attracted to—public opinion.*!
Similarly, corrupt systems often increase in corruption over time, since
being successful requires that one be as corrupt, if not more so, than those
preceding one; this can continue until the state becomes unsustainable.

There are two reasons why this definition of state differs from other
theories. The first has to do with the placement of the metastate, which
does not precede the state; the metastate and many of the agents and
relationships that perpetuate it come into being at the same time (other
agents and relationships will appear as the metastate goes through elab-
oration). The metastate is not imposed on, nor does it bring together,
what we encounter. Instead, it slows everything in the system down by
holding something constant. While there is always a choice in deciding
what part of the system to hold constant, the system also influences that
decision, since some movements are more prominent than others (though
that isn’t known until after the metastate is established, nor is such knowl-
edge absolute). Periodic movements, movements that are predictable or
easily trackable, and movements directly experienced more easily serve
as archetypical ones. Yet metastates are not only representational, as once
they emerge they can play an agential role in preserving the state. They
become the measure against which actions are judged, or institutions are
formed, and they prohibit those things that do not meet their guidelines
(just as how in Hobbes’s theory it is inappropriate to question the unitary
authority of the sovereign).®> Thus unlike the states of social contract
theory, for which the order of states is determined in advance, the states
of Dynamic Anarchism have no predetermined metastates. Nevertheless
every metastate is still able to play a role in disciplining the system to act
in a particular way, and in resisting radical change.

The second reason the state of Dynamic Anarchism is different is
because it is not static. While it does follow a certain order, the move-
ments that form and the complexity of that order are always evolving. The
particular processes that form the order at one point may be swapped out
for others later on without any discernible change in the metastate itself,
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assuming the product of each set of processes is the same. This means
that Dynamic Anarchism would reject the Marxist claim that economic
relationships always determine the form the state takes. It also entails
the rejection of the Marxist base-superstructure theory, for the order of
the state is not inherently hierarchical, nor does the metastate define a
separate realm from the processes and movements of the state (as the
base and superstructure do in Marxist theory). States are mobile, and as
such cannot be modeled simply as a “universal” or “one”* Any account of
them must be able to illustrate both what is allowed to change and what is
required to stay the same. As long as states contribute to the perpetuation
of a certain political arrangement, there is no necessary way or domain
through which they form that order.*

We can now show why the protostates discussed in the last chapter
are unnecessary. As I mentioned in my first critique of evental thought,
protostates act as a transcendental architecture within states. They do not
determine what specific beings appear in the state any more than the
gothic style of a cathedral determines which biblical scenes will appear
on the walls. However, protostates provide a space for and a form by
which beings and meanings appear. This is now unnecessary, because by
viewing states as dynamic and complex systems we avoid the need to posit
transcendental processes that act within yet exist separately from the state.
Though a more comprehensive account of change will be given in the next
section, we've already seen how emergence, nonlinearity, adaptivity, and
chaos, as well as my concepts of metastate and elaboration, are inherent
conditions of systematicity. As long as the system does not come from a
stable ground, but is related only to itself, then any part of it is open to
change. And if we remember that parts of states are interdependent and
that states themselves are dynamic, then that change does not need to be
produced externally but is an intrinsic characteristic of a state’s existence.
When we properly conceptualize states as systems, then we can see that
what motivates radical change is not a transcendental process like Deleuze’s
deterritorialization or a perpetual condition like Badiou’s concept of mul-
tiplicity. That which is wholly immanent, as long as it stays in motion, can
produce radical change. As John Holland writes, “perpetual novelty is still
typical”™® even in systems that are essentially comprehended.

This new model of the state contradicts Badiou’s and Zizek’s ideas
of universality and one-ness. Similarly, this model challenges Deleuze and
Guattari’s idea that “representation is a transcendental illusion™® and that
liberating difference means we must no longer subordinate it to the identity
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of the concept and the thinking subject, to the similar within perception,
to the negative, and to the analogy of judgment.”” Because the state is
an adaptable system, all notions of stability and normativity, as well as
notions of difference and openness, come from operations immanent to
the system. The notions of universality proposed by thinkers like Zizek
and Badiou are problematic, for when they oppose unity, or “the one,” to
the radical openness of the “real” or “multiples of multiples,” they assume
a universal that is uniform and hegemonic, and whose notions of stability
and normativity are transcendental conditions that come from beyond
the universal itself. Badiou makes this point in discussing the need for a
metastructure that structures all ones, saying, “In order for the void to be
prohibited from presentation, it is necessary that structure be structured,
that the ‘there is Oneness’ be valid for the count-as-one”® The state, for
Badiou, regardless of its historicosocial situation, is always involved in
the operation of guaranteeing “that there is Oneness . . . among the set
of its subsets”® And Zizek claims that signifiers devoid of content still
can have an effect as empty signifiers.”” What constitutes the state is for
them nonadaptive and formulaic. What Zizek and Badiou miss is the fact
that the function of signifiers and forms depends on their context, and
that in a complex system it is predictable that the function of a signifier
will change as a system evolves. Peter Hallward traces this deficiency in
Badiou to his reliance on set theory, saying, “Set theory obliges us to think
that ‘there are only multiplicities, nothing else. . . . Not only is relation
thus conceived as little more than a variation on the elementary relation
of order (greater-than or lesser-than), there is no clear sense that it can
qualify, shape, or otherwise affect the objects related””!

By contrast, Deleuze and Guattari miss how the difference they
want to liberate only exists on a plane brought together by a function or
functions, and how the plane itself is changed by the beings (or content
and expression) produced by their abstract machines. Deleuze and Guattari
posit an openness that precedes a unifying function in order to avoid the
formulas and hegemonies ontology has been reduced to in the past.”” The
assumption they make is that Ones must be formulaic and hegemonic,
and that the only way free of them is to position difference outside of
a One. In one example, Deleuze and Guattari use the Koch curve to
demonstrate the existence of fractional dimensions, arguing that this shows
how in smooth space the line and the space it occupies are coextensive.”
Deleuze and Guattari are right to argue that space and what occupies it
are interrelated in the Koch curve, but omit how the curve only comes

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

DYNAMIC ANARCHISM’S REVOLT 145

into existence after the Koch curve rule.” This rule operates as a function
that creates both the matter and space that Deleuze argues precede it. To
use the language of systems, the function is the metastate that generates
the planes and spaces Deleuze and Guattari describe. Systems theory,
and in particular ideas like chaos, emergence, and dynamism, show that
ones give way to wholes, which aren’t hegemonic. A whole can contain
the irreducible difference Deleuze and Guattari want if we can show that
the whole is unpredictable, wholly adaptive, and capable of bringing forth
natality without reference to a plane where difference resides. In short,
what needs to be opposed to radical change is not something uniform and
hegemonic in its emptiness, nor plural and different without any unity, but
something that is plural and variable at the same time that it is unified.

The real need for a theory of revolution—one that escapes the notion
of state entirely—is not just to question the determinacy of appearances and
beings in the state, but to question determinacy itself. It is not enough to
displace order from the things in the state to the processes that compose
them; it must instead be shown that determinacy itself is not determinate.
Systems, and all the pieces found within them, must be seen as evolving,
emergent, and capable of developing novelty without reference to a proto-
state. Building off of the idea of Merleau-Ponty’s hyperdialectic, we need
to find a way to understand systems that is not simplistic and reductive,
and that does not prescribe a form for systems but allows for their change
and creativity. This openness to change must include the forces, operations,
and processes that produce the state as well as the things within it. We
need, in a word, hypersystematicity.

The Proper Role of Dyanamism

At this point, we're almost ready to unveil Dynamic Anarchism’s concept
of the liberated revolution. We have covered what system and metastates
are, but we still need an account what dynamism is and how it works.
This is a crucial piece of the puzzle inasmuch as it is the way we will
avoid grounding revolution in a protostate.

As a study, dynamics can be hard to define. In broad terms it deals
with change or movement,” but in practice there is nothing one can say
about it without first connecting it to a being. This is why the study of
dynamics in physics is divided into different fields like fluid dynamics, aero-
dynamics, molecular dynamics, and so on. Scientists also explore different
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equations used to model motions uncovered when studying these beings
(linear, nonlinear, periodic, emergent, etc.).”® But short of having a being
to study, the only thing to be said about movement is the self-evident “it
moves,” or some equivalent concept. The question of what dynamism is
can best be answered through a comparison of two different philosophies
that attempt to synthesize the insights of continental philosophy with
empirical science: speculative realism and relationism. For the former, I
will use Quentin Meillassoux’s philosophy of speculative realism as my
interlocutor, and for the latter I will use Karen Barad’s agential realism.

Speculative realism opposes “correlationism,” or the idea that phi-
losophy must begin with the relationship between being and thought.
Correlationism’s argument is that relationships produce determinate
being and knowledge, both of which change as relationships change.
The problem with this, according to Meillassoux, is that it cannot relate
to “ancestral” statements, or those relating to existence before human
life. If determinate being and knowledge come from correlations, and
correlations exist only after human life arises, then everything beyond
humans is unknowable, and studies like geology become untenable.”” This
problem extends all the way back to Kant or Berkeley, whose philosophies
challenged the idea that being exists in and of itself independently from
humans.”® Meillassoux wants to return to the concept of primary and
secondary attributes developed by Descartes and Locke, where primary
attributes are those that exist independently of the subject’s relation to
an object, and secondary attributes are those dependent on it. Where
Meillassoux adds something is in his concept of what counts as each.
Rather than primary attributes being those related to extension and geo-
metric proof, Meillassoux says they are “all those aspects of the object
that can be formulated in mathematical terms,” or those that give rise to
formula or digitization, while secondary traits are those that arise from
relationships (especially relationships to humans).” The outcome of this
philosophy is that all notions of being come after we formulate laws, and
it is improper to assume being in advance. This is a declaration of ex
nihilo creation, for there is no universe, no “Empire of Matter beneath
the gullible delusions of an autonomous biological or cognitive sphere,*®
in which the potential for life and thought exist. Life and thought emerge
from nothing and for no reason; only with their advent do laws about
them form. For those who argue that mathematical formulas are thoughts
and thus cannot discuss what preceded them—an apparent contradiction
Meillassoux admits to* —Meillassoux deploys a two-step proof. The first
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is to argue that correlationism is conditioned upon an absolute, albeit
an unknown and unknowable in-itself that might obey a rationality with
the same traits. The determinacy of reason and being is undermined
by displacing those to an a priori realm that conditions their existence.
Meillassoux refers to this absolute as hyperchaos, a realm where nothing
is impossible, even the unthinkable.*? This absolute is pure contingency
and, as such, is the only thing necessary.® Contradictory as this sounds,
it is the logical outcome of ex nihilo creation. If no laws predetermine life
and thought, then they are by definition undetermined. Importantly, this
claim is not metaphysical, because it is not about first principles but an
argument that all first principles are subject to the speculative or factial
(or, as Meillassoux puts it, “a moment of sheer irrationality”®). That there
are facts (i.e., a facticity or metaphysics) is not itself a fact. The second
step is to demonstrate that this understanding is exactly the same as the
one revealed by set theory. Specifically, set theory demonstrates it is not
possible to provide a universal foundation for all mathematics, and that
concepts of indeterminacy and infinity only arise in an already existing
set that follows axiomatics (or laws). There is no axiomatic governing
contingency as such, which is what correlationism argues in its advocacy
for contingency being a function of relations. To claim contingency arises
from relations is to turn it into a metaphysics rather than making it a
condition for metaphysics.®

Karen Barad’s agential realism derives from quantum physics and
the research of Niels Bohr. Particle entanglement indicates an irreducible
relationality between entities, so much so that it is inaccurate to posit
entities prior to relations. Barad emphasizes that existence is indetermi-
nate prior to its “enacting” of “boundaries, properties, and meanings” and
the relationship those create with “specific material phenomena’* Barad
uses the concept of discursive practices—drawn from Michel Foucault
but explained in material terms to avoid anthropocentrism®—to argue
that the core of matter is not substance but agency, by which she means
that it is in a process of ongoing becoming by which relationships and
understandings come into being and pass away. “Matter is not a thing but
a doing, a congealing of agency” inasmuch as dynamism is visible at the
smallest possible level one can observe and it determines particles as much
as particles determine it. Matter is, in Barad’s term, “intra-active,” because
it contains activity within it that is irreducible to linear cause-and-effect
understandings.® When we define or conceive of something, what we are
grasping is an “apparatus,” or specific material-discursive practices that
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produce boundaries but that are open to change. Our understanding of
an apparatus itself evolves as we uncover new relationships and agencies
involved in producing phenomena. Barad illustrates this with a description
of the Stern-Gerlach experiment, where a silver atom beam was projected
through a magnet in hopes of seeing the particles diverging depending
on how the magnet affected them. Barad recounts a notable event during
the experiment that occurred when Stern was smoking cheap cigars with
lots of sulfur: the silver became more visible. The atoms combined with
the fumes of the cigar to form silver sulfide, a jet-black substance. This is
notable because it illustrates how apparatuses are not isolated machines, but
combinations of many intra-actions occurring in many places. In addition
to the cheap cigar, Barad says the Stern-Gerlach experiment depended
upon “class, nationalism, economics, and gender, all of which are part
of this Stern-Gerlach apparatus”® In short, boundaries are outcomes of
intra-actions, matter is agential, and indeterminacy is an irreducible part
of existence.

Barad’s ontology has important consequences for understandings of
possibility. While rejecting pure relativism whereby anything is possible
anytime, she does argue that accounts of existence that take place within
space-time are to be viewed with skepticism inasmuch as “topological
manifolds of spacetime-matter relations” are part of what intra-activity
produces.” Causal accounts must be viewed as outcomes of agency and not
vice versa, because such accounts are temporal in nature. This also means
that accounts of what is possible are subject to the development of agency.
As agency is the defining feature of the world, and can never “run out,” it
is also the “space of possibilities opened up by the indeterminacies entailed
in exclusions”®? As boundaries in space, time, and matter are temporarily
fixed, so too are possibilities. When boundaries change, possibilities change.
At no point do the boundaries disappear altogether, as it is essential that
agency both create and rework them. Novelty is an ongoing outcome of
agential matter, not the product of eliminating boundaries.

The speculative realism of Meillassoux and relationism of Barad
diverge in several ways. First, in the placement of relationships. Specula-
tive realism sees them as the outcome of axioms. relationism sees them
as foundational to both being and knowledge. Second, in the creation of
novelty. Meillassoux argues for ex nihilo creation in the sense of saying
being follows math, and nothing can be known in math without first
having a set. Dynamism is trackable only within a set, and nonexistent
outside. Barad argues for indeterminate creation where all specific existence

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

DYNAMIC ANARCHISM’S REVOLT 149

arises from material agency. This movement is ongoing and produces
knowledge as intra-actional matter becomes congealed. Finally, in the
understanding of possibility. Meillassoux sees possibility as the outcome
of a set, and while the possibilities there may be infinite, there is no set
that includes the infinite possibilities of all sets. Barad sees possibilities
as originating from material arrangements and apparatuses; change those
and possibilities also change.

Both Meillassoux’s and Barad’s projects resemble the systems theory
account discussed above. The math of systems theory relates to Meillassoux’s
argument that mathematics precedes any discussion of being. The highly
interconnected and radically changeable nature of systems resembles Barad’s
discussion of indeterminacy and movement. Both thinkers have ideas I will
incorporate into my account of dynamism. Nevertheless, before proceeding
I will review criticisms of each project to illustrate why I think both are
inadequate. Specifically, I argue that both Barad and Meillassoux leave a
system intact at the foundation of their project. Rather than conditioning
systems, the phenomena they describe depend upon systems.

Barad’s argument is that indeterminacy is composed of agency, a
material becoming. Being and doing become undistinguishable at the
quantum level such that being is indeterminate and doing is always hap-
pening. The two concepts cease to make sense except as material agency.
This is analogous to Bohr’s resolution of quantum physics’ wave-particle
duality paradox. Bohr said that we only see a paradox because we are
using classical concepts developed by mutually exclusive apparatuses. What
exists at the quantum level is consistent, but only appears different due
to our instruments, among other factors.”® Barad argues similarly about
being and doing; they are the same thing viewed from two different appa-
ratuses. Yet this raises a question: Is it possible to use an apparatus that
doesn’t differentiate material agency into being and doing? Barad seems
to indicate otherwise, since determinate being and doing are outcomes of
the “boundaries, properties, and meanings” enacted upon indeterminacy
and the congealing of agency. Being and doing are outcomes of all appa-
ratuses. If this is true, what do we make of phenomena like waves and
photons that don’t seem to have any materiality at all? Regarding particles
versus waves, Barad says, “Particles are localized objects that occupy a
given location at each moment in time. Waves have an entirely different
nature: they are not even properly entities but rather disturbances in some
medium or field”* Similarly, quantum physics tracks massless particles
like photons that seem to be comprised of pure energy.”” To trace waves
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and photons, as nonentities, back to material agency, we would need to
posit that the boundaries, properties, and meanings apparatuses give to
nonmaterial phenomena do have a basis in materiality that is invisible.
In other words, these phenomena are presented to us as separate from
matter, yet in a way that allows for them to interact with being. This is
hard to reconcile with the idea that intra-actions “leave marks on bodies”
that have materialized through the enactment of cuts,” since waves and
photons don't have material bodies and are primarily known through the
marks they leave on others. It is necessary to say that apparatuses also
“decongeal” or “dematerialize” agency, but these are not traits Barad gives
to apparatuses.

