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Let’s Take the First Bus out of Here

A User’s Guide

You are holding in your hands a book on political strategy, albeit quite a
strange one. ‘‘A book on strategy?,’’ you mutter to yourself. That can’t be
correct. After flipping through quickly, it seem to include loads of discussions
about various art movements, some currents of politically oriented cultural
production . . . but, surely, just bringing together some pretty pictures and
fancy-sounding theory doesn’t make a book on strategy, does it? Odd or not,
this is precisely it: a book that attempts to rethink and rework the space where
strategy occurs as an ongoing socialized process. It is a process that takes its
cues from artists and dreamers rather than from generals, politicians, and
other po-faced figures more commonly associated with the easier connota-
tions of strategizing. To this you might raise an objection: Why even talk
about strategy? Is it not the case, in the wake of the Occupy movements,
the proliferation of horizontal and networked forms of social movement
without top-down leadership, that strategy is an anachronistic concept, a
concept that’s better left behind? I have a bone to pick with that set of
assumptions.

This book comes out of reflecting on a set of experiences and political
encounters, starting from the rise of the antiglobalization movement in the
late 1990s. During this time it became quite common, one might even say
hegemonic, to argue for the importance of a diversity of tactics within move-
ment organizing.1 This notion continued to spread and very much has become
a form of activist common sense. The logic of embracing a diversity of tactics
allowed for the more confrontational approaches in protests with more legally
acceptable and permitted ones. In certain ways this is quite logical, as it can
be quite sensible to want to create a plural form of antagonistic politics such
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x Let’s Take the First Bus out of Here

that different forms of political action can coexist, even if their partisans are
somewhat unsure about the motivations and drives of other positions. Simi-
larly, in recent years much discussion has centered on micropolitical proc-
esses, tactical media, and forms of everyday subversion. All of this has been
very important and has brought attention to forms of politics that were often
ignored or overlooked.

But something about it is disquieting: namely, the hesitation even to dis-
cuss questions of strategy. Within this new form of shared common sense, it
is usually desired, and encouraged, to want to find moments of connections
and resonance between different struggles—even more so after the rise of
social media, where seemingly every political moment is shared and re-
tweeted, even if this process of social mediation oftentimes becomes mistaken
for the political itself. But simply advocating a position of endless connec-
tion, politics as a vast and seemingly infinite series of networked connections,
is not the formation of strategic orientation. Strategy is not the unfolding of
endless options but the consideration of contradictory and mutually exclusive
necessities.

Anarchist and autonomous milieus are very reticent to discuss questions
of strategy.2 Often this position is without very good reason, for the world is
burdened with a history of less-fortunate associations with a top-down mili-
tary logic, or with a tightly controlled attempt to centralize party formation
and leadership.3 And these are the very things that autonomous movements
from Occupy to the recent student and anti-austerity movements have so
often been trying to leave behind or get rid of. They thought they were gone,
only to find their return the day after the day after the revolution. So why,
then, bring these concepts back into play as a way to frame a book of autono-
mous theory and politics? Is it not the case, as Duane Rousselle and Süreyyya
Evren claim (2011: vii), that the autonomous politics have seen tendencies,
significantly inspired by anarchist and postanarchist thought, to decentralize
politics movements, ones that motion toward tactical rather than strategic
action?

This unwillingness even to raise questions of strategy comes up against its
own limits and has its own problems, even if they are not the same problems
of top-down forms of command. In autonomous politics, a lack of coordina-
tion and organization can lead into a hippie dropout politics, or minimal
cohesion and splintering of the core of the political. Or it can lead to the
creation of a political vacuum, where the more decisively authoritarian per-
spectives will take over the center of the political. But even this is getting too
deeply mired in the problem for what is just a preface, a user’s guide to how
to approach this text, which will get us dug into it much more deeply before
hopefully finding a way out.
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Let’s Take the First Bus out of Here xi

What this book proposes to do is to revisit the question of political strat-
egy, of the social processes of strategizing, but from another angle altogether.
Let’s take as a starting image the one provided by Andrei Codrescu (2009):
a chess match between Tristan Tzara, one of the founders of the absurdist-
anarchist art movement Dada; and Vladimir Lenin, a determined and all-too-
serious exiled leader of the Bolshevik Party, in Café de La Terrasse in Zurich,
Switzerland. The year is 1916, and war continues to rage on with all of its
bloody insanity. What has brought these two figures together, in this café, to
a game of chess? Do we know that it happened? And if it didn’t, what does
its very possibility tell us?

The image of such an encounter is striking. Borrowing from Codrescu’s
description, on one side of the board Tzara plays the game for ‘‘chaos, libido,
the creative, and the absurd’’—whereas Lenin counters with a deployment of
his energy for ‘‘reason, order, an understandable social taxonomy, predictable
structures’’ (2009: 11–12). Between these two contestants, it is clear where
one would typically think strategic thought is occurring: in Lenin’s brain, in
his calculations, obsessions, and plotting. Clearly Tzara’s behavior, like Dada
itself, seemingly is random and absurd. It’s Dada-ist after all, no? We associ-
ate Dada with the clowns, performers, and mystics. It is the communist mili-
tant, the Bolshevik, who is much easier to understand as a shrewd and
thoughtful political strategist. And historically, given the victory of the Rus-
sian revolution, it is easy to understand why. And for that reason an urge to
revisit that perspective is not surprising, whether to ‘‘repeat Lenin’’ (Žižek,
1992), or otherwise to draw from and expand on such a perspective some
other way.

This book proposes to revisit the question of political strategy, but from
the other side of the table. What if Tzara’s actions, in the approach of Dada,
were not random nonsense, but a way of strategizing through collective cre-
ation and artistic activity?4 What if the practices themselves pursued by Dada
were viewed as containing an implicit approach to political strategy? What if
artistic practices were approached, as Krzysztof Ziarek suggests, as a force
field where ‘‘forces drawn from historical and social reality come to be
formed into an alternative relationality’’ (2004: 7)? That is to say, not that
Dada itself is a form of strategy to be repeated necessarily (although a good
deal can be said for that), but rather that the forms of artistic practice contain
within themselves a method of forming spaces for approaching strategizing
from another direction—not from the perspective of the all-too-serious gen-
eral or bureaucrat, but from the wisdom of the clown, the fool, and the mys-
tic?5 What kinds of spaces and forms of subjectivity are animated by the
operation of avant-garde artistic practices as spaces for strategizing together?
What could we learn if we took this idea—that artistic practices contain
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xii Let’s Take the First Bus out of Here

implicit approaches to strategizing—and followed it through other move-
ments, times, and practices? What could we find within the sometimes appar-
ently random words, gestures, and practices of artistic avant-gardes? This
would not be to bring the question of strategy to artistic practices from out-
side, but to attempt to elaborate from the knowledge they already
contain—teasing it out of the practices themselves.

THE WINTER OF DISCONTENT
VERSUS PUNK ROUTINE

Each atmospheric state in this zone corresponds to a diagram of forces or particular
features which are taken upon by relations: a strategy. If strata are of the earth, then
a strategy belongs to the air or ocean.—Gilles Deleuze (2006: 100)

To elaborate forms of political strategies for artistic and cultural practices
may be an idiosyncratic approach, especially give that the goal is not to claim
that any of the particular practices here possess some sort of transcendent or
all-knowing understanding of the situation their protagonists found them-
selves in. Rather, this absence of a transcendent position, this having to make
do and work from the constraints of an impossible present, is what gives
value to the practices developed. These are the visions not of the general
looking down from the hill, but of the private trying to make sense of the
situation from the muck at the bottom of the trench. Or to riff on Deleuze’s
words quoted here from his book on Foucault, they are not founded upon the
solidity of the land, the grounding of the earth—but rather contingent
attempts to find a way to build a home upon the sea, or to live in the air.
Ultimately, the task may indeed be impossible—although much is produced
in efforts to live through the impossible.

Foucault likewise puts forth what he describes as a strategic conception of
knowledge in 1975–1976 lectures, which are collected as Society Must Be
Defended (2004). As Foucault quips in the summary notes at the end of his
lectures, when Marxists discuss class struggle they tend to concentrate on
investigating class rather than struggle. Or, to put it another way, Foucault
points out the tendency in Marxist thought to structural analysis rather then
to focus on the subjectivities created through cycles of struggle. This issue
can be addressed by using ideas drawn from more autonomist perspectives
that start from the emerging political antagonisms and subjectivities of strug-
gles, although they occasionally commit the opposite error and forget to con-
sider the structural conditions under which these struggles emerge. In this
book, rather than explore the sociological nature of strategic processes, we
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Let’s Take the First Bus out of Here xiii

will elaborate on what Foucault refers to as ‘‘the strategic method concerning
struggles’’ (2004: 281).

For Foucault, this strategic perspective is essential for analyzing the rela-
tionship between power and knowledge. This focus on the strategic composi-
tion of knowledge thus becomes a way into questions of domination that
unfolds through genealogies of struggles in ways that bring together ‘‘erudi-
tion and local memories, which allows for historical knowledge of struggles
and to make use of that knowledge in contemporary tactics’’ (2004: 8). The
strategic composition of knowledge is not found in the strata of the earth, or
in the heavens, then, but in the constantly negotiated relationship between
them, between the sea and the land. Strategy is the shore, either for departing
or arriving, but always in motion. The question of strategy, of the strategic
composition of knowledge, forms the way that we can approach the much
broader and even more daunting questions of the relationship between art
and politics in social movements, which has a long and varied history.

More pressing than attempting to map out these varied histories, though,
is to draw from them a consideration of what this relationship could be today.
What are the strategic lessons of the avant-garde today, especially if we are
well past the heyday of the historic avant-gardes, and likewise quite past the
time of the so-called neo-avant-gardes of the 1960s? Do these notions have
any meaning today? Perhaps. If so, significant translation will need to be
done to work from the genealogies of particular movements and social com-
position to a more general framework.

The most fitting image I’ve come across to illustrate this relationship
between history, social territory, and a sense of strategic politics and orienta-
tion was provided by Patrick Reinsborough in his wonderful but often over-
looked article, ‘‘De-colonizing the Revolutionary Imagination,’’ for the
Journal of Aesthetics & Protest more than ten years ago. In it Reinsborough
is making a case for the importance of radical imagination, for a politics
based around taking direct action at the point of assumption, and for develop-
ing more strategically focused radical politics. This is a very useful interven-
tion, precisely because he does not want to oppose the development of radical
imagination and creativity in strategic thinking, but to understand that it is
a strategic orientation that underpins and makes possible the expansion of
imagination. Collective strategizing enlarges the possibility of acting and
being in the world, of affecting and being affected by others, which forms
the material basis of creative social practices.

In the most striking passage from the article, well worth quoting at length,
Reinsborough describes how this strategic orientation is best understood as a
long-term process and uses the image of a raptor to illustrate it:

PAGE xiii................. 18816$ PREF 11-09-15 13:46:31 PS



xiv Let’s Take the First Bus out of Here

In part it was inspired by a profound strategy insight I received while watching a
circling bird of prey. The raptor seemed to spend hours calmly drifting on the
breezes, waiting and watching, then suddenly made a lightning quick dive to seize
its prey. Had I only witnessed the raptor’s final plunge, I might not have realizing
that it took hours of patient surveillance for the raptor to be in the right place
to make a seemingly effortless kill. I was struck by what a clear metaphor the
raptor’s circling time is for what our movements need to do in order to be successful.
Social change is not just the bird of prey’s sudden plunge—the flurry of direct
confrontation—but rather the whole process of circling, watching, and preparing.
(2003: 38)

This passage is relevant on a number of levels. The focus here is not just the
moment of swooping in the all-too-easy to fetishize moment of conflict, but
rather the importance of being on the breeze that the raptor partakes in,
keeping its eyes open and fixed upon the territory. Similarly, one could say
here that the raptor has a quite intense affective relationship with the territory,
a literal ‘‘bird’s-eye view.’’ It does not mean that the raptor is focused and
aware of every minute detail of the territory it surveys; rather, it has honed
particular capacities for perceiving and responding to the territory in ways
that benefit, preserve, and extend its life. The sense of a strategic orientation
in aesthetic-political practices elaborated in this book is much the same: teas-
ing out ways that particular interventionist art practices respond to and are
formed by the affective social and historical territories in which they are
formed and operate from. And from that drifting we can ask, what affordan-
ces do these particular practices allow in relationship to the territories in
which they are operating? How are they shaped and formed by the grounding
beneath them? And yet they are, as Deleuze would remind us, strategies that
are truly of the air, or the ocean, and not of the ground, or the strata beneath
it.

The strategic reading of artistic practices understands them primarily as
compositional practices. That is to say, it explores what kinds of social move-
ments, organization, and interaction they make possible. How do collective
artistic and cultural practices take part in what Ranciere would call the redis-
tribution of the sensible, shaping what can be said and how it can be said,
and what forms of collective reorientation to and reshaping of the political
does that make possible? To ask such questions is to subject artistic interven-
tionism to a different set of criteria than those typically used for an art histori-
cal, anthropological, or sociological reading. This book advances an
autonomist-compositionist reading, approaching collective practices as open-
ing up and providing a space for strategic thought and orientation, in a way
that is different from all of the less palatable connotations of strategy. Given
this quite large task, it is not surprising that what follows is not a complete
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Let’s Take the First Bus out of Here xv

mapping of the histories of avant-garde art and politics by any means, but
something closer to what Raoul Vaneigem refers to when he says in his
account of Surrealism that he is describing not a tradition, but rather ‘‘a
somewhat serendipitous tracery of theories and practices constituting a kind
of map of radical refusal’’ (1999: 7).6

OVERVIEW OF THE TEXT ITSELF

Having briefly introduced the perspective to be developed in this book, let us
now turn to the territory of the text itself. The overall book is composed of
three main movements.7 Following this preface, or user’s guide to the book,
is an introductory chapter of class composition and the avant-garde. This
chapter introduces the key themes of the book, in particular the concept of
class composition, and expands it to focus on aesthetics and artistic produc-
tion. It points forward the perspective of understanding avant-garde currents
as forms of ‘‘laboring otherwise’’ through the modulation of aesthetic sensi-
bility and shifts in forms of organization and sociality. This forms the core
of the book that is explored through the three following movements and
the strategic relationships they create between artistic practice and concepts:
territories (the practice of psychogeography, in the work of the Situationist
International (SI) and those drawing from it), art/work (in the histories of the
art strike and approaches to art as labor), and institutions (drawing from the
activities of the Neue Slowenische Kunst, or the NSK, and its methods of
overidentification).

The first movement, ‘‘Territories: Psychogeography,’’ is formed around
Situationist International. The Situationist International has been one of the
main reference points during the past forty years or more within social move-
ment organizing, cultural studies, social theory and philosophy. Although the
SI have been understood in many ways as inheritors and elaborators of a
unorthodox Marxist politics drawing heavily from the history of the avant-
garde, relatively little attention has been paid to the specifically strategic
dimension of their thought and practice. This is surprising, particular in
Debord’s case, given how much his work also draws from the history of
military strategy. The first chapter examines the strategic aspects of Debord
and the SI’s thought and politics and how they rethink the nature of strategy
through collective forms of aesthetic-political practice.

The following chapter considers how psychogeography can be used as a
point of crossover with the autonomist focus on the shaping of labor prac-
tices, and how the work of the SI can complement this. This chapter proposes
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xvi Let’s Take the First Bus out of Here

to bring together concepts from these traditions, working between the Situa-
tionist concept of psychogeography and the dérive, with autonomist writings
on the shaping of the metropolis. Drawing on the autonomist concepts of
class composition analysis and conducting a workers’ inquiry, it will be sug-
gested that they can be combined usefully with psychogeographic investiga-
tions and methods in order to understand the shifting terrain of surplus value
production within the metropolis and, based upon an analysis of these trans-
formations, to develop new forms of political action and ways to sabotage
the accumulation process.