More significant is the idea that phenomena are “material-discursive™”
is hard to reconcile with the idea of agency as an enactment of iterative
changes through the dynamics of intra-activity.’® Barad posits an indeter-
minate entity—material agency—that is material, discursive, intra-active,
and agential, yet only does so by referencing these four disparate notions.
Discursivity is the “specific material (re)configurings of the world through
which the determination of boundaries, properties, and meanings [are
made]” as well as “ongoing agential intra-actions”” Matter is “agentive
and intra-active,” and “never sits still”'® Intra-activity is “the mutual
constitution of entangled agencies”'®' Agency is “a matter of intra-acting;
it is an enactment, not something that someone or something has” and
“is ‘doing’ or ‘being’ in its intra-activity”'** In other words, Barad tells
us to understand discursivity as agential and intra-active matter; matter
as intra-active and agential discourse; intra-activity as discursively agen-
tial matter; and agency as intra-active and discursive matter. Barad tells
us we should equate these terms with one another, but it seems more
accurate—following her lead—to see them as intra-acting such that they
coconstitute but are not the same as each other. These four phenomena
are an interconnected system composed of different states that refer to
and transition between the others to make sense of themselves. Why
posit a material entity that reconciles these four forces when evidence
only reveals their relationships and dependency upon each other? Why
assume being and doing coexist when they are in tension at every level
we observe? This alternative—that a system of relationships between states
is a possible replacement for indeterminate being/doing—is supported by
Einstein’s alternative to Bohr’s solution to the wave-particle duality par-
adox. Rather than assume a material basis for both waves and particles,
Einstein suggested “decoherence” as a process by which waves become
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particles and vice versa.'” In other words, agential and intra-active pro-
cesses connect being and doing via systems. This is more plausible than
positing a nebulous indeterminacy that is processual, material, and active.
The foundation Barad describes should be understood in systemic terms.
Meillassoux refers to the mathematical to explain being and doing,
since he argues thought is impossible without axiomatics. Indeterminacy,
becoming, being, and doing all occur once a set has been defined. Sets
produce both contingency (understood as the entities, including possible
entities, it contains) and facticity (understood as the laws defining the set).'**
Meillassoux’s understanding of axiomatics is drawn from Zermelo-Fraenkel
set theory, or a set of approximately nine axioms that describe the proper
ordering of sets. Meillassoux properly describes how set theory reveals a
multitude of infinities, but fails to note how the indeterminate forms of
mathematics are not part of any sets. Indeterminate forms are limits to
a function, and as such not members of a set.'® Examples of such forms
are 0/0 and oo=. These forms are not theorized by the Zermelo-Fraenkel
axioms, but are theorized by functions.’®® They cannot be revealed from
within a set, but can be by comparing sets. In other words, by using set
theory’s axiomatics, Meillassoux is ignoring “primary qualities” (to use
Meillassoux’s term) of being we can think of. As Nirenberg and Niren-
berg say, “ZF set theory admits objects and sets of a very restricted sort:
numbers, structures, and in general those objects that are, or are taken to
be, always the same and not affected by any conceivable event”'””
Another issue Meillassoux’s project raises is whether sets and axio-
matics are all that is necessary to fix being in a way that allows it to be
understood. According to Meillassoux, outside sets and axioms exists only
chaos, or the institution of a “there are laws” metaphysics that is, itself,
not demonstrable. Yet if we cannot encounter entities until there is a set,
neither is it clear what types of entities we will encounter after we have
a set. Sets can be depicted in multiple ways (as points, numbers, charts,
diagrams, etc.), as I discussed earlier in the chapter regarding phase space
and vectorfields. Additionally, there are some mathematical symbols that
set theory cannot represent. An axiom doesn’t necessitate beings, only
possibilities (albeit a smaller number of possibilities than chaos). The set
remains indeterminate until an intervention determines the set’s presenta-
tion. The axiom fixes what will appear once the manner of presentation is
decided, but does not indicate a manner of presentation. This, too, is an
indeterminacy that is not symbolically represented in a set or mathematical
formula. The introduction of mathematics as a primary quality thus does
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not eliminate indeterminacy internal or external to a set and axiom. Math
itself shows that being cannot operate as Meillassoux describes.

Moreover, set theory is not the only theoretical foundation for math-
ematics. Type theory and category theory are rivals, and advocates argue
for them due to their ability to perform operations and avoid paradoxes
that set theory cannot.'® It is possible to understand set theory through
type theory inasmuch as sets are described as a type in type theory. Types
within type theory are potentially a set within set theory too. Again,
positing math as a primary quality does not guarantee being will act as
Meillassoux describes. Meillassoux’s ontology is already limited even if we
accept Meillassoux’s definitions of primary and secondary qualities. We
are left, then, with various systems of axioms that by their very existence
have an impact on what is and how being operates. To the extent that
these systems can be interpreted through the lens of the other, there are
also relationships between them,'” though these relationships should not
themselves be considered axiomatic systems (though they can be consid-
ered systems). What Meillassoux says guarantees math’s ability to speak
about the ancestral is chaos, or pure contingency and possibility. This is
separate from empirical contingency, whereby things that exist will perish,
as it includes things that may never come to be.'® If chaos guarantees
math, it does not guarantee the mathematics described by Meillassoux.
All chaos guarantees is systematicity, since the concept is equivalent to
the idea of pure change, inasmuch as change without any limitations
admits of all possibilities. As I demonstrated above, change—even qua
concept—is impossible without plurality and interaction. Contingency
cannot be thought without difference. Systematicity underlies Meillassoux’s
concept of contingency.

In sum, both Meillassoux’s and Barad’s philosophies are dependent
upon systematicity, but their insights regarding agency, chaos, and relation-
ship are well-equipped to frame my concept of dynamism. I have shown
that (1) materiality and agency (as defined by Barad) are conditioned upon
processes and relationships such as decoherence; and (2) relationships,
being, and indeterminacy are not properly understood by set-theory. We
are left with systematicity, or networks of agents and relationships that
have no materiality or agency prior to the existence of a system. Since all
comprehensible systems require at least one function, absent that there is
systematicity as such. Systematicity is in motion, plural, interconnected,
untotalizable, and decentered. No objective description can be given of it
without creating/describing a stable relationship, which in turn means that

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

DYNAMIC ANARCHISM’S REVOLT 153

one cannot track changes to this relationship until one views the system
using another relationship. Using set theory rather than type theory, or
presenting a set as numbers rather than on a plane, is an act of holding
stable the relationship between being and itself (or, to use system theory’s
terms, the creation of a function indicating agents and relationships).
Systematicity keeps Barad’s sense of indeterminacy, but separates it from
the material agency she describes. It keeps Meillassoux’s description of
how math is necessary for knowledge and being, but not its dependency
on set theory as the foundation that enables this. Material agency and
set theory are replaced with systematicity. To the extent that materiality
and being are intertwined, Meillassoux’s ex nihilo dynamic is maintained.
To the extent that they are separate, Barad’s indeterminacy is preserved.
Perhaps the best way of describing this quickly is to say that I argue for
creation ex systema.

We have, then, an equivalence drawn between pure systematicity
and pure dynamism. We have, also, a similarity between these concepts
and indeterminacy and nothingness. The way to reconcile these seem-
ingly irreconcilable notions is to find a way to explain indeterminacy
sans materiality and nothingness sans emptiness in a way that connects
them to dynamism and systematicity. This leads to my next argument
regarding dynamism, which is that it is, itself, equivalent to a dynamic
nothingness and immaterial indeterminacy. It gains substance and content
only when attached to a being or, in the context of a system, when we
hold something constant. About dynamism itself we can say nothing, not
even that it exists.

This theory bears a similarity to the idea of the outside, or the idea
that our inability to explain all we have evidence for, combined with the
significant developments, shifts, and transformations observed in history,
necessitates the existence of a fecund realm beyond human experience that
is the source of these changes. Two oft-used models for this outside are
the Kantian noumenal realm and the negative moment of the Hegelian
dialectic. In the former, our experience and knowledge point to a realm
where things exist in a manner that is incapable of being understood by
humans. In the latter, our ability to describe something necessitates that
something else remains to be described. Speaking schematically, the dif-
ference lies in whether the outside is underneath appearances or beyond
them. In both cases the outside is the place where what exists resides
in its most basic form. We do not encounter it directly, but its presence
conditions all knowledge and experience.
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For example, Schopenhauer equates will with the “a priori cognition
of the body,'!"" and as an incomprehensible way in which the body is given
to one,'> while Nietzsche argues that will is a determination to command
oneself to obey'? that asserts itself via ideas about the world."* Similarly,
Foucault says that knowledge, discourse, and power are dependent upon
an absent being that constitutes their “outside” “Power is everywhere” such
that we cannot escape it.""* Because power and knowledge are inextricably
intertwined and, together, “invest” things with meaning (e.g., they invest
the human body with a political significance),''® we are forever incapable
of knowing anything about what exists outside our knowledge. Yet, as he
says in “The Thought of the Outside,” the very capability of knowing and
saying anything point outside themselves to “a thought that, in relation
to the interiority of our philosophical reflection and the positivity of our
knowledge, constitutes what in a phrase we might call ‘the thought of the
outside’ ”""” The idea of determinacy “was fabricated in a piecemeal fash-
ion from alien forms,”"'"® and instead there is only a founding subject who
deploys meanings as it is itself formed and an object “both incorporeal
and indefinitely multiple”'" Finally, just as Deleuze posits the plane of
consistency'® and Badiou the realm of pure multiplicity,'* Kuhn claims
there is a world beyond what our paradigm allows us to see.'?

In the philosophies of evental thought, these outside realms are
manipulated by a protostate to produce what appears. For Foucault power
cuts up the outside world in different ways, while in Deleuze the territo-
rialization of the plane of consistency produces new strata. The outside
is not altered by engaging it, but encountering it produces new beings,
ideas, meanings, and signs. There are no limits to how this outside realm
can create meaning, as for all intents and purposes it is immeasurable and
unbounded. This is why Derrida can speak of meaning as something “to
come”'? and Zizek can claim that there are multiple ways of instantiating
the universal notion of a master-signifier.'** As Zizek says of the Real, “It
is simultaneously the Thing to which direct access is not possible and the
obstacle which prevents this direct access, the Thing which eludes our
grasp and the distorting screen which makes us miss the Thing” Phenom-
enologists, Lacanians, Hegelians, Marxists, theorists of identity, and more
have all posited an outside and debated how it works to produce meaning.

My claim about dynamism draws on this tradition but takes it a step
further. Instead of arguing that being or beings exist in some way irrec-
oncilable with our perception,' I argue that there is an aspect to motion
separate from being or beings, and that is similarly inconceivable until it
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has been connected to an ontology. Moreover, I argue that the right way
to understand the “outside” is not as an outside at all (since the outside
described by event ontologists has being, albeit one that is unknown and
indeterminate), but as absolute dynamism and indeterminacy/nothingness.
Finally, pure dynamism is not a condition for meaning and being, but a
nonexistent ground out of which both become visible after implementing
a metastate. In making this argument, I am again drawing on the study of
dynamic systems. As we've already discussed, emergence is the “organized
behavior [that] arises without an internal or external controller or leader”
at a system’s macroscopic level.'”® A common phenomenon cited as an
example of emergence is human consciousness, where the building blocks
of neurons form something unpredictable: awareness and reflection.’”” There
is no central actor organizing the neurons into consciousness, but still
their interactions produce it. Emergence, as a phenomenon, is a motion or
change. It marks the creation of something that was not previously there
but now is. It is not a change that is a function of parts of the system,
nor of relationships and processes producing those parts. It is not even a
function a complete yet static system. It is a change that arises when the
system is in motion, and as such is not connected to a being.

One could object that the motion I am describing is not separate
from Being or beings, as it is still connected to the whole of the system.
There are several reasons to reject this claim. The first is by referencing the
argument, made in previous chapters, that to do so is to reduce revolution
to the state. But by itself this claim is tautological and insufficient, as it
amounts to saying that revolution should be free from the state, and thus it
is free. The second is to explore how we understand the being of systems.
As event ontology argues, without a principle of unity there is no possibility
of comprehension. But this principle of unity only gives us an index, not a
system. A system only arises when there are interacting elements, as only
then can we start to see how different parts of the system respond to one
another (recall that interaction was an essential part of the earlier definition
of systems). In other words, dynamism is not an outcome of the creation
of being qua system; it is a fundamental condition for the existence of a
system. Within the context of a system, Being (including the Being of the
Whole) has no necessary preexistence in relation to movement. And if
phenomena like chaos and emergence are any indication, our experience
of the world depends as much on the unpredictable movements that form
the beings we encounter as it does on a principle of unity. Dynamism
produces being qua system; being doesn’t preexist it.
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(This is, again, an argument for holism in the sense that more
arises from a system than its parts suggest. And this idea is supported
by contemporary studies in quantum physics. While the relation between
complex systems and quantum physics is still being debated [in part
because systems display nonlinearity and quantum particles do not],
people exploring how quantum physics changes ontology have said that
concepts like superposition, particle spin, and the ability of particles to
affect each other at a distance require us to accept a holistic view since
quantum physics challenges the idea that all characteristics of beings are
caused according to conventional laws. Peter Lewis, for example, says that
“the various correlations between the results of possible spin measurements
cannot be expressed in terms of properties of the individual particles, as
we have seen. But nothing follows from this epistemic holism about the
actual properties of the particles”'®® In other words, the movements of
these particles [the spin being measured] are independent of the being
they express [the results of the measurements] such that the truth of the
whole is not reduced to the truth of the parts. It is also worth noting
that there is some evidence for nonlinearity within quantum mechanics,'”
meaning that the idea of movement preceding being in complex systems
[and being in part responsible for emergence] is at least a possibility.
Finally, the idea that these ideas bear resemblance to event ontology is
confirmed by Zizek, who says the behavior of quantum particles is similar
to his idea of becoming."*)

Though I am drawing in part from event ontologists in making my
claim about dynamism, there are several problems with how they describe
it that must be discussed before the preference for my systems-based ontol-
ogy can be demonstrated. The outside, as it is used by evental philosophy,
is instrumental in explaining where meaning and order originate. Yet, as
the outside does not create either on its own, the processes constituting
the protostates are integral. Evental theory requires both an outside and a
protostate to function. By eschewing the protostate we run into a serious
problem, for we cannot reach the outside without it. As long as philoso-
phers hold that there is an external realm they cannot reach, one which
is the source of everything they know and experience, it is necessary to
posit processes that can grasp it for us. Yet the result of them positing
these transcendental processes (i.e., protostates) is that they determine
the domain or the form of revolution. Positing an outside from which
our knowledge and experience originate thus compels us to once again
bind revolution to a state (albeit a much different one than before). This
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can be demonstrated by looking at how the descriptions evental thinkers
give to the outside circumscribe possibilities for change.

Lets take Badiou’s example of multiplicity. Badiou’s description of
the outside as a realm of pure multiplicity indicates that for him the
outside is defined by infinite variety and number, for one-ness is always
a function of the state. This description means that the outside is per-
manently characterized by disparity, as it is impossible to have variety
and number without that. As a result, change in Badiou’s system is
permanently subordinated to the condition of disparity. One may object
that this does not circumscribe change as it is impossible to have change
without disparity. While this is true, change is just as much defined by
what it brings together as what it divides. For Badiou, whatever is brought
together (and declared a “one”) is always properly multiple, for that is its
original state. The work that change does in bringing things together is
necessarily transitory and derivative, while by contrast divisions are eternal.
This theory is valuable in that it preserves the possibility for every “one”
to change. But Badiou’s insistence that disparity remain permanent calls
into question his later concern (discussed in Conditions, The Communist
Hypothesis, and elsewhere) with political fidelity, for by his account there
is no connection or common cause I can develop with others that is not
artificially created, whereas our differences are natural and permanent.
Every unity is capable of breaking apart, but no difference will ever com-
pletely disappear (for even if we do not recognize it, it remains in the
outside). Badiou’s philosophy claims change can only create “simulated”
unities while recognizing “real” differences.