The next movement, ‘‘Art/Work: Sabotage,’’ follows on investigating the
changing nature of the urban fabric, in particular the ways labor has moved
outside the factory space and infuses the entire space of the metropolis, which
is now configured as a factory space. ‘‘Everyone is an artist,’’ proclaimed
Joseph Beuys. Beuys, an inheritor of the avant-garde desire to abolish the
separation between art and daily life, argued for the realization of a multitude
of forms of creativity throughout many areas of social life, or forms of social
sculpture, as he called it. What can we make of this goal in an age of semio-
capitalism, where the dream of everyone as an artist has been realized in
perverse form as ‘‘everyone is a worker’’ all the time? That is to say, where
the relationality sculpted through the circuits of an always-present network
culture are rendered into opportunities for capitalist valorization, all YouWork
and MyProfit? This movement explores the way that artistic practices and
interventions model shifts in social interactions, prefiguring transformations
in the production of and circulation of value.

In doing so it engages with iterations of the relationship between art and
value. It argues that art produces value not through exchange itself or through
labor understood in a traditionally Marxist sense, but in how it renders value
out of the labors of circulating ideas, images, and affects. It then considers
possibilities for the sabotage of value within circuits of artistic value produc-
tion, such as in the regeneration of cities through an arts-based economy.
Finally, it returns to the history of the work refusal, taking it as an inspiration
for rethinking a politics of artistic and cultural labor. In autonomist history
and theory, the refusal of work is frequently invoked but seldom expanded
upon in a significant manner. From the celebration of laziness to mass indus-
trial strikes, work refusal takes many forms.

This chapter develops an expanded autonomist conception of work refusal,
understanding work refusal as a compositional practice and arguing for ana-
lyzing it through the forms of collectivity and social relations that it creates.
Based on this analysis, a form of ‘‘zerowork training,’’ or a pedagogy of
learning not to labor, is proposed as a process through which antagonism and
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refusal can be further socialized. Learning not to labor sits at the junction of
the refusal of work and the refusing of the social energies of such refusal
back into supporting the continued affective existence and capacities of other
forms of life and ways of being together, as practice and as a form of embod-
ied critique.

The third movement, ‘‘Institutions: Overidentification,’’ follows by draw-
ing on the work of the Slovenian art movement Neue Slowenische Kunst.
First, it explores the work of NSK’s musical wing, Laibach, and their usage
and fusion of avant-garde and fascist aesthetics as a form of cultural and
political intervention into collective imagination. This chapter examines the
formation of overidentification as a strategy of cultural-political intervention
uniquely suited to the 1980s Yugoslavian context. The question, then,
becomes how a strategy of overidentification either creates or restrains the
possibility of intervening within the creation of collective imaginaries within
the present. Overidentification is, thus, a fitting tool for developing methods
of intervention for contexts marked by a high degree of ambivalence and for
finding ways to recompose a politics in and against these conditions.

From there, the next chapter turns its attention to the work of NSK’s fine
art collective, IRWIN. It explores the influence of Russian icon painting on
the early twentieth century avant-garde, and through that on the work of
IRWIN and the NSK more generally. Although the Russian avant-garde
sought new ways to bring art into everyday life, to use art to reshape society,
it also drew upon histories and practices of icon painting to step outside a
representational role for the arts even while attempting to disavow the meta-
physical assumptions at work in such traditions of religious iconography. In
this split between sections of the avant-garde, we can see a number of impor-
tant questions not just about the relationship between art and politics, but
also about the influence of icons and religious metaphysics in finding ways
to answer those questions. Tracing the relationship between the Constructivist
concern with faktura, or the material properties of composition, and the
influence of icon painting, highlights the aesthetic combat between worlds,
inner and outer, taking place within artistic practice. The embrace or dis-
avowal of the metaphysics of icons was important for the Russian avant-
garde, and thus was likewise important for the NSK as it took up and reproc-
essed ideas and motifs from them. By revisiting this split within the Russian
avant-garde, and the varying ways that it drew upon the influence of icons,
the NSK has used these tensions as materials for their continued development
and renewal of artistic-political practice and its ambivalent relationships with
the institutional forms that both support and constrain it.
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RETURN TO THE THIRTY-SIX CHAMBERS OF
THE PERENNIAL AVANT-GARDE

In the early 1970s Gerald Sykes wrote a book that was mostly overlooked at
the time and has become even more ignored since. This is quite unfortunate,
because The Perennial Avant-garde is quite interesting, even more for the
way that it tries to present a rather complex and nuanced analysis of the
changing relationships between art, labor, and politics through the format of
a novelistic narration, rather than a more traditional and easily approachable
analysis. Through the book the various characters involved attempt to articu-
late what they are experiencing but lack the words for, and thus fail to
describe. Broadly, they register the shift of the avant-garde from the realm of
aesthetics, understood as a branch separate from everyday life, to it forming
a series of vectors within an emerging cultural-aesthetic-service economy.
The vivid mythmaking and challenging practices that characterized the avant-
garde through much of the twentieth century seem to have given way to it
functioning as an adjunct to marketing and design, rather than continuing to
think it is possible to pose some genuine alternative to the present, to create
a rupture in everyday life greater then a nice bit of street theater, an event
that will just be noted and then brought back into the stabilized frame of the
banal.

This registers in two different ways. One is an acknowledgment of the
growing economic importance of the avant-garde, as in the ‘‘overproductive
economy’’ it is suggested that ‘‘the avant-garde label is needed now to embel-
lish the consoling myth that humanity, despite its many new misgivings, is
still going forward’’ (1971: 235). It becomes a consolation; although the
avant-garde might not be a total challenge to the structure of everyday life, it
can still exist as a form of craft, as a market of authenticity, and thus still
provide the basis for some way of life. Maybe even this is just a false hope,
one that cannot stand dealing with the truth that the end of the avant-garde
has come (which was much discussed at the time), as this is more distressing
then the death of God. Instead, it is concluded that if the truth of the predica-
ment of the time was recognized, it would be seen that the avant-garde is just
‘‘one more of many lures being used to entice them into what they call the
rat race’’ (1971: 239). Is this the case? I must admit, I cannot tell. Perhaps
even the category is not worth preserving, more than one hundred years after
the declared death of time by the Futurists. But let’s hold off answering that
question: It would seem that if a ‘‘perennial avant-garde’’ exists, it functions
precisely by glossing over how it is constantly re-created, so it can continue
to pretend it is new again. The real question isn’t whether it’s something old,
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Let’s Take the First Bus out of Here xix

something new, something borrowed, or something blue, but rather what can
be done with any currency that remains.

NOTES

1. The notion was originally formulated by Howard Zinn in the late 1960s. For more
on the concept, see Zinn (2002) and Feigenbaum (2007).

2. Thankfully, in recent times this reluctance seems to have weakened, as evidenced
by the explicit addressing of questions of art and strategy in the 2012 ‘‘Truth Is Concrete’’
festival in Graz (which led to the production of a handbook of artistic strategies); or how
in the UK, Plan C has initiated discussions and gatherings around the notion of formulat-
ing ‘‘directional demands.’’ For more on this, see Steirischer Herbst Festival (2012), Mal-
zacher et al. (2014), or truthisconcrete.org. For more on directional demands, see Milburn
(2015), or refer to the website of the ‘‘Fast Forward’’ gathering that is formed around this
concept, http://www.weareplanc.org/festival.

3. I must confess to a certain almost kneejerk reaction to the revival of arguments for
the formation of political vanguard and Leninism as a strategic orientation. Having said
that, some versions of this approach manage much better to address some of the limita-
tions of vanguardism as historically expressed, and they should be taken seriously. Most
notable among these is Jodi Dean’s book The Communist Horizon (2012), which is partic-
ularly interesting for its working through communist notions of desire and attempt to
rethink party formation as a contingent and flexible response rather then an attempt to
impose a preset program from above. This could be linked usefully to work Antonio Negri
(2014) did in the 1970s reworking Lenin in relationship to changing notions of class
composition, thus arguing that the vanguard model is a response to a certain form of class
composition of the early twentieth century, one that needs updating as that changes. Negri
today is in a position that is close to what Dean is advocating. A useful discussion about
the changing nature of networks, social movements, and leadership (or its absence) can
be found in Nunes (2014) and Sutherland, Bohm, and Land (2014).

4. To suggest this goes against a pattern of interpretation that views Dada as being
purely negatively oriented, such as when Charles Esche and Will Bradley suggest that if
‘‘the Constructivists and the Bauhaus represented the most developed modernist attempts
to reframe the idea of art in the service of collective social ends, Dada represented the
rejection of all such utopian ideologies’’ (2008: 15). I would argue against that interpreta-
tion, suggesting that a utopian ideology is at work, even if it is not immediately apparent.

5. Dafydd Jones (2006) argues that Dada can be credited for helping to develop in the
West a nonartistic theory of art. This is perhaps parallel to the way that Lenin is often
credited, for instance by Althusser, as developing a nonphilosophical theory of
philosophy.

6. This book grows out of my previous book, Imaginal Machines, which looked at
the emergence of imagination as a collective capacity developed through social interac-
tion, using an autonomist framework. Although it is not necessary to have that book in
order to appreciate this one, you may find that certain aspects of the relationship between
artistic practice, politics, and imagination (for instance, around questions of recuperation,
worker self-management, the politics of precarity, and the influence of affect and socialist
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feminism) are not explored here in-depth, but have been explored in this previous book,
which is available as a free download at http://www.minorcompositions.info/?p!40.

7. The division of the book into three sections is not mysterious or random, but rather
follows from an engagement with Asger Jorn’s notion of triolectics (2002). Although
trying to pin down Jorn’s precise meaning is nearly impossible, the main function of
triolectical thinking is to undercut and undermine the pretensions of dialectical reasoning,
and to do so with a good measure of pataphysical absurdity. Triolectics is best known in
the present in the version of three-sided football, where the addition of a third team to a
game of football changes how it is played in more profound ways then might be apparent
upon first encountering the changed form and its apparent humor. In three-sided football,
the game is won not by scoring the most points, but rather by preventing points being
scored against you. Similarly, the strategies employed shift from those of a contest
between two opposing teams to a situation that favors ever-shifting and changing alliances,
taken on and tactically discarded. The introduction of the third element undercuts the
stasis in the continuing locked competition between the two. Similarly, this book will
attempt to move debates and discussions based around binary dialectical relationships (for
instance, between art and labor, art and politics) by cutting them against a third term that
will transform the terms of the debate in question. It is perhaps a nonsensical strategy, but
one that contains its own Zen Dadaist wisdom.
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Chapter One

Introduction

Class Composition and the Avant-Garde

Revolutionary strategy is not something extra. It is an essential part of the
study of the class relation. Though this relation is constantly shifting, though
the nineteenth century is long gone, the two-sided nature of capital remains.
Its analysis is not simple, but at the same time we have no vested interest in
revelling in the supposedly incomprehensible complexities by which ‘‘profes-
sional Marxists’’ obscure the meaning of Capital.

—Harry Cleaver (1979: 64)

For all intents and purposes, the opening quote can illustrate that Harry
Cleaver invented autonomous Marxism with his 1979 book Reading Capital
Politically.1 This might seem like a strident and strange claim, living now
decades after the death of the author, or the effacement of the subject rubbed
out on the beach by the waves. Thus to claim that someone invented a new
tendency of politics might seem even a bit laughable, if not delusional. Cleav-
er’s invention of autonomist Marxism was much like the way Marx acted as
midwife to Marxism, which is to say that his actions helped to enable a
process that was already in motion to carry forward—not that he was the sole
actor and instigator involved. The genius of Marx was not to act as a sole
source of politics and analysis, but rather to draw from all the thought, cre-
ativity, and discontent found within the workers’ movement of his time,
which he then further developed in his myriad writings and speeches. The
image of the author as sole figure conceals the manner in which underlying
networks of knowledge and conversation—what Marx (1973) would call the
development of the general intellect—flow above, around, and through the
author as a device of expression. Cleaver’s invention was not a summoning
from nothing, but rather a bringing together of a whole series of debates,
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2 Chapter One

conversations, and analysis circulating through social movements of his time,
and drawing them together in a new way.

With Reading Capital Politically, Cleaver helped to introduce into the
English-speaking world a number of currents of dissident and heretical Marx-
ism that were developing through the mid-twentieth century.2 Cleaver drew
from the work of figures such as C. L. R. James and the Johnson Forrest
Tendency, and recent currents of Italian Marxism developing outside the
existing communist parties and trade unions.3 It’s interesting that Cleaver
was not really intending to write a book of social history, or trace a lineage
of political thought. His stated purpose was to develop a set of concepts and
an approach that would be useful in elaborating a political-strategic reading
of the first chapter of Marx’s Capital. The reading of that chapter fills the
second part of the book, although interestingly enough it seems that Cleaver’s
text was read more for how it lays out and describes a series of connections
between different social movements and the ways they could be understood
as connected. This is a role that Harry has continued to take up in his writings
in the decades since, drawing similar lines of resonance through the Zapatis-
tas (1998).

The underlying connection that Cleaver makes is very simple but highly
necessary: the recognition of autonomy. This is especially important when
working within a Marxist framework, which historically has tended to subor-
dinate all claims of the political importance of a given struggle to an overar-
ching claim of the dynamics of class and exploitation as the primary and
foremost contradiction to be addressed. This is not what Cleaver seeks to do;
he argues against it. Rather, his argument is that when trying to understand
the importance of radical black politics, feminist struggles, indigenous move-
ments, and other emerging political formation, the starting point is from an
acknowledgment and recognition of such movements’ autonomy and impor-
tance on their own terms. This is to say, feminist politics are not important
as they contribute to an understanding of class and exploitation (which they
could and do), but are approached on their own merits and validity. Cleaver’s
insight is to start from and draw out the possibilities of such antagonistic
moments from this recognition of autonomy. He describes this as a strategic
reading of social dynamics, and it is an argument that will be central for the
development of this book.

This is part of what I would argue is the key contribution and defining
insight of autonomist Marxism, or autonomism more generally: the desire to
not preclude in advance the emergence of new social subjects, even and espe-
cially from unexpected positions or social locations. It is an approach to the
political, a search for new forms of radicality, that does not want to shut down
in advance its possible territories. One can see how this insight operated in
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the activities of the early operaisti figures during the 1960s in Italy. Rather
than paying attention only to the activities of unionized workers, or those
located within organized political parties, attention was paid to the outbreak
of wildcat strikes and expressions of discontent and rebellion by workers who
were not involved in the existing forms of organization, whether parties or
unions. The autonomist perspective enacts what Mario Tronti describes as a
‘‘reversal of perspective’’ (1979), drawing out the experiences and insights of
those who have been excluded from existing and constituted forms of politi-
cal organization. The core autonomist insight is that the emergent moment,
and movement of antagonism, is thus also an epistemological opening—one
that should be the point of starting analytical work. This is echoed by
Deleuze’s quite similar or constant argument that ‘‘the final word on power
is that resistance is primary’’ (2006: 89). If the tendency is for Marxist analy-
sis to be burdened by what J. K. Gibson-Graham would describe as its overly
capitalcentric nature (2006), Tronti’s reversal of perspective is to start from
the moment of antagonism as a foundational perspective. This practice of
starting from the moment of antagonism as its basis is broadened into a
framework of class composition analysis understood as the ongoing interplay
between the technical composition of labor in operation and the political
composition of forces in motion.