In addition to conditioning the manner in which change can occur,
and thus attaching revolution to a state, there is another reason why the
concept of the outside fails to create a liberated revolution. Since the
existence of the outside can be recognized, even if not directly engaged,
it is clear that every person in the state has a mediated relationship with
it. Within Foucault’s system, I relate to the outside through my ability
to resist the dominant forms of power in society; as a subject I always
have the ability to cut up the world in new ways that oppose those held
by academic, economic, and political institutions. Within Kuhn’s, I can
grasp anomalies by explaining them with a new paradigm that supplants
that of “normal science” The fact that I can engage the outside, even in
a mediated way, means that evental thought does not just posit relation-
ships between the different parts of the state; it posits that each part of
the state has a relationship with the outside as well. This has an important
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consequence, for it indicates that the outside is part of the state as well. Or,
to be more specific, it means that evental thinkers—despite their claims
otherwise—do not treat the outside as entirely external to the state, but
as another level of the state. As they explain it, the outside is not wholly
separate from the state but rather an unchanging and permanent part of
the state—in short, it is like the permanent figures of the sovereign and
history that I critiqued in my respective discussions of social contract theory
and Marxism. To explain this in another way, the fact that a relationship
exists between the beings of the state and the outside means that they
comprise a system. And as a system necessarily presumes the intercon-
nectedness of all the parts such that they are always “‘in motion’” and
“exist as responses to one another;’"* then the outside and the beings of
the state must be capable of radically affecting and being affected by each
other. The outside must be as open to radical change as every part of the
state is. This can also be explained in Foucauldian language as follows: if
we admit that a relationship of any sort exists between the parts of the
state and the outside, then we must also admit that this relationship has
both the attributes of power and resistance. That is, we should be able to
resist any determinations given to the outside or the idea that there are
any necessary processes (protostates) that must be utilized to reach the
outside. Yet if it is open to change in this manner, then it is really not an
“outside” in any meaningful way—it certainly fails to meet the definition of
outside given earlier in the chapter. We must conclude that the “outsides”
of evental thought are just other parts of their states.

My alternative of dynamism does not encounter these problems.
Because dynamism equates to pure movement, and pure movement to
indeterminacy/nothingness, there is no description to be given to the
movement from which the state arises. Even calling it a realm, a plane,
or extant is incorrect. Thus, while the idea is inspired by the theories of
the outside evental theorists give, it cannot be called an “outside” as such.
Demonstrating the truth of this claim requires comparing it to the attri-
butes of the “outside” (namely, that the outside provides meaning when we
access it through protostates and that people have a mediated relationship
with it). It would be false to claim that we are grasping what exists when
we slow the dynamic down, making beings visible and extant. There is
no existence, no substance, no graspable entity in the dynamic; there is
only movement, understood not as a thing but the absence thereof. To the
extent that we “reach” the dynamic in slowing it down, we are engaged
in a fabrication rather than a revelation or translation; we are creating ex
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nihilo instead of uncovering. Second, unlike the outsides described above,
people don’'t have a mediated relationship with pure dynamism, since there
is no relationship to be had. One is not interacting with the dynamic in
developing a metastate; rather, one is refusing to do so. Inasmuch as it is
extreme complexity and perpetual movement that compose the dynamic,
we must limit our gaze and pretend some things do not change in order
to create a state. The state is created through our inability to relate to the
dynamic (and instead relate to a created constant held apart from change),
not through a mediated relationship with an outside.

Finally, to those who ask what prevents this theory from allowing
anything, anywhere, at anytime (i.e., a simplistic and self-destructive
relativism that makes science impossible), or what the metastate engages
with when it is undergoing elaboration, I argue the following: complete
dynamism is not the same as similitude. Indeterminacy/nothingness is not
the same everywhere, just like Being. When a metastate is created, or when
the movement of something is ignored for the purpose of understanding, a
world is created. This world is composed of beings supposedly unaftected by
the movement that is being ignored to create a constant (when in actuality
they are), and these entities can be tracked using the measurements the
metastate prescribes. But the world is not made predictable and wholly
determinate just because we have a metastate. Things still evolve through
interaction, and we uncover or create new things by interacting with this
world. It is through these interactions that the metastate evolves, and it
is the network of relationships created by the metastate that prevents a
simplistic relativism.

To sum, dynamism is equivalent to indeterminacy/nothingness, and
just as Deleuze freed difference from similitude and Badiou freed mul-
tiplicity from the one, so too must dynamism be freed from Being. Just
as there is an excess to Being contained in each One, so too is there an
excess of movement contained in a system: this is what emergence is and
why the Whole is different from the One. If we accept that everything
is in movement, and that the being of things is dependent upon their
interactions (a fact confirmed by the observation of complex systems,
where adaptation and evolution allow for beings to change radically), then
“outside” any system there is only indeterminacy/nothingness (understood
not in material terms or as absence, but as complete dynamism). This is
the best way to understand the realms “outside” comprehension, rather
than the descriptions of the Real or multitude and void given by Badiou
and Zizek. Similarly, the aleatory and rhizomatic movements Deleuze,
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Derrida, and Foucault argue for, where becoming is an outcome of constant
interactions and play, are not the foundation upon which Ones are built;
they are an inevitable part of every complex and interconnected system.
And the movement of the system as a whole can never be reduced to
the beings created by the state of the situation (the static system) or the
becomings that compose it (the movements the system undergoes inde-
pendent of the common goal toward which it works). It is the system as
a whole that produces both beings and observable movements, just as
these things produce the system.

How to Understand Radical Change

With this understanding of systems, states, and dynamism before us, we
have the understanding we need to liberate revolution from the state. A
revolution that begins with an understanding of pure dynamism won’t
require rules qua regulationism or a trajectory qua visionary thinkers. It
leaves behind the protostate by describing the transcendental in terms of
dynamism, indeterminacy, and nothingness. Now lets look at how radical
change is brought about. The existence of complex and interconnected
systems shows that we must supplement our account of systems such that
in addition to the changes the state recognizes there are also changes that
are incommensurable, unpredictable, and indeterminate from the state’s
perspective. There are two types of unpredictable changes. The first type
is catalytic in nature and can revolutionize the state, but—and this is
vital—it results from nothing other than the state itself. To explain why this
is, let us return to the composition of the state itself as a dynamic mixture
of agents, objects, and means for change all rendered extant through a
metastate. Because we are beginning with the state itself and not with the
pieces it resolves into (i.e., a protostate), there is a fundamental intercon-
nectivity that defines the state. Disparate pieces do not come together to
form states; rather, the state is constantly dividing, allocating, merging,
and transforming itself such that any time a separate piece is identifiable
it is shot through and wholly dependent upon everything else in the
state. Each piece of the state is so interwoven with the others that a small
modification can catalyze a massive effect. The introduction of something
new, or the ongoing recurrence of phenomena past what an environment
can sustain, can create a sea change in how the system as a whole works.
There are numerous illustrations of both of these phenomena. In regard to
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the former, one example is the radical shift in city planning, culture, and
lifestyle that occurred as a result of the introduction of the automobile,
not to mention its impact on the environment, economics, and interna-
tional relations."* In regard to the latter, the climate change crisis is an
excellent example of how recurrence of phenomena can change a system.
The environment is built to absorb carbon dioxide, but not at the level it
is being released currently. Unless this stops, scientists predict a worldwide
transformation of the climate that will exceed anything humans have ever
experienced.””® Being able to predict phenomena does not mean one is
able to predict all their effects. The thoroughly interconnected nature of
a system means that everything in the system acts both according to its
own plan and in response to others’ actions. The most elaborate schematics
of systems cannot predict how these actions and reactions will affect the
long-term functioning of systems. The behavior of a system in motion is
not reducible to the behavior its outline predicts.'*

The second type of unpredictable change can contribute to a catalytic
change, and relates to indeterminacy/nothingness qua absolute dynamism.
As we cannot form relationships with that indeterminacy/nothingness, or
even detect it as such, we only encounter effects of it in the beings that are
part of the state. But—and again this is crucial—to even understand the
change as unpredictable, it must already be in part created by the State. Only
in this way can it be detected or detectable. In other words, the dynamism
out of which the state arises can affect all parts of the state, and the state
creates those effects as beings. While this means that to some extent the
unpredictable movements are always confirming the state, they also have the
ability to challenge it as well. They do this by acting as anomalies (as Kuhn
describes) or singularities (Badiou) and forming lines of flight (Deleuze) or
new discourses (Foucault). The ideas of dark matter and dark energy will
help illustrate this point. Neither can be detected, but scientists posit their
existence because of observable effects we cannot explain otherwise (e.g.,
the existence of dark matter is assumed in order to explain why galaxies
are rotating as fast as they are without flying apart, while dark energy helps
to explain the expansion of the universe)."”” Thus even as dark matter and
dark energy challenge our understanding of matter and energy, they also
confirm our understanding of galaxies, light, gravity, and other existents. In
a sense, what we observe is one part of the state challenging another, which
forces us to wrestle with how to resolve that inconsistency.

These two types of unpredictable changes reveal how it is always
possible to glimpse other levels of complexity or realize how our metastate
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is moving in ways we believed were impossible. In such instances, we
start to grasp how our state’s essential operations are themselves open
to change. To show how these changes can produce revolutions, let’s
examine how they operate in politics. For the purpose of simplicity, I will
call the second type of unpredictable change (when absolute dynamism
affects parts of the state) a nihil and the first (when small and predict-
able movements aggregate into something new) an emergent property.
Though nihils originally appear from nothing and partially speak for the
state, their anomalous nature can be erased by transforming the system
to the point where they can be contextualized and explained. This claim
begs the question of whether the necessity of incorporating nihils into
the system is a limiting factor, given the order of the state. This is an
important question as it reveals something about the challenges a revo-
lution faces. Because the order of the state is constantly being produced
again and again (rather than the state perpetually being characterized by
a particular order), any part of the state is potentially open to change. As
a result, the order of the state isn’t limiting in the sense of circumscribing
change or presenting an impenetrable boundary. However, the order of
the state can slow or hold back the speed at which change occurs, and
in this sense can limit change (i.e., it can limit the rate of change, not
its possibilities). However, as history has shown, attempts by the state to
limit change—because of their heavy-handedness—can end up accelerating
change. One example of a nihil is the 1999 WTO protests in Seattle col-
loquially dubbed the “Battle in Seattle” In the lead-up to the protest, no
one in the media, political, or economic circles was aware of the political
potency of the anti-globalization movement. And while there was signif-
icant organizing done prior to the events, as well as a call to action that
was distributed widely, even the event’s organizers were surprised by the
level of turnout received and the impact they had."*® The events revealed
the presence—previously unknown within the political order—of a new
political movement with a great amount of power. Note that even as the
nihil challenged economic norms, it did so only by being created in a form
the state could understand (i.e., a protest reflecting the people’s will). Thus
it both undermines and confirms the state. Following the events, there was
a scramble to understand and situate the anti-globalization movement, and
to give it an explanation that would reveal its origin, motives, and goals.

Emergent properties occur when, over time, unexpected outcomes
result from fully determinate and understood states. To explain emergent
properties, let us observe how systems operate when we work with the
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assumption that every part of them responds to every other part. First,
we see that the movement of states constantly affects how they operate,
and so the state is continually open to the possibility of change. When
subjects and objects interact they produce outcomes the state responds
to. Sometimes these outcomes correspond to predictions about the state,
but other times they deviate from them. These deviations are anomalous,
but, as they result from fully comprehended systems, they are emergent
properties rather than nihils. Only those properties that deviate from
expected outcomes count as emergent phenomena, and they should be
understood as qualitatively different from outcomes that are predictable.
Shifts constantly occur in the state in response to these emergent prop-
erties. Some emergent properties produce small shifts (e.g., the presence
of protesters leads states to add more police to the streets), but others
cause massive disruptions (e.g., the self-immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi
led to the Arab Spring). When an emergent property results in the latter,
there can be profound consequences for the state. Catalytic change results
when, as a result of an emergent property, the state is mobilized against
itself. This is why the image of the strong, aggressive revolutionary is not
always accurate; sometimes militancy requires withdrawing oneself from
the action and letting the state fight itself.

My claim is that a revolution begins in the dysfunction of a state,
when the interconnected pieces cease to function as usual. Such dysfunction
can result from the catalytic change created by either type of unpredict-
ability. It is important to keep in mind here the distinction I made back
in chapter 1 about the two aspects of revolution (anomaly and catalytic
change), for by simply saying that catalytic change produces a revolution
my argument sounds circular. To reiterate, anomalousness is how revolution
appears inasmuch as it indicates the inadequacy of the state, and captures
revolution’s qualities of exemption from the status quo and deviation from
the normal order. Catalytic change is how revolution appears from within
the state, and captures the fact that it is a change that changes the changes
within the world. And both of these features of revolution are separated
from pure dynamism, which is only obliquely indicated through our ability
to perceive unpredictability. Nihils and emergent properties are the two
types of phenomena a system can encounter that can set a revolution
in motion. That is, in appearing they initiate the catalytic change and
anomaly of revolution. Nihils and emergent properties are distinguished
from the two aspects of revolution because, while their appearance may
be unexpected, they do not necessarily lead to revolution. It is possible

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

164 LIBERATING REVOLUTION

for nihils and emergent properties to end up intensifying the order of the
state rather than undermining it.

This shows that Dynamic Anarchism does not build radical change
into the system as the expected result of the proper functioning of deter-
minate processes. Radical change is an irreducible and foundational feature
of systems, just as systems are an irreducible and foundational feature of
radical change. As states arise against a background of pure dynamism
(which, again, is different than saying they are conditioned or produced by
such), the possibility for radical change is perpetually present. Inasmuch
as states are systems characterized by a metastate, they are fully capable
of yielding radical change that undermines the order their metastate
prescribes. Revolutions can occur when entirely expected and predictable
changes in a system cause, by virtue of the complexity and interconnectiv-
ity of systems, unexpected and unpredictable changes that fundamentally
alter how a system operates. The pure dynamism that exists when there
is no metastate present can contribute to radical change as well. Nothing
operating behind revolution causes it; rather, revolutions are coincident
with and as fundamental as the state (in fact, to the extent that revolutions
are radical change, they have more in common with dynamism than the
state). More accurately, revolutions are productions from within the state
that indirectly illume the complexity and dynamism from which the State
arises, the effects of which reshape the system such that the old metastate
is replaced. The old metastate can be put into motion by holding some-
thing else constant, or it may provoke a new metastate by suggesting a
“better” position from which to examine something. This theory liberates
revolution since it is not based on determinate processes or formalized
realms. Revolution is something synchronous with yet irreducible to
the state, and indicates how all states are grounded only in themselves.
Simultaneously, it obliquely indicates the indeterminacy/nothingness from
which states begin.

This last point requires elaboration, for the theory of Dynamic
Anarchism insists upon a new basis for understanding radical change.
The fact that evental theorists elaborate processes that lead to radical
change means that they see such change as the product of specific types
of interactions and not as a condition of systematicity. The idea that
revolutions are performed by acting in a certain way means that within
these theories revolution is always generated by the same mechanism.
That mechanism may manifest itself differently in different revolutions,
but its basic character remains. Dynamic Anarchism proposes a different
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concept of radical change, positioning it not as the result of any mecha-
nism, but of the nature of systems and indeterminacy/nothingness. It is
part of the character of systems, given their complexity and interconnec-
tivity, to at times yield radical change. Radical change is thus incapable
of being described as a product, for the very condition in which things
exist is what accounts for it, not any specific process. This is why even
the nonmechanistic understanding of Hegelianism is unsatisfactory, for it
still presents radical change as something produced through interaction.
Radical change can best be described as a system’s irreducible tendency
to escape its own being.

With the essential theory of Dynamic Anarchism now laid out, I
can now finish explaining the topics I introduced at the beginning of this
chapter: how systems theory and Dynamic Anarchism are different, and
why Dynamic Anarchism is needed. Movement irreducible to Being is
an intrinsic part of Dynamic Anarchism. Change is the defining feature
of revolution, and stability is its opposite. Systems theory has had to
develop new ways of describing change as the mechanistic understanding
of change inherited from modern science has proven inadequate in more
complex or extreme situations. Thus the ideas of nonlinearity, chaos, and
emergence come to play a greater and greater role in systems theory as
it expands to embrace new types of systems. But unlike systems theory,
Dynamic Anarchism is not beginning its study with conventional notions
of Being, change, and so on, intact. It seeks to take the observations of
these, developed within systems theory, as a starting point to rework
such notions into ones that are in closer alignment with the observations
that systems theorists make. For example, systems thinkers often begin
by utilizing a previous understanding of what things are and how they
work, then examining how that behavior/being can be turned into a
rule-following agent. The agent and other forces in the system are mod-
eled together in the same way, and then the outcomes of the interactions
are observed. Systems theory doesn’t question the basic ontology of the
beings that compose systems, though in describing how systems work, it
does provide us with the means to do so. Additionally, systems theory is
in many ways limited by the tools and resources that technology furnishes
us with (i.e., computer modeling is limited by what computers are capa-
ble of, and other systems cannot be modeled because we lack the math
to describe the behavior of objects we observe, or the ability to observe
things that we would like to model). In short, Dynamic Anarchism doesn’t
just apply systems theory to the problem of revolution. It takes it as a
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beginning from which a new direction for ontology, metaphysics, and
social/political philosophy can be uncovered. For this reason, Dynamic
Anarchism should be seen as independent both of systems theory and
of previous accounts of Being, structure, and value. It’s discussion of the
interaction between both yields an innovative philosophy that deserves
to be understood as its own thing.