The autonomist notion of class composition connects with what Cleaver
describes as developing a strategic reading of Marxist concepts, by which he
means that he does not wish to attempt some impartial understanding of
them, but rather that he seeks in Marx’s thought weapons for use in class
war. For Cleaver the importance of this strategic reading, as opposed to a
tactical understanding, is that it ‘‘allows us to grasp the basic form of the
class war, to situate the different struggles which compose it’’ (1979: 10). In
arguing this, Cleaver puts forward a very specific notion of a strategic read-
ing, one that reserves this possibility for the position of the working class. Thus,
in doing so Cleaver rejects philosophical readings of Marx or the approaches
that start from an attempt to grasp the dynamics of capital in a more analytical
or structural way. Opposed to these, Cleaver rather proposes a reading that

self-consciously and unilaterally structures its approach to determine the meaning
and relevance of every concept to the immediate development of working-class
struggle. It is a reading which eschews all detached interpretation and abstract
theorising in favor of grasping concepts only within that concrete totality of struggle
whose determinations they designate. (1979: 11)

A strategic reading is to grasp the class compositional dynamics of a situation
immanent to the unfolding development of that social composition. It is pre-
cisely not to attempt to seek some exterior vantage point from a neutral analy-
sis that can be conducted. This might seem to go against the use of the image
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4 Chapter One

of bird of prey in the preface, for it might seem that the hawk is indeed in a
removed and transcendent position.4 But this is not the case, as the distance
does not mean a removal from the territory, but rather a relationship to it.
Similarly, Cleaver argues that the demand that each category be explicitly
related to class struggle is not a reductionist framing, an attempt to reduce
everything to class struggle. Rather he argues that class struggle is not ‘‘inde-
pendent, outside cause of the categories and relations’’—it is ‘‘the confronta-
tion of the capitalist class’s attempt to impose its social order—with all its
categories and determinations—and the working class’s attempts to assert its
autonomous interests’’ (1979: 65). The strategic reading has no outside from
which to operate. It seeks to compose a moment of variability, whether in
terms of speed or time, from within the ongoing dynamics of class formation,
decomposition, and recomposition that are at work. This is not a failure to
find a transcendent position to operate from, but rather to claim that this is
not even possible if it was desirable, as Cleaver proposes that there ‘‘is no
third, objective point above the struggle, because revolutionary activity
reveals the other side everywhere’’ (1979: 65).

STRATEGIC READINGS AND
THE AVANT-GARDE

The goal of this book, then, following what Harry Cleaver proposes, is to
develop a strategic-political reading of avant-garde artistic practices.5 One
might be tempted to call it Reading the Avant-garde Politically, to follow a
similar format in the arrangement of the title. Similar to Cleaver’s desire to
distinguish his approach to reading Marx from other forms of more philo-
sophical or structurally oriented Marxism, here this will take the form of
drawing a distinction between more art historical or sociological approaches
to understanding the avant-garde. That is not to say that nothing is of use
within art history, sociology, philosophy, or other areas.6 Indeed, much can
be gained by drawing widely from different areas, and this text would suffer
severely if it did not do so. As Guy Debord has suggested (1983: 182), any
area of knowledge that has become autonomous to itself, such that it only
needs to answer to the criteria it has set to justify its own relevance, is a
worthy candidate for collapse and destruction.7 This could be argued about
the ways that the current architecture of disciplinary boundaries operates
within academic knowledge production—where it is precisely the mainte-
nance of the boundaries that often serves to block the generation of continued
inquiries not bounded within already circumscribed categories. In this book
the approach adapted will be more akin to the approach that Kojin Karatani
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(2005) describes as ‘‘transcritique,’’ which for him is found working between
ethics and political economy. Here the transcritical work will take place
between an analysis of aesthetics, culture, labor, and the formulation of the
political that such makes possible.

This is precisely the point that Franco ‘‘Bifo’’ Berardi makes for why he
rejects using the category of ‘‘operaismo’’ to name the current of autonomist
Marxism from Italy with which he is associated. For Bifo the essential theo-
retical contribution consists in ‘‘the reformulation of the problem of political
organization in terms of social composition’’—a reformulation that ‘‘aban-
dons the Leninist notion of the Party as collective intellectual and leaves open
the notion of the intellectual itself’’ (2009: 64). This is what underpins his
rejection of ‘‘operaismo’’ as a term, precisely for the way it can be seen to
involve an implicit reduction of who is being referred to: the workers.8 Bifo
proposes what he describes as a ‘‘compositionism’’ as opposed to operaismo,
as the focus expands from a focus only on labor to draw from a multitude of
realms and forms of knowledge—arguably pushing forward the perspectives
underpinning autonomist thought and taking them further. For Bifo, under-
standing the process of social recomposition, at both material and imaginary
levels, ‘‘resembles much more a chemical composition than the mechanical
accumulation of organizational forms’’ (2009: 143).9

Although this book will devote attention to tracing lines of historical
influence between different trajectories of avant-garde art production, explor-
ing the social context in which the practices explore operate, and so forth,
this is not the main task. The purpose here is to return constantly to the image
of thought, and orientation thinking, provided by the metaphor of the circling
hawk. The question for any avant-garde practice thus becomes a composi-
tional question: What does it make possible in the process of social composi-
tion it is embedded from and emerges out of? How does it contribute to the
political practices and activities that it is related to? The analysis developed
here will follow on in the way that Deleuze (1995) gestures to when asking
very ‘‘functionalist’’ questions about avant-garde practice: looking at what
they do for the social milieus they operate in, more so than asking what they
mean.

We’re strict functionalists: what we’re interested in is how something works,
functions—finding the machine . . . The only question is how anything works, with
its intensities, flows, processes, partial objects—none of which mean anything. (Gil-
les Deleuze, 1995: 21–22)

What kinds of social movement, of organizing potentials, are created
though the practices? These are not questions of meaning but intensities,
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6 Chapter One

flows, and processes. This is to approach avant-garde aesthetics not from a
perspective of Kantian universalism,10 but more from exploring the continued
distribution; and distribution of the sensible (to use Jacques Ranciere’s
phrase) takes part in an ongoing process of social movement formation. How
do avant-garde practices shift what is said, and how it can be said? What
moments of affective contagion are transmitted through avant-garde prac-
tices? As Gavin Grindon suggests, the autonomist notion of political compo-
sition is important precisely for the way it ‘‘identifies as political moments of
otherwise invisible or illegible performative social relation. These are often
primarily affective, emotional, sensory and possess a fugitive history in offi-
cial discourses, even as they compose more visible social struggles’’ (2011:
86).11 To approach avant-gardes from this angle is also to shift the criteria of
success—moving from questions of aesthetic success to those of collective
composition. Richard Kostelanetz argues that the basic measures of avant-
garde work are ‘‘aesthetic innovation and initial unacceptability’’ (1993: ix).
A compositional analysis would start from this but include how these dynam-
ics connect to broader processes of class structure, to dynamics of social and
political composition. How do avant-garde practices take part in facilitating
a process of collective composition—of changing the relations between bod-
ies and minds in movement? By asking this, it is perfectly possible to come
to the realization that bad art can be connected to good politics, and as more
often observed (often through the connection of fascism and avant-garde cur-
rents), really interesting and compelling art can be paired with reprehensible
politics (Hewitt, 1993).

But perhaps we are getting a bit ahead of ourselves. Perhaps it would be
best to take a few steps back before proceeding and to ask more basic ques-
tions. What is meant today by the avant-garde? What is the avant-garde
today? Or, more fundamentally, is there even an avant-garde today, or is this
a concept and framework that has been surpassed, as Hilton Kramer (1974)
claims? Or worse yet, the avant-garde has become a cliché, where it finds
itself reduced to ‘‘existing as an unfolding reaction to its own history,’’ as
Adam Parfrey claimed almost twenty years ago (1987: 115).

I tend to agree with the claim that Marc Léger makes: The absence of the
avant-garde today is only apparent; instead of being a readily socially visible,
‘‘the avant-garde idea continues to operate as the repressed underside of con-
temporary forms of extradisciplinary practice’’ (2012: 2). It does seem anach-
ronous to suggest that political struggle could have a leading or vanguard
point, one that would be advanced in the artistic and cultural sphere by daring
forms of artistic practice. So what does it mean to discuss the avant-garde
once it is detached from all the metaphysical and political baggage that is
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historically attached to it, much of which is explicitly rejected by the autono-
mist current of politics? Or perhaps more troubling, it might not be possible
to detach the notion of the avant-garde from such baggage, from associated
notions of historical progress and development, that it might be associated
with (Allen, 2016).