The reason why we need such a philosophy is threefold. First, the
world is a complex place that rarely conforms to simple, linear explanations.
Beginning with such explanations is helpful for uncovering widespread laws
governing being, but these explanations quickly become unhelpful when
removed from the isolated environments used in experiments and applied
to the world in which we live. For example, it is helpful to know the force
of gravity, because it helps us predict how quickly things fall. But when
applied to objects in the world, the force must quickly be accompanied by
supplements that render its prediction contingent. The shape of an object,
temperature, air pressure, and other objects around the one falling all
influence its fall. In politics, we can begin with simple axioms, but given
how complex the world is, they will only take us a limited way. A theory
that incorporates complex systems theory will help us grapple with the
nonlinearity we regularly encounter. On a related note, we must under-
stand nonlinearity as rational, not in the sense of reducing it to something
expected and predicted (i.e., linear), but in the sense of understanding its
origins and operations. Only in this way will we recognize and appropri-
ately respond when it actually occurs. Second, we need the philosophy of
Dynamic Anarchism—and its theory of revolution specifically—since we
must never imagine revolutions to be contained or controllable. Any fixed
set of practices, power relations, sets, signifiers, or ontology—especially
one that tries to regulate how change can occur—can be appropriated and
misused. The liberation of change promoted by Dynamic Anarchism is
advocated specifically as a remedy for any abuse that a positive theory of
politics ends up undergoing. Again, an example is instructive here. Polit-
ical parties in the United States and other countries developed as a way
of giving form to particular viewpoints, helping individuals advocate for
them in the most effective way. The idea was to promote positions that
are popular by facilitating the organization of people who share similar
views. Any reasonable observer of the American political system (as well
as that in multiple other countries) knows that political parties now play
the opposite role. They have amassed enough power to control what counts
as legitimate opinion, and consistently eliminate alternative opinions from

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

DYNAMIC ANARCHISM’S REVOLT 167

the public sphere. Often these alternative opinions are popular with large
groups of people, sometimes much more so than the policies put forth
by the two main political parties. As this clearly shows, the tool of the
party, which formed initially to support public opinion, has grown to
inhibit its development. Similar dynamics can be seen in the growth of
other systems of government (e.g., monarchies, communist states), social
movements, daily practices, and more. Dynamic Anarchism promotes a
politics that encourages constant renewal and uninhibited change. This
will prevent the corruption and misuse. Finally, this philosophy is needed
because it is the only one that approaches the concept of revolution with
the radical openness that is needed to fully grasp it. This philosophy will
enable us to understand revolution as something not trapped by the state,
but capable of radical change. It helps us to approach specific revolutions
with a productive approach too, such that we don’t become dogmatic or
staid in our revolutionary practice. Society today needs a revolution that
is adaptive and adventurous, or open to trying new things, while at the
same time militant in bringing about the whole that its members want.
Following a direct line from where society is to where revolutionaries
want society to go is not always the best way to get somewhere. Dynamic
Anarchism shows us how, through considering the effects of our movement
on the systems we are trying to change, we can bring about change in a
more productive way by responding to the needs of different parts of the
system without forgetting where we want to end up.

As a final note before moving on, I will differentiate my theory from
other anarchist theories. Most obviously, my equation of the state and
radical change fundamentally challenges the tenet of anarchist thought that
the state is always oppressive and must be replaced with a better organiza-
tion. Mikhail Bakunin, Emma Goldman, and Daniel Guérin represent this
tradition. They argue that the statist organization is defined by coercive
laws that privilege an elite.”” It must be replaced with a communal and
nonhierarchical system defined by free association and mutual aid. While
the systems they describe are preferable to current ones, these arrange-
ments will be as much defined by complexity and interconnectedness as
capitalism, representative republicanism, and parliamentary democracy.
Were they instituted, these alternative systems would demonstrate the same
tendencies that lead to revolution. This is not to say we cannot learn from
these thinkers, as their attitude toward authority and mapping of power
structures is a key part of how I recommend revolutionaries approach the
state (see chapter 6). Nevertheless, I do not believe it possible to replace
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our flawed systems with perfect ones, and do not separate radical change
from the state.

A more contemporary representative of anarchism, James Martel
uses the work of Walter Benjamin to argue for adherence to “divine law”
rather than “mythical law” His book The One and Only Law references
the commandment against idolatry as the one rule we must obey. Martel
says mythic law is always human-instantiated and flawed, while divine
law is unknowable. We must not accept any mythic law as true, for in so
doing we mistake our creation for that of God. Neither should we elim-
inate all law, since doing so leads us to create other idols in the form of
our individual goals (if I decide to take someone else’s work, that goal
becomes my idol). Instead, we must look within ourselves to the “material
practices, and those side relationships that occur in the shadow of the
laws we make and hold to” for guidance.'*® Martel explicitly associates
his anarchism with Kantian-style duty, where we are free to choose that
which conforms to the universal. Along with Simon Critchley, who sim-
ilarly references Benjamin and advocates for anarchism, Martel argues
that the best form of anarchism has laws, but ones guided by the divine
(Critchley and Martel differ on the character of the divine and its relation
to the mythical)."” The reference to a divine authority distinguishes this
Benjamin-inspired version of anarchism from Dynamic Anarchism. Though
the pure dynamism I reference is similarly unknowable, it is not outside
the state, as the divine is for Martel. Martel uses the divine for guidance
and meaning, even if any particular meaning is always inadequate. This
conflicts with pure dynamism, where meaning is not just unknowable
but always in flux and appears equivalent to indeterminacy/nothingness.
Dynamic Anarchism looks to instances of sustainable and resilient systems
for clues while recognizing that novelty is a perpetual presence. Martel’s
take on anarchism, while a valuable study, follows an order irreconcilable
with Dynamic Anarchism.

Post-anarchism is very similar to my Dynamic Anarchism and
inspired parts of my analysis. Poststructuralism embraces the movement
of boundaries, relationships, and meanings in its attempt to find openness
in political and social forms. Exploration and novelty are its hallmarks,
and connect to the classical anarchist project of challenging coercive
structures. As Todd May says, “The theoretical wellspring of anarchism—
the refusal of representation by political or conceptual means in order
to achieve self-determination along a variety of registers and at different
local levels—finds its underpinnings articulated most accurately by the
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post-structuralist political theorists.”'* These ideas are part of Dynamic
Anarchism. The key differences between post-anarchism and Dynamic
Anarchism are the description of change and the role of complexity and
interconnectivity. My views were described earlier in this chapter and in
chapter 4.

The Experience of Revolution

To begin an account of how an event creates change, let’s examine the
situation that follows the collapse of the state. Lacking a unified system
that is well recognized and accepted, agents begin searching for a new
order to replace it. The previously cohesive system breaks into many
conflicting voices. Some attempt to quell any lingering unrest, and others
plea for everyone to come together as a community. Voices of continued
militancy call for the criminals of the past to be judged, while remnants
of the old regime try to limit any change. To make certain that the ideas
they fought for stick, revolutionaries need to continue their work through
writing, protest, and organizing. The political arena tends to be fecund
after a revolution, with many new political parties forming, ideas being
generated, and lifestyles attempted. There are often no permanent rules,
meaning that revolution is beginning to understand how dynamism is not a
product of states, but has an independent logic. Provisional rules are given
by interim rulers, such as the national and state authorities established by
the Patriots during and immediately after the American Revolution, or the
Supreme Council of the Armed forces established by the Egyptian military
following the events of 2011. Beyond the rulers, there are political forces
being established throughout the population (such as the Jacobins and
Girondists after the French Revolution). During the period of transition
following a revolution, there is just as much movement between rules as
there is movement within rules.

Since we cannot actually detect pure dynamism but only see its
effects, and because emergent properties can be chaotic and nonlinear,
revolutionaries are not provided with an obvious route to a new state.
Multiple metastates may need to be tried out, with the goal of both
providing tools with which to calculate what was previously unpredict-
able as well as integrate the new knowledge with other understandings
(modifying them as needed). Numerous parts of the old state will need to
be interacted with and either kept or discarded as we assess how radical
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a change is needed to resolve the unpredictable effects that initiated the
move to a new metastate. At some point, a new, relatively permanent,
metastate will be established. While states can break apart because of
revolutions, and the transitional period following a revolution can be
excessively long, it is generally true that revolutions end in the creation
of a new order. Revolutions are useful tools for creating much needed
radical change, but they are poor at securing a newly obtained order from
being harmed. With notable exceptions, agents, forces, and objects within
a system lean towards the establishment of a new state if for no other
purpose than their own protection and longevity. Systems thus exhibit a
tendency toward creating a relatively stable and harmonious equilibrium
following a massive shift (though, it must be noted, an inherent feature
of this equilibrium is that it is always open to radical change). This equi-
librium is not teleological in the sense of being the only or the primary
goal toward which the system—or the different beings in the system—aim,
but, because peoples’ desire for change is often accompanied by a pursuit
for ways to preserve that change when it arrives, it is often the result.
The catalytic change of revolutions is often brought to a halt by the very
people and the very forces that brought it about. This is what was meant
earlier when I said that revolution leads to the state just as the state leads
to revolution. Only in this way will the goals of a revolution be preserved
for a substantial length of time.

Thus novelty is followed by a period of provisional orders until the
system itself reaches another point of equilibrium. Another way of saying
this is that new metastates are experimented with until the catalytic change
produced by nihils and emergent properties is minimal. If revolutionaries
want to reach their goals, ensuring that this equilibrium is to their liking is
as vital a task as instigating the revolution in the first place. The creation
of lasting change requires that the equilibrium reached is not equivalent
to the one preceding the revolution. Therefore, another way to define
revolution is as a chaotic and nonlinear disruption of a state (understood
as a complex, dynamic system) that instigates a catalytic change whose
dynamism has the ability to rewrite any and all parts of a state’s metastate.

Finally, what is the relationship of revolution to the state? Because
revolution does not come from outside the state and is not assembled upon
permanent foundations, the answer must be that each revolution builds a
unique relationship to the state. There is no one form that revolution has,
for destabilization can occur in many ways. History displays great variety
in the strategies, weapons, ideas, technologies, and programs revolutions
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have used to achieve their goals. For example, radicals have described
their relationship to the state in many ways. Some say their movement
will raze the entire state to the ground, some see themselves operating on
the state as a surgeon operates on malignant growth, and some see their
actions as the fulfillment of a promise the state made. The tactics used
in revolutions are similarly variable. They range from spectacular shows
of nonviolent resistance to hidden guerilla warfare. The specific path of
each individual revolution is tailored to the precise nature of that state.
No domain names the area within the state to which revolution applies,
and no one model captures every relationship between revolution and the
state. For those who emphasize the importance of revolutionary fidelity,
this discovery should bring pause, for it indicates that there is always an
element of presumption that accompanies any revolutionary act (namely,
that the alternative system they are proposing will be sustainable and
consistent). Because this is impossible to know in advance, revolutionaries
must be critical and thoughtful with regard to their propositions. An
unthinking and dogmatic revolutionary can be as dangerous in the long
term as an unthinking and dogmatic statist.

Revolutions can be described after they happen (though only from
the perspective of the state, not absolutely), and the strategies that worked
in one place might have currency in another, but no form holds forever.
Understood through this lens, the evental theories of Kuhn, Badiou, Fou-
cault, and others are best thought of as strategies that help undermine states.
They recast the state in a new light and produce projects that undermine
the state’s institutions of repression, but they cannot perpetually model
how things work. This point is in part meant as a critique of Badiou’s
truth-procedures, which do a lot of work in justifying how the tactic of
militancy can be used to undermine the state. Inasmuch as revolutions
often require a great deal of trust, faith, and organizing capacity among
revolutionaries, Badiou’s idea is an important conceptual tool. But the thing
that Badiou claims is external to the state and that justifies his theory, the
generic procedures that summon the void into being, are not external to
the state but merely another level of the state (they are part of Badiou’s
protostate). For this reason a transformation of the state has the potential
to change the nature and effectiveness of Badiou’s truth-procedure model.
When a state changes, the theories of evental theorists may not serve the
same function. The pieces of the state that evental theorists posit should
be seen as devices for the purpose of undermining the state rather than
as ontological facts.

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

172 LIBERATING REVOLUTION

Some of the ways the state-revolution relationship has been modeled
will be studied in the next chapter, where I will discuss the practical value
of Dynamic Anarchism by comparing it to several revolutionary move-
ments. For now, it is enough to close this chapter with the assertion that,
by making the state wholly changeable and liberating revolution from it,
we also ensure that the two have no definitive relationship. This being the
case, it is important for revolutionaries to stay vigilant so as to prevent
the state they are opposing from reasserting itself unexpectedly. It may be
necessary for them to change their tactics in order to preserve their goals.
Revolutionaries must think through the lens of dynamic systems so that
they can see the ripple effects their own and other people’s actions have,
and respond in the most effective way. Militancy must be combined with
an openness to change to achieve the best results. Perhaps by thinking
about revolution in these terms, revolutionaries will be more cautious
about holding too firmly to any particular ground, and less susceptible
to repeating the state they just left behind.
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Changing the World, No Matter the Cost

The Practice of Revolution

The Wisdom of Revolt

Common sense says nothing is more reckless than becoming a revolution-
ary. It is illegal, immoral, dangerous, and pointless. Moreover, it disrespects
society, for why wouldn’t someone who cares about its betterment not
submit their suggestions for approval? What arrogance that unelected
militants claim to know how to best organize others’ lives! Every revolu-
tionary, including those now internationally praised as freedom fighters,
faces such accusations. The criteria separating a hero from a war criminal
is not as stark as is pretended. States prosecute the same actions that
created them, claiming that laudable actions can be distinguished from
criminal by the campaign they support. But the liberated revolution does
not accept the state’s judgment regarding which causes are legitimate. No
dictates determine its method, and no formulas can say when it is lawful
to rebel. The liberated revolution is capable of imagining many possibilities
in exchange for its objection to detailed revolutionary programs, though,
in order for this theory to be preferable to those built on a state, we must
solve two problems. First, how do we make Dynamic Anarchism useful
for revolutionaries? Despite its intellectual value, it is functionally use-
less outside the academy unless it can aid activists. Second, is it possible
for Dynamic Anarchism to ward off dangerous revolutions? If Dynamic
Anarchism cannot circumnavigate bloody revolutions that produce more
disastrous states than the ones overthrown, it may be preferable—even
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if inauthentic—to stick with a theory of revolution tethered to a state.
The purpose of this chapter is to answer these questions by showing that
Dynamic Anarchism is not just a curiosity for the intellectual archive, but
a powerful weapon for the disenfranchised. Opposing the conventional
wisdom, I intend to show that becoming revolutionary is one of the most
meaningful actions a person can take.

As T discussed in the last chapter, Dynamic Anarchism utilizes sys-
tems theory as a way of illustrating problems within more well-known
event ontologies. By observing phenomena like emergence, resilience,
interconnectedness, and more; by studying the math and science used to
model systems and their outcomes; and by extrapolating from the dis-
coveries made in studies of complex and adaptive systems to an ontology
that would best explain them, we reach the conclusions of the last chapter.
First, that motion and being must be separate, and pure motion equated
with pure nothingness. Second, that accounts of being must not begin
with planes, realms, or outsides, but with functions or archetypes. Third,
that functions and archetypes do not reach the outside, draw multitudes
together, cut up intensities, or otherwise relate themselves to what exists
outside understanding. They treat one or a few things as fixed (as opposed
to actually fixing them) and, in so doing, create a system that can be
interacted with. Finally, radical change is the undermining of an archetype
and instituting a new one. The value of this approach was elaborated in
the previous chapter, but in short, it helps us to wrestle with complexity,
diversity, and interconnectedness in a way other event ontologies do not.

The practical argument in Dynamic Anarchism’s favor becomes clear
when the phenomena revealed by complexity and interconnectedness are
measured against actual revolutions. While revolution doesn’t advocate
for any particular state, there is nevertheless advice that can be gained
from studying revolution using the ideas revealed by systems theory. In
addition to answering the question of why Dynamic Anarchism is pref-
erable to the event ontologies of others, engaging this topic is also useful
because it contributes to solving perhaps the most pressing dilemma of
those involved in revolutions: “What should we do?” For that reason, the
final inquiry this project will take up is the question of how one should
strategize for revolution. Which approaches are the most effective, and
what signs indicate success? To the extent that this constitutes a separate
field of study, I call it revolutionary pragmatics to indicate that it is focused
on the practical side of revolution. The main insight that comes from our
previous investigations into revolution is that revolutions are neither linear
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nor predictable. They are organic, holistic outcomes of a state in motion,
and resist programs or the imposition of boundaries.

The thesis of this chapter is that a successful revolution must efficiently
use asymmetry, resilience, emergence, adaptivity, and other features that
result from highly complex and interconnected systems. Spelled out in
detail, this means that effective revolutions have the following six traits:
(1) they function on several levels at the same time, using different tactics
for each; (2) they make effective use of speeds, operating slowly or quickly
when need be; (3) they are capable of adaptation such that their larger
goals are not inhibited by a particular doctrine, being, or tactic when it
becomes a hindrance; (4) they are innovative, and in the process force
the state to respond in ways the state is unprepared for; (5) they make
effective use of the emergent properties of states; and (6) they form a
whole that is effective at undermining an archetype. This whole cannot
be reduced to any one part or tactic, but has an interconnected character
that is capable of rivaling the state in some fundamental way.