Against this worry the gambit employed in this book is that it is possible
to separate strategic thinking from this historical-political baggage. I would
argue that today it is not the role of the avant-garde to take up a leadership
position in social struggles. It never was. When F. T. Marinetti published the
first Futurist Manifesto in Le Figaro on February 20, 1909, it included the
statement, ‘‘Time and space died yesterday’’ (1973: 19). Thus, even from this
first moment, it can be seen that the notion of leading time, of bringing forth
radical political change at the cusp of history, has been rejected because its
position is simply implausible, even laughable. Although there is much to
disagree with in Marinetti’s arguments, much can be said for how he follows
the claim about the death of time (years before the so-called neoliberal decla-
ration of the end of history) with the argument, ‘‘We already live in the
absolute.’’ The question then becomes finding a way to inhabit and make
livable this absolute—how to act from a position from which there seem to
be no good options.

Avant-garde practices have no front line today, precisely because the
entirety of the social has been subsumed by strategic vectors of exploitation
by capital. If there were an avant-garde practice today, it would not be cast
in some vain quest to find the upmost point of capitalist development in order
to develop an aesthetics that would create a rupture of this regime of the
sensible. Rather it is the constant quest to experiment with the materials
found within the present. Wherever you are now, right now as you read this,
is a front line in the unfolding war to shape the subjective experiences of all
those who find themselves subordinated to, or attempted to be subordinated
to, the global empire of Capital (Hardt and Negri, 2000). To attempt to find a
front line is unnecessary when all points are already within a front line. The
question then is what practices allow the creation of ruptures of the present
from within the front lines we already find ourselves in. Today the avant-
garde becomes, as Antonio Negri (2012: 56) argues, not a form of moral
duty, progressivism, or militancy, but rather a constructivist nihilism, a set of
techniques helping to bring about a redistribution of the sensible.

To argue such is to continue to transform the orientation of the avant-garde
as has been typically addressed within aesthetic and art historical writing.
The avant-garde is then not only found within artistic practice, even if that
historically has been its most common home, but across a whole range of
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activities through which aesthetics takes part in the operations of social life.
This is even more the case today when forms of aesthetic and cultural labor,
the formation of tastes, immaterial goods, and other symbolic forms of pro-
duction have moved much closer to the center of economic life, at least within
significant sections of the overdeveloped Western economies. As Donald
Kuspit argues, today art is ‘‘no longer the privileged domain of aesthetic
experience’’ (2004: 11), but a transversal vector that is shared across work,
leisure, play, and almost all spheres of human interaction. Today aesthetics is
not a rarified realm separate from everyday life, but a field of encounters and
interactions spread across it, resulting in a form of ‘‘everyday aesthetics,’’ to
borrow Yurik Saito’s apt phrasing (2010). This could be seen as the very
success of the historical avant-garde’s clamoring for the integration of art
and life, its movement into the everyday, proclaimed from the Dadaists
through the Situationists. But that raises this question: What has been the
price of this movement? What have been the effects of the integration of art
and life? A free-form explosion of creative production as liberated time? Or
the development of new forms of labor practices, a more intense and thor-
ough going of subjective exploitation? An autonomist-compositional analysis
of the avant-garde distribution of sensible practices is not premised on just
repeating a desire for art and life together, but understanding what forms of
social recomposition are made possible, or prevented, by how they are
brought together.

AVANT-GARDES AS PSYCHOSTRATEGIES

One of the first overall theorizations of the avant-garde as a specific phenom-
enon was developed by Renato Poggioli in his 1968 book The Theory of
the Avant-Garde. From a compositionist perspective one of the interesting
arguments that Poggioli makes is found in his statement that he will be study-
ing the avant-garde not as genre or form of art, but as ‘‘common psychologi-
cal condition, unique ideological fact’’ (1968: 4). What distinguishes the
avant-garde here is not a shared style, or even necessarily anything to do with
aesthetics or artistic practice—but a shared disposition to practice: the drive
to open spaces of ruptures with the present worked out through artistic prac-
tices. It is also interesting that Poggioli argues that the connection between
the avant-garde art (or art more generally) and politics cannot be established
in advance, a priori, but only after the fact, from the stated positions and
politics of those involved.

In arguing this, Poggioli goes against arguments that would seek to associ-
ate any particular practices, whether art as scandal or as social participation,
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with having a certain kind of politics attached to them. He further suggests
‘‘each specific avant-garde is destined to last only a morning’’ (1968: 223).
After this has passed, if it continues to repeat the same gestures, to carry on
in the same practice, then it is doomed to be turned into its opposite. Theories
are made to die in the war of time, as Debord would say (and will be explored
in the next chapter). I would go further then Poggioli and suggest that it is
not just that politics of any avant-garde practice cannot be establish in
advance, but they are even more unstable. Even in retrospect the politics of
a given practice are not pre-given, but are constantly composed and recom-
posed in their context as they are narrated, understood, deployed, and
mutated.

Despite certain reservations about Poggioli’s argument, his approach to
the avant-garde as a shared psychological state is quite valuable, precisely for
the way that this foregrounds how the avant-garde is about a process of social
composition more than an aesthetic practice. This fits rather well with the
compositionist-strategic reading being developed here. After Poggioli it is
Donald Kuspit (2000) who has followed the implications of this focus on the
avant-garde as a shared psychological condition to the fullest extent. Kuspit
argues that the entire history of the avant-garde is formed around a series of
what he describes as psychostrategies that aim to restore the sense of self for
artists who have been destroyed by the advent of industrial modernity. These
psychostrategies remain ambivalent, however, being both defensive and
assertive, characterized both by an attempt to regain a sense of self, and on
that very sense of loss. Kuspit thus describes a range of these psychostrate-
gies (2000: 72–85), from a projective identification13 with a material or signa-
ture substance (as can be seen in the Constructivism’s focus on faktura and
materiality) to attacks on the crowd’s perversity. They can range from an
embrace of hallucinating despair and delusion, to attempting to ascend into a
heaven of pure art focused on abstract and transcendent form (as can be seem
in Suprematism).

Kuspit’s cataloging of these psychostrategies is interesting, precisely
because throughout the continued claims of avant-garde to the new and
unprecedented one can find often similarly underlying shared motivational
structures and compositional structures—and often multiple versions of them
operating at the same time. But from an autonomist analysis, focusing too
much on whether an avant-garde practice is truly new and unprecedented is
in some ways beside the point, and is not what matters in the first place. What
is of more interest is what effect the practice has on the social composition
of the milieu in which it is deployed. Thus a new and innovative practice that
does serve to facilitate further development of social movement is indeed
inert even if aesthetically pleasing, and a repeated gesture that still retains a
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10 Chapter One

capacity to enact a social affect is still a resonant possibility, a potential that
has not yet been spent. It is thus perhaps not surprising that Kuspit describes
how modern art becomes a series of ‘‘continuous discontinuities’’ (2000:
42–43), where previous practices and methods are liberally recycled and
reused, even if this is paired with a claim to uniqueness and newness. For
Kuspit, the avant-garde is in search of novelty, because when it has no con-
ception of ethics, politics, or life overall beyond its own particular practices,
it thus constantly seeks newness to revive itself.14 Contrary to that argument,
we will explore in this book what happens when the avant-garde does connect
itself to a sense of ethics, a political orientation, and modes of laboring.
Although this clearly is not the case for all avant-garde manifestations, what
is of greater importance is what these transversal connections create when
they do exist.