These points will be demonstrated by going through each individually
and showing how successful historic revolutions exhibited such features.! In
the process, I will demonstrate how no tactics are universally effective, for
the idiomatic nature of revolutions means each one must form a unique
relationship with the state and respond to the specific one it confronts.

Before beginning the analysis, I want to address the topic of violence.
This is a widely discussed issue in the literature on revolution.” The primary
topics of concern to theorists of revolution are the issues of whether vio-
lence is justified and, if so, what types of violence. Schematically, the debate
breaks into the philosophy that violence must be tempered by concern for
the oppressed or civilians caught up in it, and the philosophy that any
violence necessary to bring a new state into being is justified. Following the
arguments of the previous chapters, I argue that we cannot limit revolution
with rules about justifiable violence. All such rules would be drawn from
the state, including our responsibilities to others, requirements under the
law, and relationships with different groups. All are subject to change in a
dynamic system. Yet as I indicated in my response to one of regulationism’s
objections, particular revolutions will operate with limits even if the concept
of revolution is unlimited. Particular revolutions are guided by concerns
about what it takes to bring its preferred state into being, and must not
assume that any violence done to figures of authority will help achieve that
goal. As this chapter shows, rarely are events that straightforward. Rather,
attacks on authorities can backfire in ways that strengthen the state. The

printed on 2/12/2023 6:53 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

176 LIBERATING REVOLUTION

complexity of states and the role of violence in previous revolutions shows
that violence is a blunt tool that does not do all the meticulous work of
dismantling systems that revolutions require. It is effective for certain pur-
poses, but ineffective for others. For that reason, revolutionaries should be
cautious in its use. Think through the potential outcomes in systemic terms
(e.g., who are you targeting, and what are their relationships to others? What
violence are you using, and who might get hurt?). Be prepared for it to have
unanticipated effects. And thoroughly connect the violence to the larger plan
for radical change. These guidelines only suggest an approach; they are not
absolute rules. As with much about revolution, Dynamic Anarchism asks
revolutionaries to attend to their situation when navigating the changing
boundaries of appropriate violence.

I will now begin my analysis of how Dynamic Anarchism helps
revolutionaries create effective change. Liberating revolution conceptu-
ally, while useful for scholars, doesn’t bring about radical change. Many
systems in the world prevent a healthy society. Neoliberal economics still
works for the wealthy, underrepresented groups still face professional dif-
ficulties, and international law still has not caught up with the dangers of
militarism and online espionage. If liberating revolution is to have worth
outside the academy, it should provide normative guidelines to those
advocating for change.

Multileveled Revolutions

Every state has levels. They are the planes upon which different operations
of the state occur. While they bear a similarity to Marxism’s concepts of
class, inasmuch as different classes encounter different parts of the state,
the levels I describe here are not necessarily part of the typology of the
state. Sometimes, levels are outcomes of the state when set into motion,
and as such are emergent properties. The idea comes from the fact that
one of the core properties of systems is that they are hierarchical. As
Ladyman, Lambert, and Wiesner put it, they are “organized into a variety
of levels of structure and properties that interact with the level above
and below and exhibit lawlike and causal regularities, and various kinds
of symmetry, order and periodic behavior® John Holland says hierarchy
occurs through the aggregation of agents that create meta-agents (agents
that exist on a different level due to the interaction of agents on a lower
level).* Revolutions should not apply the same tactic to each level, as
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they do not function in the same way. Each level’s processes, beings, and
institutions are different, so a tactic that works on one level may not work
on another. At the very least the tactic may be ineffective, but at worst
it can produce blowback that undermines the chances for a successful
revolution.’ To be effective, a revolution must adapt to the different levels,
deploying tactics effective at challenging each.

The tactics of the American and French revolutionaries with regard
to the public and British government illustrates this. The tactics addressed
to each level were distinct. The public was often targeted with pamphlets
and declarations attempting to rally support. Though popular images
connected with both revolutions depict people rioting in streets and
fighting in fields, each revolution began long before any shots were fired.
Revolutionary fervor was first produced through the dissemination of
pamphlets outlining positions contra the monarch. The most well-known
pamphlet from the American Revolution, Tom Paine’s Common Sense, has
been lauded as “the most incendiary and popular pamphlet of the entire
revolutionary era,”® though it was supplemented by many others, including
James Otis’s Rights of the British Colonies and Stephen Johnson’s Some
Important Observations. These pamphlets are not dispassionate academic
exercises but rabble-rousing treatises. They contain rhetorical flourishes
highlighting the populace’s grievances and passages meant to kindle peoples’
desire for revolt.” The French Revolution’s pamphlets—such as the Cahiers
de doléances and Sieyes’s What Is the Third Estate?—also transmitted rev-
olutionary ideas throughout the country using rhetoric and persuasion. It
was just as important that the pamphlets’ ideas be available everywhere as
it was that they have a convincing message, as it gave the impression that
the desire for revolution was not just the agitation of a few insurgents, but
reflected the broad feeling of a majority of the population.® Even for those
who couldn’t read the text, the ideas contained in it were passed along
verbally.® This is important because it shows that the ideas of Common
Sense were by themselves not what made the pamphlet important, as to
some degree those ideas were already present in the colonies.'’ Similarly,
many of the Cahiers in France were published in order to lend influence
and credence to the demands they contained."

These pamphlets made great use of the declaration.”? By doing this,
revolutionary groups claim the right to represent the people, whom they
say deserve a voice in policy discussions regarding taxation and the use
of public resources.”” As declarations do not argue for rights, they are not
meant to convince people of the nature of man. Rather, they provide an
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alternative foundation for the state. Whereas the monarch claims that all
agency within the state comes from her or him, the declaration provides
a semiotic assault on this idea by claiming that agency derives from
human nature. Similarly, the documents did not address those commit-
ting the violations. They were aimed at the public, who needed to know
this alternative foundation. Even as declarations made reference to the
king constantly and even, at times, were addressed to him, their primary
audience was the people."* The idea is that once this new foundation is
revealed, it should be considered self-evident. Even if the evidence is
debatable, the self-evident nature of the declaration supports the idea that
truth does not come from the monarch.

The same actions would have been ineffective at the highest level of
British society: the government. The revolutionaries adapted their behavior
when engaging the king, Parliament, or other elite representatives of the
Crown. In the lead-up to the American Revolution all communication
with the king was humble and phrased as a petition.”” While one may
credit common decency for this difference in tone, given the revolution-
aries conviction of the importance of truth-telling, this explanation seems
inadequate (Franklin says in his testimony that the colonists will resist
the Stamp Act at all costs). Similarly, the colonists knew that word of
the pamphlets and other protests would reach the king, so they were not
hiding their militancy. A better explanation for the difference is that the
revolutionaries were adapting their tactics for different levels of the state
(in this case, the sovereign’s government versus the colonists who didn’t
represent the British government).

The Chinese Communist revolutionaries were similarly adaptive. They
adapted their strategy to the Kuomintang Party and the state it headed.
The Kuomintang received support primarily from landed interests'® and
wealthy entrepreneurs who lived in cities. Though the Kuomintang capital
was officially located in Beijing (which was at the time called Peiping),
there were significant institutions of political power in all China’s major
cities."” The Chinese revolutionaries faced a multileveled system where
the Kuomintang elite lived primarily in cities and were often surrounded
by industrialists and, to a lesser extent, factory workers. By contrast, the
peasants in China were separated from these areas of relative wealth, and
often operated independently of what was happening in the city. The tactics
Mao and the Red Army took towards peasants differed from the ones they
took towards city workers or Kuomintang officials. Many have noted how
Mao’s base of power came from the peasants, as he originally was one and
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maintained connections with them throughout his revolutionary career.
Among other things, peasants passed along information the Red Army
could use and provided sustenance that soldiers needed. Mao encouraged
the development of “secret societies” that could carry out covert actions
attacking the landowning classes on behalf of the poor.”® Stuart Schran
says that Mao's dependence on the peasants for his rise to power is “an
obvious and undisputed fact”"? Similarly, Philip Huang says that the faith
Mao had in the peasants developed when he first encountered the peas-
ants in the Kuomintang’s Peasant Department. He quickly formed many
unions and found out how strong a desire there was among peasants
for social change. Up until that point, the Communists were as skeptical
of mass action as the Kuomintang were.”* Organizing the peasants, and
encouraging them to take actions against the Kuomintang, was a central
part of the Communist’s plan. Yet even among the peasants, Mao medi-
ated his tactics for different groups. Middle peasants (those who wanted
a change in society but were not willing to give up everything to achieve
it) were often in a better position than the poorest peasants. In order to
avoid alienating them, Mao and his supporters advocated a movement
that only targeted those whose wealth was considered excessive, rather
than attacking wealth as such. This alteration of Marxist doctrine helped
form a mass peasant movement.”’ The Communists worked to organize
and unify the Chinese peasants to build their revolution.

This was not the attitude that Mao and the Red Army took toward
the workers. As a separate group that occupied a different part of the
state, collective organization and organizing for revolution was not going
to be as effective with the workers as it was with the peasants (especially
given how the workers in Chinese society were relatively well-off). When
it came to the workers, Mao used a different tactic: emphasizing their role
as leaders in a new society. Mao’s writings contain many references to the
workers as the stewards of a new society, and how the revolution begins
with the peasants but is incomplete without the workers.?> In much of the
organizing Mao did in the 1930s, leadership roles were gerrymandered so
that the workers would receive proportionally more representation than
the peasants.”® The communes that Mao and others organized throughout
the 1930s favored workers over peasants at all levels or organization. The
reason for this is because Mao felt that the peasants could not complete a
communist revolution without understanding the proletarian mindset, and
that they could only get from the workers.** Mao and the Communist rebels
did more than just tailor their message for their audience (i.e., workers
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vs. peasants); they developed a strategy that used both groups effectively
by having each perform different tasks that, when done together, would
interact to attain some of the movement’s goals.

Finally, with regard to the top of the Kuomintang state—the leaders
and the government—Mao utilized psychological warfare. The enemy
needed to be demoralized and disintegrated, such that their old loyalties
would be dissolved.”® Among other things the Red Army did to achieve
this mission were to spread myths about the army’s size and achievements
in order to gain a reputation that preceded them, deceive the Kuomintang
into believing that the Reds were committed to fighting the Japanese when
they were actually putting significant resources into growing their forces,
and creating rumors about the Red’s good deeds to convince people on
the fence of the Communist’s good intentions.*® Giving the Kuomintang
government leadership positions, or mobilizing their desire for change,
would not be effective, since they already have the former and are in a
position to carry out the latter themselves without help from revolution-
aries. The strategies that effectively brought peasants and workers into the
movement would not be effective for the Kuomintang. In this case, the
difference of tactics was primarily about which aspect of communism to
project and which to hide. While there was always an element of truth in
what was being said, significant parts of the Communist Party’s platform
were hidden from each group. The point of doing so was to arrest move-
ment hostile to the long-term goal of creating a communist state while
encouraging movement promoting that goal. Each group was played oft
the other in order to distract from developments that would otherwise
concern them. By constraining and producing movement in this way, the
Communists were able to effectively oversee the production of a new state
using the resources that the various groups provided to them.

While Mao’s revolution was effective in its use of multitiered strategies,
this practice is not explicitly advocated by Marxists. “Gaining the means
of production,” as communists encourage, is not described as part of a
systemic and complex strategy. Many communist movements have acted
programmatically. The idea of behaving with multiple tiers in mind is not
a fundamental part of Marxism or any other revolutionary program that
is attached to a state. This is why a liberated revolution is necessary. It
sees states in their entirety rather than measuring them against the state
revolutionaries want to bring into existence. Liberated revolutions look
at a state not for its lack in relation to one’s ideal, but for the complexity
and nuance that is contained within.
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Speeds

The importance of utilizing speed effectively is due to the adaptability of
systems. States are tailored to their unique situations, and regularly evolve
as these change. While there are commonalities between democracies,
tyrannies, oligarchies, and other systems of government, each unique
formation operates according to unique rules. A revolution must read
the circumstances properly to be effective, and this means learning how
best to move in order to disrupt the state and prevent it from adapting
to the revolution. Models used by advocates of social change are often
static, and present the system they are confronting as unchanging or
repetitive. While states do have equilibria that they use for purposes of
balance, regulation, and control, this does not mean they are incapable
of change. States can pass new laws, suspend old ones, grant additional
powers, or declare emergency conditions as ways of counteracting threats.
Effective revolutions act as quickly or as slowly as is necessary to achieve
their goals. This, again, is supported by systems theory, which emphasizes
the value dynamism plays in effective engagement with complex systems.
Page and Miller say that, “in situations in which equilibria are a possibility,
understanding the dynamics is likely to be insightful. In situations where
equilibria are nonexistent or transient paths are long, understanding the
dynamics is critical”¥ Similarly, Ladyman, Lambert, and Wiesner discuss
feedback—or how agents at later times are affected by the behaviors of their
neighbors at earlier times—as an intrinsic part of systems.?® Dynamism is
often the result of a large and complex amount of feedback taking place
in a system. And a revolution that doesn’t prepare for the state’s response
is in jeopardy.

To illustrate this point, let's begin by demonstrating the value that
rushing to achieve an important victory can have. The American revo-
lutionaries illustrate this point as they moved quickly to show to others
that their cause was viable. This was especially needed given how the
British Empire was the largest one in the world at the time, and had
proven itself in multiple battles around the world. One estimate says that
the British had upwards of 50,000 troops stationed in North America in
1778, supplemented by 30,000 German mercenaries. Their total population
numbered approximately 11 million. By contrast, the Continental Army
never numbered more than 5,000 men, supplemented by militias of var-
ious sizes. Many of these troops were inexperienced and untrained. The
total colonial population was roughly 2.5 million, with one fifth of that
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consisting of African slaves.” The point is that an early, decisive victory
would provide the Continental Army with an important strategic position
(strategic not just in military terms, but in social, political, and economic
ones too) for the rest of the war. Thus, haste was more important to them
once fighting broke out.

It is for this reason that the early battles in the American Revolu-
tion are so significant. As numerous historians have noted, the fact that
many of these battles were either won by the colonial forces, or that
more casualties were inflicted upon British forces than people expected,
demonstrated that the British were not invincible. Additionally, the vic-
tories were important for maintaining the image of American innocence
and British guilt. In battles like Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill, the
message the battles conveyed was just as important as the outcome itself.
Historians have noted how, in the aftermath of Lexington and Concord,
colonial officials collected sworn testimonies from militia members and
British prisoners that confirmed colonial innocence, and the justice of
their cause. To beat the official British account of the battles, the colonists
sent these depositions upon a quicker boat to London and handed them
off to a sympathetic official, who had them printed in newspapers.” The
colonists attempted to repeat this practice after the Battle of Bunker Hill,
but because the British account reached London first, it caused many in
the military establishment and royal court to harden their views against
the colonists.” The point is that throughout the American Revolution,
battles sent messages, and control over these messages was a major part
of how the revolution was conducted. Whoever was quicker to promote
their message achieved the better victory. This point is confirmed by the
fact that battles were conducted in full view of the local populations, who
spread word of the battle.*® Though there are some notable differences, a
similar dynamic operated in the French Revolution.”

By contrast, some revolutions do not benefit from quickness, espe-
cially at the beginning. Those conducted using guerrilla warfare often fall
into this category. For several reasons, it is dangerous for guerrilla fighters
to reveal themselves to the state they oppose, chief among which is that
the battle is thoroughly asymmetric (much more so than the American
or French Revolutions). Community support is a necessity to achieve vic-
tory, but that is not always forthcoming. In many places where revolution
occurred via guerrilla warfare, it was far from agreed to that a revolution
was needed, and while significant portions of the people were unhappy,
this doesn’t mean that they trusted the guerrilla forces.** More than the
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contest between the opposing military forces, then, what matters is the
contest for the minds of the populace.

This is why many guerrilla warfare manuals emphasize the importance
of setting up a propaganda industry. It is important that the message of
the war—why it is occurring, what the guerrillas are doing to support
it, and the benefits that already liberated areas have reaped—reach the
population. In addition, the creation and dissemination of propaganda
gives those lacking the constitution to fight yet sympathetic with the
cause something to do.*® The chief goal of propaganda is to convince the
indifferent and confused of the virtue of the guerrillas cause by raising
awareness of the state’s oppression. Guevara writes that propaganda “ought
to create a consciousness of the great national problems, besides offering
sections of more lively interest for the reader”*® Guerrillas reject intentional
dishonesty, but they do emphasize that the primary purpose of the news
released by the propaganda machine is to promote the guerrilla’s cause.
The news gathering operation is to be controlled by the guerrilla band
itself, without any firewall separating those involved with news gathering
from those involved with advocacy.”” And propagandists are encouraged
to only report those facts that are sure to secure support for the cause
or that are “directly related to the struggle for liberation.””® The implicit
assumption is that propaganda must act as a countermeasure against the
biased media of the state (this is tacitly confirmed by Maj. John Pustay
of the US Air Force, who advocates a “psychological-action program”
that should be focused on describing government achievements).” This
is a time-consuming task, but necessary for a successful guerrilla fight.