ART ACTIVISM AGAINST ART

Most discussions of the avant-garde tend to follow Peter Burger’s (1984)
framing in distinguishing between the classic or heroic periods of avant-
gardes in the early to mid-twentieth century, as opposed to the rise of neo-
avant-gardes during the 1960s. They seemingly were doomed to only repeat
similar gestures and practices, but without anywhere near the same political
effectiveness . . . and oftentimes no longer contesting the status of the artistic
production or striving to have any political intent beyond a search for the
new. But as Karen Kurczynski points out, Burger’s narrative and framing
completely ignore movements such as the Situationists, who continue the
avant-garde project but not as a mere repetition of earlier manifestations
(2014: 5–6). This overly glib narrative, of course, has a good number of
exceptions. But it is fair to say that since the 1960s the avant-garde has been
more or less pushed aside as an active term of political engagement, with
more recent discussions of the relationships between art and politics being
framed around art activism,15 socially engaged practice, or interventionist art
(Thompson, 2012; Bishop, 2004/2012; Esche and Bradley, 2008).

As Gavin Grindon (2011) suggests, two most common framings are used
when discussing activist art: a formal approach that focuses on the move
toward more explicitly collective practices; and a more critical and historical
one that tends to analyze the revolutionary ambitions of such avant-gardes,
with a focus on their failure as the dominant narrative. This can likewise be
seen in recent writings that have been influenced by Luc Boltanski and Eve
Chiapello’s work on how management theory and practice has absorbed post-
68 critiques of top-down forms of organization and turned them into the
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governing ‘‘new spirit of capitalism’’ that animates post-Fordist forms of
flexible organization (2005). In this framing the avant-garde becomes, as Paul
Mann gestures, one of the mechanisms of the general organization of social
forces: the production of the new, first as marginal, and then brought into
broader social processes, but in a way that strips out the antagonistic politics
and motivations that initially underpinned it.

The avant-garde is one mechanism of a general organization of social forces that
operates in large part by means of the careful distribution of differences, imbalances,
oppositions, and negations, and that regulates them through a variety of more or less
effective discursive agencies in the so-called public sphere and along the margin
itself. (Paul Mann, 1991: 113)

This book, against the laments of defeatism, whether in art historical terms
or the recuperation of political antagonisms by capital and its lackeys, will
take another approach. Rather than falling into a narrative about the failure
of the avant-garde, Grindon suggests that one could look to its successes. For
Grindon this requires going back to the notion of art’s autonomy, but broad-
ening that to consider how this declaration of autonomy could relate to
broader conceptions of autonomy found within social movements. How could
and does the celebrated (and villified) autonomy of art relate to assertions of
the autonomy of labor power? Grindon argues that the declaration of art’s
autonomy is connected to ‘‘an ambiguous and perverse ideological valorisa-
tion of labour-power’’ even if it is not appreciated as one (2011: 83). This is
the direction that much discussion of the relationship between art and labor
has taken, showing that artists have been pioneers in developing new forms
of laboring practices and their management in their practices; workers
have innovated forms of self-management and self-organization that are now
taken as the hegemonic form within the creative and flexible post-Fordist
economy.

Against this conception, Grindon argues that a refocus on how the avant-
garde is approached can have important consequences. His approach is to
situate the radical avant-garde within the history of labor studies, using the
autonomist class composition to analyze how changes in artistic practice can
likewise be understood as shifts in labor forms and methods.16 In doing this
Grindon draws connection between ways that autonomist labor politics are
frequently based not on the celebration of the dignity of work and its
embrace, but on attempts to refuse and escape from work—to avoid being
dominated by labor.17 The connection to be made between art conceived of
as labor and autonomist labor politics is precisely around the notion of
refusal—and how forms of refusal relate to practices of self-abolition. In
autonomist theory the struggle of the working class is only possible precisely
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to the degree that the position of workers is not fully subsumed into capital.
Antagonism and rebellion are argued to flow not from a celebration of the
glory of labor, but from anger at being reduced to mere labor. The goal of
class struggle is not to celebrate and preserve the working class, but to abolish
the working class as a group of people caught within a subordinate position
in a system of power. Thus it can be seen that the drive of avant-gardes to
negate their status as artists (Burger, 1984),18 which can also be seen as a
thread connecting Dada, Surrealism, through the Situationists and more
recent currents, can be connected with the working-class drive to strive
toward power through self-abolition of the existing subordinated condition.
Grindon argues that connections exist between these differing forms of
refusal and self-abolition as the artistic refusal of the position of the artist
throws the notion of the ‘‘artist’’ into question:

Avant-gardes often did not conceive of themselves as a vanguard of artists leading
the way, but as artists refusing the role of artists. This rupture with the idea of art
was bound up with a rupture with the idea of work, which became a common theme
among avant-garde groups, for whom dissidence was a matter of disidentity. The
abolition of art was first a self-abolition. (2011: 84)

The avant-garde refusal of the position of the artist was premised on the
refusal of this position as an advance guard of developments in labor power
and working practices. Although this might seem at face value a far-fetched
claim, close connections can be seen between how avant-gardes from the
Surrealists through the Situationists have paired a critique of the position of
the artist with a politics of work refusal. That these two elements would come
together is not coincidental, but it flows from the realization of the value of
artistic activity as a kind of labor power, which must be refused in order to
be liberated from the demands of capital accumulation and valorization.

HISTORICAL CONNECTIONS:
ART AND AUTONOMISM

Another way to approach the overlaps between strategic-compositional analy-
sis and the avant-garde is to look at the concrete, historical overlaps between
art production of autonomist movements. At first glance this is a strange
idea, given that the origins of autonomist movements are mainly in Marxist-
oriented labor movements, ones that are more well known for their history of
wildcat strikes and factory occupations then they are for anything that would
typically be thought of as art production. But that is not so worrisome, as the
point would not be to declare that strikes or factory occupations constitute a
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form of relational aesthetics or social sculpture (as amusing as that would
be), but rather to understand more generally what sorts of links, connections,
and resonances flowed between artistic milieus of the time and autonomist
movements. But as Antonio Negri (2013) suggests here, perhaps this engage-
ment with art was through the activities of early autonomists, living in (or as
art) rather than more commonly assumed forms of dealing with art.

Although we did not deal directly with art, we were living in art. (Antonio Negri,
2013: 208)

Speaking more broadly, Marco Scotini has characterized the art scene of
1960s Italy as alternating between models of integrating with or opposing the
industrial society from which it arose. This could be seen in what he
describes as a ‘‘pessimistic extreme,’’ represented by figures such as Piero
Manzoni and Pier Paolo Pasolini, and an opposite but complementary ‘‘opti-
mistic extreme’’ including figures such Francesco Lo Savio and Italo Calvino
(2010: 67).19

In a more recent article in New Left Review, Mario Tronti, looking back
over the early history of autonomism, brought focus to an interesting array
of aesthetic connections that typically have not been appreciated in any sig-
nificant way. For Tronti the aesthetic dimensions of early autonomism were
not in the production of specific pieces of art, but in how broader aesthetic
considerations influence styles of communication. This could be seen in the
style of writing adopted for publications, which Tronti describes as a high
style of writing that is ‘‘chiselled, lucid, confrontational, in which we thought
we grasped the rhythm of the factory workers in struggle against the bosses’’
(2012: 119). This is an interesting claim: Tronti is saying here in that their
inquiries and writing about factory conditions, the reality of labor exploita-
tion, they did not merely try to grasp them at a factual level or in the content
of the writing, but also at the level of form. This would mean to turn the
suffering of factory line labor, and the anger it was arousing in the workers,
into the very structuring of the writing. Tronti argues that each historical
passage, each configuration of political and technical composition of labor,
requires finding a different mode of symbolic expression that corresponds to
it.20 He further elaborates:

the boys who stood outside the gates of the Mirafiori factory in Turin in the early
morning went home at night to read the young Lukács’s Soul and Form. Strong
thought requires strong writing. A sense of the grandeur of the conflict awoke in us
a passion for the Nietzschean style: to speak in a noble register, in the name of those
beneath. (2012: 120)
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Here we have a compelling example of aesthetic concerns informing early
autonomism, although in a way that might not be apparent without knowing
the backstory. If indeed the occupying workers were going home at night to
read Lukács,21 much in the same manner Jacques Ranciere describes the role
that worker-poets played key roles in development of the labor movement in
nineteenth-century France, it would be speculation to suggest what they made
of Lukács’s exploration of the ‘‘mystical moment of union between the outer
and the inner, between soul and form’’ (1974: 4).22 But it would not be hard
to see how he was trying to bring together a sense of tragedy, an epic scale
sense of conflict that Tronti describes as Nietzschean in style, with the huge
outbursts of labor unrest occurring within the factories. Thus it no surprise
that early autonomist publications likewise drew from a visual history and
imagery of previous moments of intense social and political conflict, includ-
ing Bertolt Brecht and Vladimir Mayakovsky, as well as the Surrealist Paul
Eluard and baroque sculptor Johann Baptist Babel. Early autonomist publica-
tions, much like the Situationists, also employed the uses of comic strips,
developing the figure of ‘‘Gasparazzo’’ to represent the striking southern Ital-
ian workers (Pizzolato, 2008).