In effect, guerrilla warfare becomes about sending messages to the
people, just like the American Revolution. But why was there a difference
in the manner in which the messages were sent (quickly vs. slowly)? The
asymmetry of competing forces and new, more destructive weapons are
two significant reasons, but the answer goes deeper than that. At stake
in guerrilla warfare is a battle over ownership and control that didn’t
exist in those other revolutions. While the British government wanted to
maintain nominal control over the colonies, there was no debate over who
maintained effective control on a day to day basis. It was the colonists. In
guerrilla warfare, there is a fight over who maintains effective control. In
such situations, a quick victory is not an advantage for revolutionaries.
Rather, it is more important to gather forces, make connections with the
community, and show that one’s loyalties lay with the oppressed who
suffer under the current rule. Many guerrilla forces started off slowly,
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and took time to build themselves into a well-organized group. This
was necessary to, piece by piece, remove effective control away from the
government. In the process, they formed strong relationships with people
in the community who trusted the fighters to do the right thing for the
country. Nelson Mandela writes that the support of the community was
vital for the work of the African National Congress (ANC)* and that, as
a fugitive, he worked primarily in the night and slept in other peoples’
flats.*! Several times he escaped capture solely because a black policeman
sympathetic with the cause of independence refused to bring him in.
Mandela concludes, “Black policemen have often been severely criticized
during the struggle, but many have played covert roles that have been
extremely valuable”® The state is aware of this resource, though from its
perspective guerrillas are making deceitful and disingenuous appeals to
the population. Pustay says that guerrillas are able to achieve their goals
by using “character assassination,” “psychological warfare,” the “covert
sponsoring of parties in opposition,” and the enlistment of “government
officials to serve secretly the revolutionary movement”* Accordingly, one
of the ways the state can respond is to resettle the population to areas
uninhabited by guerrillas, thus “denying [the guerrillas] important sources
of logistics and intelligence support”** An excellent example of this is
the USAs Phoenix program, which consisted of capturing, interrogating,
resettling, and, in some cases, torturing and killing the Viet Cong during
the Vietnam War.* This technique was also used in China in the 1930s
and in the Philippines in the 1950s. This, again, is a time-consuming task.

Guerrillas would also continually carry out acts of violence, not
for the purpose of gaining a quick victory but so that the government
being opposed would have fewer resources and look weaker over time.
These highly visible, punctuated acts of sabotage and terrorism must be
contrasted with the other form of attack guerrilla’s employ: the constant
engagement with the state’s forces. The point of such exercises is not just
to wear away at enemy forces, but to destroy morale.*® Guerrillas “shoot
and scoot,” attacking the enemy by surprise at potentially any moment of
the day, inflicting maximal casualties, then fleeing before the enemy can
mount an effective defense.”” Because guerrillas spend so much time run-
ning away, it is important for them to know the territory they are fighting
in and to be able to move quickly over a variety of different terrains.*®
Many guerrilla manuals emphasize the importance of being able to “live
the militant life”; that is, being completely sure of the justness of your
cause, willing to commit your body and soul to it, and prepared to sacrifice
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yourself for it. It may be necessary for you to give up your life to ensure
that a bombing goes off as planned, or to slow the advance of the enemy
so that the rest of the guerrillas get away, and guerrilla manuals emphasize
that such fidelity is one way guerrillas can make up for the disadvantages
they have compared to their enemy.” This sense of commitment, and of
aligning your life with a higher purpose, is a resource that—like the support
of the locals—can even out the disparity between the state and guerrillas.
Like with the previous techniques, the state has recognized this resource
and developed countermeasures to it. They recommend using small scale
operations instead of large-scale ones, and training troops to be adaptive
and semiautonomous.™® However, because the state’s army rarely consists
of “people taking a principled stance,” but rather paid functionaries, they
do not have an easy equivalent to the militant life.

It is clear from this that guerrilla warfare must move slowly, primarily
because the goal of wresting effective control away from the government,
combined with the asymmetric circumstances, requires slowly undermin-
ing the government’s forces, and using their resources against them.” A
guerrilla-led revolution cannot follow the same rules as a regulationist one,
for it must view the state differently. The tactics of one revolution aren't
necessarily appropriate for another revolution. The virtue of untethering
revolution from the state comes from how it frees revolutionaries to act
with more attention to their situation.

Adaptation not Hindered by Doctrine

More than a few revolutions have failed because they were not able to adapt
in time. They stubbornly persisted in doing the same thing, and believing
outdated truths, even after the evidence suggested such an approach to be
harmful. At other times, the state was able to surprise the revolutionaries,
making their task impossible. Revolutions often throw the unexpected at
revolutionaries, so much so that it is perhaps the closest thing one can
find to a universal rule in the study of revolution. It is important to go
into revolution with an awareness that such events are likely to occur, and
prepared to adapt to them as needed. This point is, again, confirmed by
the study of complex systems. Adaptive systems have an advantage over
nonadaptive ones when their environment changes,”” and the more resilient
a system is (i.e., the better a system is able to maintain its core purpose
in the face of changing circumstances), the more likely the system can
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persist in the midst of unanticipated disruption.”® The quicker a revolu-
tion can adapt, the more likely it will survive and achieve its goals; the
longer it takes to recognize and respond to a problem, the more difficult
a time it will have.

Revolutions lacking adaptivity keep using the same strategies and
ideas again and again, regardless of their efficacy. In the French Revolutions
Reign of Terror, the revolutionaries became heavily dogmatic, as evidenced
by the ways they regulated culture in educational institutions, libraries, and
public spaces. Peter McPhee points out that the number of books published
dropped dramatically during the revolutionary war years (from 1,000 to
371, and to only 36 during 1793-94), except for Rousseau’s Social Contract,
which went through thirteen editions between 1792 and 1795. Political songs
praising the courage of revolutionaries and mocking royalty were written
and spread. From about 116 in 1789 the number jumped to 325 in 1792,
590 in 1793, and finally 701 in 1794.>* Numerous other practices changed
during this time to reflect the revolution’s adoration of republicanism, equal-
ity, and the Enlightenment, as well as their hatred of monarchy, hierarchy,
and medievalism. Plays, cartoons, and paintings castigated symbols of the
ancien régime like the church. Symbols of royalty were burned in public
during festivals, followed by the release of doves carrying signs saying “We
are free! Imitate us!” The word vous was exorcised from the language and
replaced with tu, as the former was a symbol of elitism and the latter an
indication of brotherhood. Lastly, multiple neologisms (e.g., robespierriste,
pittiste, maratiste), place names, and birth names were created to reflect a
revolutionary, non-Christian culture.®

While experimentation occurs in every revolution, the diversity
of such experimentation during the Terror was limited because it was
being exterminated by the Jacobins. McPhee writes that “the civil wars of
1793 had also served to underline the dangers of local autonomy, just as
the armées révolutionnaires, the surge of radical women’s demands, and
dechristianization highlighted the challenge of local initiatives.”*® Much
of the exploration being done on the local level was seen as a threat to
the homogeneous unity the Jacobins desired. They cracked down on the
speaking of other languages and signs of minority culture, exacerbating
peoples’ mistrust of Paris.”” In addition, they saw the revolutionary culture
of the sans-culottes (as well as other “extremists” and “indulgents”) as an
impediment to the creation of the “single will” Rousseau advocated. To
confront this threat, the Jacobins shut down many popular societies and
enacted economic, political, and social controls.®
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In sum, during the Reign of Terror a Rousseauian-inspired ide-
ology came to dominate the Convention in Paris. Because the Jacobins
had extinguished other practices of revolution, they lacked the resources
needed to adapt when their circumstances changed. Additionally, their
centralized and imperious system of authority meant other revolutionary
groups lacked an easy means to steer the revolution away from disaster.
I argue that the problem with the Terror is not that it was too militant,
too unethical, or unfortunate for encountering extreme circumstances; it
is that, in the name of unity, they forgot to cultivate an adaptive capacity
by encouraging other revolutionary practices. When they felt that the
public was threatened, they returned again and again to the same practices
(e.g., imprisonment, censorship, and guillotines). The end of the Reign of
Terror was not just an end to one ruling group, but an end to this way
of doing the revolution.”

To see how revolutions can avoid the danger of dogmatism, let’s
look at the organization of guerrilla fighters and the tactics of the Russian
Revolution between the February and October revolutions. Beginning with
the former, one of the reason guerrilla bands are often effective is because
they can adapt quickly. When guerrillas can rely on the locals they do
not need to worry as much about setting up defenses, developing supply
lines, and protecting captured land. They can live hidden, their location
protected, until it is time to strike. After the strike, they can just as easily
disappear into the social milieu. Mao Zedong says a guerrilla force will
fail “if its political objectives do not coincide with the aspirations of the
people and their sympathy, co-operation, and assistance cannot be gained,”®
while Carlos Marighella claims a guerrilla “must know how to live among
the people, and he must be careful not to appear strange and different”®!
Because the forces guerrillas have traditionally fought are more privileged,
making direct and open confrontation futile (i.e., the state’s control is so
complete that it is impossible to rally any sort of collective resistance), the
best approach is to organize groups so that they can carry out their work
without having to consult a centralized planner for every action. Though
the general goals of the resistance are known by all, groups are given
independence within the borders of their area as to how to achieve those
goals, and information about specific tactics and how to carry them out
is shared. Hoang Van Thai’s manual for Vietnamese guerrillas claims that
once peasants are recruited to the cause, they should not join an army but
“stick to the people and to their locality, forming the core of the guerrilla
forces in the villages”® The goal is not to destroy the enemy quickly and
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thoroughly, but to “exhaust him on a large scale” by striving to “annihilate
enemy forces in small operations” This goal will only be achieved through
“initiative of action,” “flexibility;” “secrecy;,” and “surprise’”®® Though this
flexibility allows “the guerrilla fighter [to invent] his own tactics at every
minute of the fight”* the decentralization of guerrilla bands does not
imply a lack of order. Guerrilla bands have strong hierarchies,* but the
commands issued from the top are open enough to allow for innovation
by the fighters.

The success of the Bolsheviks following the February Revolution is
similarly due to an ability to adapt. They would go out in the street, write
op-eds, give speeches, and use violence as needed to gain an advantage, and
were willing to alter course when one tactic became harmful. Following
the success of the February Revolution, there was a tentative agreement
between the liberal democrats and soviets, both of whom opposed the tsar.
They decided to share power while the Constituent Assembly worked on
a new constitution.®® This “dual-power” pact was supposed to create an
inclusive Provisional Government, which in turn would create buy-in from
all major political groups. For a time, the Soviets were willing to make
alliances with many political groups, which in turn helped them come to
and maintain power (this is not something that was actively pursued by
those involved in the Reign of Terror, which helps explain the different
outcomes). While perhaps a worthwhile ideal, the difficulty of reaching
common ground pushed the socialists further to the left and the liberal
democrats into a more conservative stance. This led to infighting between
the liberal democrats, Mensheviks, and other enfranchised groups as the
tsarist forces marshaled their troops on the outskirts of civil society. In
the midst of this, the Bolsheviks used the outcome of the Kornilov rebel-
lion—when a former general tried and failed to overthrow the provisional
government and install a military dictatorship—to achieve victory.*” The
Bolsheviks received significant support following the attempted coup, as
many recognized both the importance of protecting the revolution and the
inadequacy of the moderates’ attempts to do s0.®®* Documents show that
the Bolsheviks radically changed their tactics because of this development.
Prior to this level of support, violent insurrection was anathema for most
Bolshevik leaders, and its primary supporter, Lenin, had gone into hid-
ing in Finland. Afterwards, several on the Bolshevik Central Committee
changed their tactics, seeing an opportunity to bring about their program.®
Ultimately this group, aided by the attempt of Russia’s leader at the time,
Kerensky, to shut down the Bolshevik press, won out.” The Bolsheviks
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were highly adaptable in the strategies and tactics they employed during
the time between the February and October Revolutions, which helped
them to achieve their objectives.”

These examples show the importance of building dynamic and
reactive networks. By this I mean an arrangement of relationships capable
of responding quickly to incidents. All the pieces of such revolutionary
networks already exist in the state; the task of revolutionaries is to create
an awareness of the network among its parts. This act slightly alters the
role the individual agents, and the network as a whole, play in the state,
giving it a more revolutionary purpose. The network can be cemented by
building new relationships between the parts while reinforcing those that
already exist. The production of these fluid, militant, and—most import-
ant—conscious networks creates new agents within the state capable of
more efficiently pushing a state to a moment of disruption. Revolutions
stand or fail by how quickly allies can be mobilized and how firm the
relationships within the network are. Networks that can react quickly to
actions by the state or reproduce disruptive forms of behavior throughout
the state are more effective at achieving their goals and more resilient to
attack. Building connections across age groups, geographic locations, and
even color lines provides more resources to draw upon in times of social
upheaval and a greater degree of agency in producing a situation amena-
ble to revolution. The question is how to frame your network so that it
is flexible and resilient without being so lax that it cannot pull together
when needed. Every network must have a compelling center that keeps
people organized and mobilized, but that center cannot be too rigid—or
the network too inflexible—without becoming elitist and alienating allies.
The most effective network is one that is itself centered around an ideal
or a goal, but in which no part of the network is itself the center. The
network must be allowed to evolve, while the center itself must be reex-
amined and critiqued periodically to ensure that it is still represents the
goal people are interested in pursuing. No network should see itself as
permanently necessary, as there may come a time when circumstances
and the good of the cause require a network to disband. This means of
organizing revolutionary movements works well because it takes advantage
of the inherent dynamism and complexity of systems. Rather than trying
to create another static and determinate system to replace the current one,
this method of organizing draws from one of the benefits revolutionaries
always have on their side—that every system is by its nature dynamic. By
using adaptive and reactive networks revolutionaries can maintain their
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presence even as the state changes in response to them, updating their
allies and practices as needed to confront new challenges. Only in this
way will a revolutionary network be both dynamic and durable.

Ultimately, the importance of adaptability comes down to one final
point: radicals must shift their perception of their enemy from one that is
static to one that is variable. Radicals should resist the belief that if they
just find the right formula of resistance, the state they oppose can be put
to an end. Given the behavior of systems, states should be understood
as highly mobile, fluid, and resilient. They have no central core, only a
variety of manifestations. As such, there is no best strategy for challenging
them, nor does the fact that one strategy failed mean it was wrong. States
evolve in response to resistance, and the best approach to combat them
is to be open to the development of new tactics and unfazed when they
fail. Violence is not necessarily a misstep, as some say, but neither will it
be permanently effective. Collaboration with different groups, and experi-
mentation with alternate practices of resistance, do not inevitably destroy
a movement. Though there is a need for collaborative and well-organized
action—thus my argument that action should be organized via adaptive
networks and take place on several levels—diversity should not be seen
as a weakness. Movements should think about developing an adaptive
capacity so that if one tactic fails, they have others to fall back on. In
sum, resistance itself must become a site of creative struggle.

Creativity would flounder if a revolution were too determinate.
Deciding the form of revolution in advance and fixing its relationship to
the state inhibits imagination. Revolutions thrive when advocates use their
knowledge to develop a movement tailored to the needs of the situation
they are in. Liberating revolution encourages imagination and shows the
importance of embracing adaptation for success.

Use of Emergent Properties

The world is a complicated place, composed of many agents and relation-
ships constantly interacting in novel ways. There is always more being
produced than went into a system. These emergent properties display
“downward causation” (they can’t easily be traced back to physical phe-
nomena),’”” the persistence of patterns, and multifunctionality.” They also
occur in systems with higher and lower level order, such that the cause of
higher level order cannot be found in the lower level.” In other words,
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they are not reducible to things that happen on a smaller scale, and while
their presence can sometimes be predicted, how they insert themselves
into any particular situation cannot. They should be considered opportu-
nities, for while a state may be prepared to handle emergent properties as
such, emergent properties can always be repurposed in ways that require
a state to adapt. In doing so, resources are taken away from other areas,
leaving the state with a diminished ability to confront a revolutionary
force. Revolutions that strategize how to use emergent properties to their
advantage will be more likely to succeed than those that dont. As long
as a revolution doesn't itself get overwhelmed by emergence, it can be a
valuable tool for revolutionaries.

A good example of such an emergent property that was well utilized
by a revolution is fidelismo, the cult of personality surrounding Fidel Cas-
tro. It is predictable that populations will want something to unite them,
and it is not uncommon for a revolutionary leader to play such a role.
Yet it is not possible, purely from examining the pieces of a revolution,
to know whether your leader will inspire a cult of personality (i.e., the
higher level order is not reducible to the lower level). It is unpredictable
whether the character of the leader will be inspirational both before and
after the revolution. Fidel Castro was by many accounts a compelling and
charismatic leader. He gave regular talks and radio broadcasts where he
explained his policies, attacked his enemies, spoke of socialism’s value,
and of the philosophies that inspired him. In doing so, he brought many
people to the revolutionary cause (which was already a popular one).”
After the revolution ended, his charisma influenced many people to stay
with the cause even when there were significant problems setting up a
government, resisting American intervention, and serving the needs of the
people.”® By contrast, the role Ahmed Ben Bella played in the Algerian
Revolution and afterwards was markedly different. By most accounts, Ben
Bella was a good soldier who was an excellent planner with an inspir-
ing vision for Algeria. His work with the FLN helped achieve victory,
and he was instrumental in producing the agreement that got France to
withdrawal. Yet he was not considered charismatic, and spent most of
his life prior to taking power out of the public eye (first in Cairo, and
then in a French Algerian prison).”” Phillip Naylor describes Ben Bella
as a “romantic politician . . . and egotist . . . who attempted to personify
[his] state . . . and to pursue international prestige”™® and as a “mercurial
and quixotic leader”” There was nowhere near the level of adoration for
Ben Bella that there was for Castro, so when Ben Bella began eliminating
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enemies and making more unilateral decisions, fewer were willing to follow
him.® A few years after his election, his government was overthrown.®
Unlike Castro, there was no emergent property—in the form of a cult of
personality—surrounding Ben Bella.

Another emergent property that can play good or bad effects in
revolution is that of peoples’ reactions to war. It is predictable that peo-
ple will feel strongly about war, but how they will feel is not. Some wars
encourage patriotic feelings and nationalism, while others produce anger or
frustration. It is easier to convince a population of the need for revolution
when the latter occurs. During wars, states often enact coercive measures
meant to discipline the population and procure the materials necessary
for battle. The population is conscripted, food rationed, and laws to sur-
veil potential threats passed. In states where the government is already
unpopular, these measures are seen as further examples of oppression.
The French and Indian War, the American Revolutionary War, and World
War I contributed to the American Revolution, French Revolution, and
Russian Revolution, respectively. Following the French and Indian War,
the British government levied new taxes to pay for the war.® The king
felt them justified by the resources he spent defending the colonists, but
the colonists felt his insistence on money for doing his job—especially
when they had no representation—was unjust. Similarly, the American
Revolutionary War cost the royal bank in France over one billion livres.
Attempts by the royalty to reform the economic system (by instituting a
land tax) were met with hostility by the nobles and peasants, who were
demanding more representation and autonomy.*® The royalty resisted these
requests, exacerbating the conflict between these groups. World War I led
to a series of harsh measures from the tsar, who took control of the army
in an attempt to prevent further defeats. The losses that followed were
directly traced back to the tsar, who was also blamed for corruption and
the severe lack of resources found throughout the population.** While in
all three cases there are other important causes, the fact of war, operating
in the background, helped revolutionaries make the case for change.

Yet like the phenomena of leaders, while war can make revolution
more achievable in the short term, it is not clear how else it will affect
a revolution. The parallel drawn among the three revolutions mentioned
earlier diverges once one begins to examine the other effects war had on
society. Most notably, the French and Indian War was over by the time
of the American Revolution, as was the war that influenced the French
Revolution, while World War I continued throughout the Russian Revo-
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lution. The Russian revolutionaries thus faced a choice not given to the
French and Americans: whether to continue the war. The debate between
the Bolsheviks, who wanted to withdraw, and the other factions, who felt
that by 1917 the war had become necessary, created an urgency to finalize
the revolution, as many felt the integrity of the country hinged on which
group held power.®> And while the French Revolution did not begin while
fighting a war, several insurrections and wars occurred during the process,*
which raised nationalist and existential concerns in the minds of French
citizens. America, by contrast, was relatively free of such concerns. Except
for some minor clashes with Native Americans, pirates, and other powers
that had a presence at sea, they were at peace.

Emergent properties—such as the cult of personality surrounding
leaders and the reactions to war, in the examples given earlier—can help
or harm the goals of revolution. They provoke strong feelings that turn
people for or against the goal of radical change. The question revolution-
aries must ask is how they should respond to emergent properties. The
best way to understand what these emergent properties do is to think of
them as opening pathways. When all paths are owned and operated by
the state, it is difficult to challenge established systems of power. Emergent
properties are predictable in some respects, but are not part of the state
as it is designed. While states prepare for them, there is a limited amount
they can do. The possible outcomes of introducing an emergent property
are too numerous, and dependent upon so many other interactions, so
complete prediction is impossible. Revolutionaries can step into this space
by utilizing an emergent property in a way the state is unprepared for.
Yet to make sure a revolution benefits from, rather than being harmed by,
an emergent property, there are several pieces of advice worth following.

First, seek useful emergent properties in places where a state is resisting
something. The value of emergent properties for revolutionaries being in
the way they illumine alternative pathways, the state is always trying to
head off possibilities by which such a pathway becomes clear. This does
not mean that anytime the state resists something there is a readymade
emergent property to be found, only that it is at such times that the
possibility of one exists. Most of the times a state is resisting something
there will likely be no emergent property, but on rare occasions one will
exist. To use the example of Cuba, fidelismo started when the state resisted
Castros attempt to seize the Moncada barracks on July 26, 1953. Castro
was well-known at the time, but hardly an icon. It was only during his trial
and afterwards, when Castro’s speech “History Will Absolve Me” was given
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and then spread around the island, that the cult of personality gained a
foothold.¥” The inspirational speech, combined with the way the attempted
seizure of the barracks was seen as a powerful symbol of opposition to
government corruption, gave rise to a movement to free those imprisoned,
and in May 1955 Batista, in an effort to sympathize with the desires of
the people, signed a general amnesty. The point here is that emergent
properties that the revolutionary can use will create orders on the higher
level that the state tries to dominate. Their prevention is one of the key
aims of a state, and so watching where a state tries to resist changes to
the higher order is where one will find useful emergent properties.
Second, use the emergent property to shine a light on an alternative
pathway. Though there is no formula for creating an emergent property, to
play their role for revolution they must show the value of the revolution
to those who will make the difference between success and failure. This
means illuminating how things could be different or revealing a hidden
power whose existence society was unaware of. Emergent properties of
the type revolutionaries must use need to make something visible that
was not visible before. In the examples of the American, French, and
Russian Revolutions, the ire felt at the government revealed a weakness
in the reigning government and a resolve in the people capable of con-
fronting the leaders. More than that, though, one sees in the reactions to
wars a germ of the society that the revolution was going to try to create.
In the Russian Revolution, for example, the frustration the people felt
was accompanied by a lack of industrial capacity compared to the Ger-
mans.*® The goal of material development—for example, by modernizing
the areas where peasants lived—thus accompanied discussions about the
trajectory the revolution should take.* The French Revolution, by con-
trast, was impelled forward by the aristocratic forms of power and order
operating in society.”® Discussions during the revolution focused much
more on overcoming these functions/operations than on development as
such. Finally, while the American revolutionaries also wrestled with an
autocratic system, freedom and autonomy were much more important
than challenging royalty as such. For this reason, liberty and choice often
trumped equality.”" In each case, the reaction to war revealed a flaw in the
higher level order governing society and suggested potential remedies to
it. Revolutionaries took up the banner and ran with it, elaborating upon
the suggestions in order to draw people to the vision of another society.
As a final point, emergent properties and revolutionaries maintain
a codependent relationship. Revolutionaries utilize them, as discussed
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earlier, but are also created by them. The emergent property generates
the pathway the revolution will follow just as revolutionaries adopt the
properties for their own purpose. For this reason, it is dangerous for
a revolution to force an emergent property to fit a premade doctrine.
To do so is to ignore how adaptable emergent properties are, and how
minor shifts can cause them to change their character or collapse. Forcing
emergent properties to fit the pathway you or your doctrine insist on
means labeling the factors producing the property as unimportant. If you
don’t care for these factors, the emergent property may not remain, or
it may revert to the original path you were trying to move it from. The
Russian Revolutions experience with organized religion exemplifies this.
Both before and after the revolution, the Bolsheviks argued against such
religion regularly. Lenin said that religion should be a private affair and
that as economic oppression disappeared, so would religious ideology.”> A
textbook on communism written by Bakunin and Preobrazhensky in 1920
said that now was the time to fight religious dogma.”” And official decrees
from the Soviet government banned religious organizations from owning
property, having legal rights, and carrying out religious performances
that undermined public order.” While they did succeed in removing
the Russian Orthodox church from its position of power, the Bolsheviks
failed to erase religion, as an estimated sixty to seventy million remained
religious practitioners (a significant portion of the population).”® Many of
the anti-religious campaigns ended in failure or a significant revision of
policy such that the faithful were recognized.”® Part of the reason for this
is that the emergent property the Bolsheviks relied on was partially the
product of Christians and similar believers who felt the Orthodox church
and similar establishments were failing to uphold Christian values, and
that socialism was the solution.” Emergent properties are dynamic, not
doctrinal. Without being thoughtful about one’s relationship to them,
grave outcomes are possible.

Innovation and Novelty

Thus far we have talked about how make a revolutionary movement
effective, and focused specifically on approaches that prevent one’s move-
ment from being misled or inhibited. This is important for maintaining a
revolutionary movement, but it doesn’t address how to make it successful.
At some point, a revolution must overthrow what it opposes and enact
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a new order. The next two pieces of advice discuss how to do that. The
first, being innovative in ways the state is unprepared for, means that
a revolution must put forth a challenge that confronts the state in an
unexpected way. States thrive when people and forces do what they are
supposed to do, and they build in contingency procedures to prevent
their downfall. A revolution won't succeed if either of these are effective.
This doesn't mean a revolution must be stronger than the state, for few
revolutions are. What revolutionaries have going for them is a lack of
obligations equal to those of the state and the fact that disrupting control
is easier than maintaining it. Revolutions can use their relative lack of size
and responsibility to short-circuit the state, disrupting the patterns upon
which the state relies to function. The particular trait of systems theory
being drawn on for this is nonlinearity.”®

The Cuban Revolution illustrates this point well. The Batista govern-
ment in power prior to the installation of a communist regime operated
as a military dictatorship and included the canceling of elections, brutal
police tactics, suspensions of rights, killings, and significant inequality.”® In
addition, a major—and archetypal—part of the Batista government was its
support from the USA. The dynamics of power in Cuba during the Batista
years heavily depended on what the USA provided, so this relationship
was essential to the Batista regime. The cost of living in Cuba was heavily
underwritten by the USA, as the imports from the USA increased from
$515 million to $777 million between 1950 and 1958. As Luis Perez, Jr.,
concludes, “Cuba was integrated directly into the larger United States
economic system and the concomitant consumption patterns.”'® In addi-
tion, the mafia in Cuba during the Batista years was largely supported
by the American mob and sanctioned by Batista himself."" In exchange
for profiting from the island’s resources, the mafia helped keep Batista in
power. Upsetting this foundational relationship at the heart of the Batista
regime would destabilize the state in a way that would be difficult to
counteract. Thus halting the production of goods the USA desired from
Cuba was an effective means of separating Bastista from both foreign and
domestic elites.!”> Over time, these actions were so disruptive that Batista’s
supporters couldn’t envision an end to the counterinsurgency without
first having Batista leave. It was this abdication of support for Batista that
demoralized the army and produced desertions en masse, allowing the
communist rebels to take charge.'” The rebels were able to challenge a
necessary and fundamental part of the state, and in doing so disrupt its
functioning enough that they could take over.
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Struggles for African and African-American liberation prove this
point as well. Colonial Algeria operated under the thesis that Algeria was
part of France, as France was a world power. Indeed, the whole concept
of Algeria as a nation was a product of colonization, though there were
communities that approximated the concept in practice prior to the arrival
of the French.'™ The first sense of an Algeria independent of France
came during the process of colonization, when Emir Abd al-Qadir tried
to develop an area free from European control in what is now western
Algeria. That attempt failed, and the concept of Algeria that took hold was
of a country inextricably linked to imperial France.'” This ideology was
expressed and transmitted through books, education, official documents,
and a host of social, political, and economic practices that produced,
according to Frantz Fanon, a “massive psychoexistential complex.”'% It
wasn't until the 1930s that this concept of Algeria began to be replaced
with one that was independent of France, and it wasn’t until the 1950s
that this concept took hold in francophone literature. Algerian writers
developed an identity separate from that provided by colonial France, and
resisted the characterizations of Algerians given by European “others.”'"
The Front Liberation Nationale (FLN) developed as an organization aimed
at eradicating French colonization and producing an authentic Algerian
identity.'® They were clear that this program was not just about throwing
off the yoke of oppression, but also the creation of a new society, and
while they disagreed about the form that new society should take, there
were many in the movement who spoke about the revolution they sought
as the fabrication of a new life."”” As Naylor writes, “The FLN’s primary
postcolonial objective was to conceive and construct a state”''* The point
is that the revolution introduced a novelty into society that challenged
the archetype of the state. Algeria was reconceived as independent, and
France as a postimperial power.'"!

The novel identities utilized among African-American liberation
movements helped disrupt racial hierarchies in the USA. Throughout
the history of black radical thought, there have been debates over how to
conceive of the struggle for liberation, including who to unite with and
how to bring the unity into being. The goal has always been to introduce
a new concept of community to supplant the racist one inherited from
the past. Those who argue for a qualified support with whites argue that
the best results will come when blacks and whites communicate with each
other about the goals of society and take responsibility for enfranchising
blacks. Booker T. Washington and the early W. E. B. Du Bois emphasize the
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importance of racial harmony for different races to solve the race problem
effectively.'"* Others—like Frederick Douglass, Martin Luther King, Jr., the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, and the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference—insist that nothing will be given blacks without a
movement compelling whites to change, for it is not simply ignorance but
prejudice, avarice, and privilege that entrench racial disparity.'"* Opposing
this belief that whites and blacks must unify is the claim that uniting blacks
around the world actually increases one’s strength. Pan-Africanists like the
later W. E. B. Du Bois, Back-to-Africa advocates like Marcus Garvey, and
Black Power activists like the Black Panthers all call for the creation of
an international body that can promote the interests of blacks. Given the
significant numbers of blacks throughout the world, a unified struggle of
all peoples of African descent is said to be more effective than fighting
colonialism and racism independently in every country in which it exists.
In addition, results will come quicker as more pressure can be brought to
bear with greater expediency.'* Yet some claim even this tactic is limiting
and dangerous. As any coalition excludes some and includes others, we
must be careful about how we define our community. An overly rigid
concept of blackness—even one that includes blacks worldwide—can
entrench a certain concept of blackness while subordinating other concerns
(such as gender and class discrimination) to this one conception. Without
including a critique of black identity within the coalition building that one
does, one risks perpetuating dangerous systems of power and alienating
potential allies.!”® This final approach concludes that the importance of
solidarity comes more from the practice of it than who one unifies with.
Because racism can change form, black radicals must vary their partners
in order to respond to the new challenges it poses.

While these examples from Cuba, Algeria, and America illustrate
how revolutions incorporate a novelty that undermines an essential part
of the state, we must also show how the movements introduced this
novelty effectively. Revolutions will fail unless they insert the novelty
that spreads quickly and successfully challenges the preexisting state. In
Cuba, for instance, the government was essentially a client state for the
USA, though the Mafia had a significant amount of power on the island.
Showing the impotence of the Cuban government apart from the USA
and its Mafia backers would spread the idea that another government
can more efficiently serve the needs of the people. Thus the Cuban rev-
olutionaries conducted attacks not just to harm the enemy, but to send
a message to the public. The guerrillas needed anonymity to organize
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and move effectively, but, because their purpose was political, needed
to attract attention with spectacles. In addition, they needed to choose
targets that would incapacitate the enemy state. Che Guevaras book on
guerrilla warfare claims that sabotage targets should be chosen for how
effectively they paralyze society. For him, it is pointless to attack a soft-
drink company, because “a certain number of workers are put out of a
job but nothing is done to modify the rhythm of industrial life,” yet it’s
perfectly justified to attack a power plant because, though workers will
be displaced, it leads to “the paralysis of the life of the region”"'® Gue-
vara also says that loss of life is acceptable if “it is used to put to death
some noted leader of the oppressing forces well known for his cruelty,
his efficiency in repression, or other quality that makes his elimination
useful”''” While sabotage and executions are valuable for guerrilla warfare
inasmuch as they destroy the enemy’s capacities, they also instill fear in
the elites being targeted.'®

In Algeria, power was directly applied by the French government
to the local populace, and supported by the French citizens living in
the country. As the revolution hinged on convincing the people that the
French and Algerians deserved separation, the rebels’ tactics needed to
emphasize the difference between French and Algerian identities. Ironically,
it was the French government that did most of this work, as the regime
of torture inflicted upon the Algerians (but not the French) emphasized
the division. Between 140,000 and 250,000 Algerians were killed, while
probably millions of others were adversely affected,'”® and the images or
stories of these people spread the idea that the French were not in Algeria
to help. The image of the tortured Muslim fighting for national rights
became a rallying cry for resistance and a founding idea of Algeria.'®
Torture methods included electrodes, suffocation, water torture, sexual
humiliation, and being tied for long periods of time."*! Alistair Horne cites
people who claim the torture was brutal enough divide much of the unity
that existed between the two peoples. French citizens turned against each
other, and Algerians saw the government’s ugly face. It was communist
newspaper editor Henri Alleg’s book The Question that first revealed the
systematic torture of Algerians, causing an uproar when it was released.'*
While torture may have worked in the short term, there is good reason
to think that it was a major reason the French lost Algeria in the long
term.'” Adding to impressions of the French government’s bad faith was
how the torture was revealed through a communist newspaper and how
the French tried to hide it from the populace.
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Black radicals used the tactic of solidarity, as it was, and is, universally
agreed to be a precondition for liberation. Blacks tried to communicate
effectively and organize themselves into groups capable of responding to
threats. Such solidarity is more intimate than being added to an email
listserve or joining the Rotary, as members of black radical groups often
protected each other and encouraged the development of personal con-
nections within the black community, in some circumstances going so far
as to operate with the same close-knit practices found in a military unit.
Malcolm X emphasizes the danger of factionalism, saying that black groups
are “usually . . . divided and spend a lot of time . . . being suspicious
of each other,** and highlighting the importance of blacks recognizing
“their humanity, . . . their own worth, and . . . their heritage”'? The Black
Panthers, in order to advance their agenda of—among other things—full
education, security, and human rights for all blacks, organized themselves
into the “Black Liberation Army,” complete with military titles, a weap-
ons program, and mandatory education classes on first aid, politics, and
revolutionary ideology.’** Some groups focused on local problems within
a particular nation while others tried to unite all black people.'” These
tactics cultivated communal identities needed for combatting racism.
Angela Davis says that “it is important to recognize the various forms of
agency with which identities can be and are constructed, in order not to
get stuck in them,” concluding that “ideological affinity is not essential
to coalition work” and that it is more important to work on issues and
raise questions than focus on achieving purity within one’s coalition.'?
Manning Marable agrees, emphasizing that community itself is a site of
struggle and that only through building partnerships across identities
can we reach our goals.'”” Spreading these tactics required speeches and
writings, one powerful type of which is autobiography. The telling of
personal stories illustrative of the problems of racism conveys its harm
far more powerfully than a purely abstract account would. By narrating
their individual experiences of being excluded, degraded, objectified, or
worse, black radicals made the often-unseen practices of racism tangible.
Autobiography became a tactic of resistance by making racism real while
building relationships of responsibility and solidarity that can combat it.'*
This practice had a profound effect on whites as well."*! This recapturing
of agency, and reframing of commonly held “truths,” is something George
Yancy speaks about in his discussion of Frederick Douglass’s autobiog-
raphy, saying, “Through the process of narrating his existence, Douglass
challenged the racist assumption that Black people have no perspective on
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the world . . . [and] he defied and challenged the caricatured myths and
normativity of whiteness.”’*> Many black radicals have used this strategy,'**
for it rehabilitates a power racism has long denied them: the ability to
decide who they are.

Creating novelty and inserting it effectively are crucial steps in a suc-
cessful revolution. Doing so produces point(s) of disruption out of which
one’s alternative political order can arise and thrive. While predicting the
point of disruption is near impossible, given all the factors that go into the
state and the difficulty of modeling how they all interact, revolutionaries
should push forth in trying to manufacture one. The point of disruption
is the place and time where the changes that often go into constructing a
state can become undermining instead. Given the diversity of revolutions,
the point of disruption is not always a brief moment in time or a small
physical location, as sometimes revolutions take place gradually over a
long period of time and across great distances. Putting the state in con-
flict with itself, short-circuiting its functioning, or illustrating weaknesses
generally kept hidden, are all effective ways of creating such moments,
opening a space for novelty to arise. We can see here why the approach of
Dynamic Anarchism is valuable for revolutionaries. It resists any necessary
foundation and allows for novelty that statist groundings would prohibit.

Whole That Undermines an Archetype

The final piece of advice summarizes how the revolution as a whole must
operate in order to be successful. The previous piece of advice, innovation
and novelty, describes how to begin creating a new state, but this piece
of advice is about how to make that new state, and the movement con-
fronting the old state, successful. One of the core messages—discussed
in the last chapter—of Dynamic Anarchism is that we must understand
the complex phenomenon we observe as organic wholes. This is true
both of the state you challenge and the state you are creating. Without
mapping the complex networks that compose the state, the ways forces
are distributed throughout it, and the ways phenomena like resilience,
emergence, hierarchy, and more play a role, the revolution will encounter
trouble. As Ladyman, Lambert, and Wiesner put it, complex systems are
characterized by spontaneous order and a lack of centralized control.**
Specifically, the order “arises from the aggregate of a very large number of
uncoordinated interactions between elements,””*” where the elements are
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spread throughout the system and not regulated from one central place.
In order for a revolution to be successful, this property of systems must
be challenged and overcome. And the state that the revolution sets up
must also incorporate these properties, or it will very likely fall prey to a
host of other possible problems.

Proving this point requires three things. First, showing the highly
interconnected and decentralized nature of states revolutions confronted.
Second, examining how revolutions disrupted those features. Third, how
the states revolutions set up after a successful revolution either had those
features too or failed to create a healthy society. Beginning with the
first, it is necessary to show how multiple agents were both capable of
and did make decisions to adapt to their surroundings, which affected
decisions made on multiple other levels. The first criteria, capability, is
obviously true, as any human with basic decision-making traits is capable
of adapting to their surroundings. But we see that the British government
and its colonial administrators did make such decisions as well in the
lead-up to the American Revolution. Richard Johnson makes this point
in his description of the British Empire’s formation in the 1700s, saying
it was “many-handed” and “shaped by forces as much centripetal as cen-
trifugal”*® There is also evidence for a decentralized and interconnected
view of colonial politics in the writings of Alan Tully, who, summarizing
Bernard Bailyn, says that “political rivalries and alliances among provin-
cials—personal, regional, economic, social, and issue-related—produced a
bewildering vista of ‘milling factionalism, an ‘almost unchartable chaos of
competing groups. ”**” The point is that even though there was a hierarchy
(the king, constrained by the British Parliament, appointment governors
and councils, who in turn appointed tax collectors and other representa-
tives of the Crown), decisions were made at multiple levels and through
a variety of relationships that influenced all other levels. This pattern is
found in other states. Perez describes a complex state in Cuba during the
late 1930s and 1940s, with Batista collaborating with many former oppo-
nents, liberal reformers skeptical of both sides, and the US government
operating independently in ways that affected the economy for good and
ill."*® There were multiple political parties, citizens involved in voting, and
other interests regularly intervening in political affairs.

The American revolutionaries were able to undermine this elaborate
system by taking over large amounts of the British government’s operations
using excess capabilities existing in the colonies. For example, women
played a pivotal role in maintaining basic services the army needed while
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the revolution was being carried out,'” while resources and technologies
supplemented and expanded upon the economy that used to be run by
British hands."® A similar dynamic occurred—though not without some
notable differences—as several African countries fought for independence.
European countries extracted great amounts of material wealth from their
colonies, and did so through a variety of social, legal, economic, and mil-
itary means. To give one example, Pierre Bourdieu describes the colonial
agrarian system in Algeria as a “true example of social vivisection” that
“tended to transform jointly owned lands into private property” and con-
centrated “the best properties in the hands of the Europeans.”**! He goes on
to describe how similar procedures alienated native Algerians from other
resources like health, cars, agricultural products, jobs, and more. When
the Algerian Revolution broke out many people started incorporating new
practices into their lives. Some of these practices came from traditional
society, some came from European society, and some were relatively new,
but they all had the same goal: to create an independent system of care
and justice focused on the native Algerians. The FLN, as part of their war
of liberation, issued many dictates to the population about how Algerians
were supposed to live.'** The point of these was to undermine the French
system by replacing it with another. There also existed the practice of
recombining parts to form new wholes. Julius Nyerere did this many times
both during and after Tanganika’s struggle for liberation. Giving voice to
Pan-Africanism, forming the Organization of African States, and building
relationships with Jamaica, New Zealand, China, and the USSR, among
other actions, are examples of this practice. Nyerere was also known for
confronting what he perceived to be harmful operations, practices, and
relationships, such as the British’s selling of weapons to countries in Africa
whose governments were genocidal. The point here is that, when building
new capacities with already extant resources is not possible, then one
creates a new whole that has the relationships, resources, and so on, that
one needs.'”® This means developing an interconnected system whose parts
work together and interact to produce outcomes that are unexpected and
unpredictable when looking at the parts by themselves. Nyerere worked
along several avenues to try and produce such an interconnected system,
and while his success is a matter of debate, it is clear he was thinking
about how multiple institutions and hierarchies could be incorporated
into a network that provided for Africa’s wellbeing. This happens through
the production and spread of new ideologies, exchanges that establish
persistent relationships, and encounters that change traditional dynamics.
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Guerrilla manuals are full of ideas for how to disrupt the state’s
self-ordering. Guerrillas are encouraged to think creatively about how
to disrupt the state and to be, in essence, bricoleurs of revolution. They
are to use whatever means available, be it hillsides, nighttime, or aban-
doned weaponry, to push for the state’s overthrow. They must be careful
of the propensity for disordering effects to become ordering effects (and
vice versa), for any action can have either effect given the right context.
Sabotage can end up promoting the state if it inconveniences too many
people, while terrorism can repel sympathizers if it targets innocents in
large numbers. Because all undermining activities are immanent to the
state, the role they play is dependent upon the broader context of the state
and its movements. Revolutionaries must be canny about deploying them
even as they are militant in trying to bring the state to a moment of crisis.
It is this danger of hypermilitancy that has made guerrilla warfare risky,
and at times harmful to the cause of revolution. Because it is conducted so
much from the shadows, its methods are rarely subject to scrutiny.'** This
can lead to the development of spontaneous orders harmful to the long-
term goals of the revolutionary movement. The revolutionary movement
ceases to be ordered for the purpose of creating sustainable change, and
becomes one aimed at the maintenance of the revolutionary movement
itself. While a revolutionary movement does need to incorporate actions
aimed at its own sustainability, this change in emphasis becomes the dif-
ference between a revolutionary movement as a whole that undermines
an archetype and one that is satisfied existing alongside the archetype—or
recreates the archetype.

This can be seen in the outcomes of several guerrilla movements,
especially those that form a dogmatic or permanent vanguard. Such van-
guards fail to take into account the interconnectedness and the movements
of the system as a whole, focusing instead on their own band while pro-
tecting themselves with the claim that anything done in the name of the
revolution is justified. Highly undemocratic and brutal policies are enacted
by this self-appointed vanguard of the revolution, which often undermine
the very principles of the revolution. Following his victory, Fidel Castro
tasked Committees for the Defense of the Revolution with monitoring
the population and reporting any signs of dissent, among other things.
These committees have been responsible for numerous violations of human
rights during their existence.'* Similarly, Mao’s Cultural Revolution led to
the persecution of many dissidents and ethnic minorities in the name of
preserving the legacy of the revolution.*® Though such historical events are
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clearly not the result of one isolated factor, they could not have occurred
without those in power claiming to be guarding the revolution and jus-
tifying their authoritarianism as an extension of the revolution’s legacy.
Such practices are a misuse of guerrilla warfare’s tactics of invisibility and
violence, which, while perhaps justified as a way of disordering the state
and creating a point of disruption, cannot be justified as means of gov-
ernance. This dogmatism about how to be militant enshrines one specific
approach toward the state as the paragon of revolution, and justifies its
hold on power by claiming this approach is a necessary precondition to
rule. When guerrilla warriors refuse to see their movement as an evolving
and fluid affair, the vanguard they establish in the state following their
revolution ends up conducting guerrilla warfare on their own population.

Finally, we see that the revolutionary societies that were the best at
achieving their goals came from those that were best at building highly
interconnected and decentralized systems. It is true that doing this means
walking a tight line for revolutionaries, for events after a revolution are
in flux, as the traditional equilibrium has been undermined. Finding a
new equilibrium is tricky and can take time. While the new equilibrium
is being reached, those in power don’t want the revolutions enemies to
regain control. This is why harsh measures have often been used after a
revolution’s success. Yet it is also true that the harsh measures themselves
can undermine a revolution’s goals, or can even become the new equi-
librium. Russia is perhaps the best example of this latter point, although
Cuba and China illustrate it as well. The goal of the Soviets, as stated
in Lenin’s writings, was the creation of a social democracy. Until the
workers were ready for this, the practice of governing would be handled
by a constituent assembly and provisional revolutionary government.'"’
Following the October Revolution, when the Constituent Assembly met
and refused to recognize the Bolshevik government as legitimate, Lenin
disbanded it.!*® Not long afterwards, the Social Democrats (who made
up a plurality of the Constituent Assembly) were targeted by the Red
Terror for their terrorist activities. Many were killed as “class enemies,”
even when there was a lack of evidence, and freedom of expression was
curtailed.'"* After Lenin’s death, the Politburo decided to rule as a group,
even as they fought each other in private, until ultimately Stalin prevailed."*
To preserve the gains of revolution, and to keep those with the “right”
vision in control, the goal of democracy and worker representation was
cut back again and again. Similarly, China and Cuba were ruled by Mao
and Castro, respectively, for their entire lives, and at times antidemocratic
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and harmful measures were enacted in order to “preserve” the revolution.
China had the Cultural Revolution, where innocent people were regularly
punished as subversive,””! while Cuba had UMAP camps to reeducate
“problem” Cubans who did not identify with the collective struggle.'*
By contrast, the American government had a federated system that left
many decisions in the hands of the states,'** African countries like Ghana
and Tanzania made a point of seeking out the opinions of the various
tribes that comprised their country’s populace,” and African American
radicals regularly rethought which voices should be included (e.g., the
poor, women, youth, etc.) as the movement developed.'*

In sum, there are ordering and disordering effects that are present in
every state. These effects are the products of the movement of the state, and
in particular the interactions of the agents, objects, and processes found
at any particular moment. Ordering effects are those that go toward the
promotion of the state, while disordering effects are those that go toward
its dissolution. It is necessary for a successful movement to consider
these effects as an organic whole, and to measure them against what is
needed to undermine the archetype of the state it confronts. Only then
can a revolution start to draw a path from where it is now to where it
seeks to end up.

The guidelines laid out in this chapter are not guarantees. Revolu-
tions often combat states that are complex, adaptive, and well-equipped.
No plan contains a foolproof method for successful revolution. What the
guidelines above can do is give revolutionaries an approach that is more
effective than the approaches informed by the state. This approach does not
advocate for a particular state or obscure parts of the state revolutionaries
are confronting by focusing on what is wrong. Effective revolutions will
appreciate complexity and recognize the resilience states display. Viewing
the state through the lens of the liberated revolution will provide a more
effective way of uncovering effective tactics and strategies for radical change.
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Libevating Revolution challenges the idea that we understand what revolution is. All current undae
standings of revodution arg differant ways of porirsying the state. To Fberate revolution, wa mist
el radegid changs withot det@nmmmng M5 coursa of imitmg whit it can do. Nahan Eckstrand
reviews earler theones of revolution from history— ool coniract theory, banasm, Hegelianizm,
liparalism, commynism, totatitarianism, and hMachigvellism —and studies how they desoribe
political changs. He then puts forth 3 new theory of change called Dhnamic Anarchism, drawing
on Event Ontology's discussions of radical change, systems theory's understanding of dynamaz and
alapiive systems, and anarchism’s altempts io think of pofitecs independent of the state, In iis
fnal chapeer, Divvaing Aovlution advisas how to prodece radical change afféectingly. A valuable
contnbubicn 1o the angoeng detuson of how Best (o understand change graen discoviaes both
micrascopc and global, this book offers wseful ideas o studenis civous about why revolutions
of tes fail 10 achseve thea goats or 10 amyone learning how change is depsctid in political theory:

“Thiz book blares a promsang new irail for thesnes of revolution, menement, and complexy, Having
mastered a vast body of techaical scholarship, Nathan Eckestrand comincingly Supioes his critigues
of envént anlolagies with contrete and highly resdable examples. Hig most important comnbution
rests in his oagingl systems theory of revolution, the impheations of which ang fanreaching and
tremenfousty sigmbcant,”

— Thomas Nail, author of Marx i Mobon 4 Newve Matorsalizr Manosm

*During a time of explosive protest and disillussonment wath establishment pofitics, this book offers
"Dhynamig Anarchism’ 25 3 porwe ful aipent tof radssal change. Whatwea nged 1oday, Eckswanda iQLas,
i 3 now drecon for ontobogy. melaphsacs, and social/pohtizal philosophy, He thus chalionges thie
vanguardist view 1hat revalutions need leaders, the myih of the sacial contract, and other sacred
Conws, True reviolulions need parGoipants, nol the politcal state. The book™s impressive mchusaty of
Juthors and concopls, 35 will 33 i3 sustained attention (o this important and tmely subject matter,
will be of great intedast to scholar- activists”

-William W Sololof, authar of Confonratiansl Crignship
Reffecbons on Hatred, Rage, Bevolurion, snd Bevol

Mathan Eckstrand teaches philosophy a1 Sam Houston State University.
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