One could draw a different history of autonomist movements, looking at
the ways that engaging with and drawing from artistic practice transformed
how they functioned. These connections become much more obvious and
explicit going into the 1970s, where the movement of 1977 in Bologna bor-
rowed imagery and images from Dada and Surrealism, at one point proposing
to initiate a movement of ‘‘Mao Dadaism,’’ where the absurdity of Dadaism
would be merged with an autonomous media politics and the scale of the
Chinese Cultural Revolution.23 This approach fed into the founding of Radio
Alice, one of the first pirate radio stations in Italy, which until that point had
been only under state (and political party) control. What is most interesting
about Radio Alice is that it did not just discuss the concerns and politics of
autonomous movements, but it became a direct participant in them. For
instance, during demonstrations Radio Alice would be conducting live inter-
views with participants and providing information about the movement of
police. In this way the autonomous media politics of the autonomous move-
ments of the 1970s, which is perhaps best known in English through the
writings of Franco ‘‘Bifo’’ Berardi, took up the argument that Tronti made
that each historical passage needed to develop its own means of representa-
tion and symbolic repertoire. This argument could be extended further to
look at the role of aesthetics and artistic production in the German autonomen
(Katsiaficas, 2001), or any of the movements that have taken influence and
inspiration from autonomist currents. Trying to describe and catalog all these
resonances is beyond the scope of this particular project, as interesting as it
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would be. What is more the point is that aesthetic practices fed into autono-
mist politics, sometimes directly, and other times in a more indirect fashion.
In all of these cases we can see what Witz and Warhurst refer to as ‘‘aesthetics
as organization’’ (2003).

ART AS AN EXPRESSIVE ONTOLOGY OF LABOR

Today this avant-garde is not moral duty, progressivism, ideological militantism,
and suchlike. No, the new realism is much rather the witnessing of an era of
despair—a punk constructive nihilism—expressive violence and reversal of mystify-
ing techniques of communication. (Antonio Negri, 2012: 56)

One of the most sustained engagements, at a theoretical level, between artis-
tic labor and autonomism can be found in the writings of Antonio Negri. This
is somewhat paradoxical in that the arts, or even cultural labor generally,
have never been a primary focus for Negri, who for the most part has been
much more focused on broader questions of the changing nature of politics,
labor, and the state. Nonetheless he has turned to questions of art repeatedly
during more than five decades of writings (Murphy, 2012). Although signifi-
cant pieces of Negri’s writings on artistic matters have not been translated,
such as his massive book on the nineteenth-century poet and philosopher
Giacomo Leopardi,24 other materials have found their way into translation.
Most notable is a book of letters on art and labor that he wrote during the
1980s while living in exile in France, which more recently has been translated
under the title Art & Multitude (2012).

One of the most striking arguments is not an argument at all, but a perhaps
overly neat and clever schematic diagram where Negri draws connection
between modes of production and labor practices with modes of artistic pro-
duction, particularly in terms of the development of style and genre. He first
suggests a connection, roughly between 1848 and 1870, between the rise of
the ‘‘professional worker,’’ or the highly skilled craft worker with a signifi-
cant degree of control over the control of the labor process, and the rise of
realism in representation (for instance, in the work of someone such as Gus-
tave Courbet). Following from there he argues for a connection, over the
period between 1871 and 1914, between capital’s response to increases in
contestations of the divisions of labor (through the emergence of unions and
spreading of strikes), the emergences of self-management in the labor, and
the development of impression. Third, he suggests in the period between
1917 and 1929, as a response to the Russian revolution in the arts, expres-
sionist and experimental abstraction develops; as for Negri the forms of
abstraction developed within these artistic practices mirror and respond to
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the increasing abstraction of labor. The period between 1929 and 1968 is
indentified with the emergence of the ‘‘mass worker,’’ or the deskilled worker
who performs repetitive labor in the factory system, thus losing the degree
of autonomy exercised by the professional worker. For Negri, during these
periods abstraction becomes more analytic. Finally, he suggests a still open-
ended and current period starting in 1968, during which Negri identifies the
figure of the ‘‘socialized worker,’’ or the worker whose position involves
engaging with communication, affects, and symbolic work, as becoming the
dominant form. This is argued to be connected much more closely to an
aesthetics of experience found, for instance, in the rise of conceptual and
performance art, or the popularity of social sculpture and art as social
practice.

This schematic classification is striking for a number of reasons. In arguing
this, Negri takes the analysis as having long been one of the key arguments
made within autonomism, that the development of capitalism is really a
response to insurgences of the working class rather than capital’s self-
directing capacities, and moved it to the domain of artistic histories and gene-
alogies. This is very similar to the way that someone such as Jacques Attali
(1984) has argued that forms of artistic practice change their form in relation-
ship to economic conditions, but actually prior to them. Thus for Attali
change in artistic production has almost a prophetic role, prefiguring coming
broader changes in cultural labor, production, and the economy more gener-
ally. This argument has been taken up by other figures who focus on the
changing nature of labor in cultural production, such as Lasch and Urry
(1993), who likewise argued that the changes in production food within arts
and entertainment industries prefigured broader patterns that emerged later
in the rise of financialized and flexibilized post-Fordist economics.

But differences here are both key and important. In making this classifica-
tion, Negri is not falling back on an older Marxist model of economic base
and superstructure, where the economic base is determining the superstruc-
ture. This would frustrate and confuse his argument, as it would require for
the dependent economic infrastructure at the same time to be able to trans-
form itself first, while at the same time being determined in the economic
base that supports it. At the very least this argument would minimally recast
the relationship between base and superstructure, or perhaps more interest-
ingly transform the very model itself. Commenting on Negri’s writing,
Alberto Toscano (2009) has argued that here we have a principle of correla-
tion for art and labor that does not stem from the form of base and superstruc-
ture but from an expressive ontology of labor, where both art and politics
have labor as their common source. The correlations between art and politics
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are thus based on tracking them to their common root, which is the form of
laboring practice they relate to.

Although such a schematic is still perhaps a bit overly neat in its reading
of both artistic and laboring genealogies, it does have several notable advan-
tages. Most important, it helps to step outside of the all-too-easy tendency to
fall into romanticism about the labor of art, where it is assumed that artistic
practice has some sort of inherent anticapitalist or countereconomic basis.25

This is not always argued openly, but it is found buried within the notion of
the ‘‘starving genius artists’’ who pursue their craft despite having little to no
hope of economic sense or security to be provided from it. Or it can be felt
in the idea that if ‘‘you’re doing what you love, then it’s not really work’’—as
work is counterposed, thought to be the opposite, of self-directed and self-
fulfilling creative practices. And in this way the image of artistic labor, of the
artist as a kind of ideal worker who is not really working, underpins this
romantic conception of artistic practice. Negri rejects this, suggesting that art
is not some special reservoir of autonomy and does not provide an outside to
capitalist production and its measures.

Against this romantic reading of artistic practices, Negri argues that they
must be understood in relationship with labor and its transformation, and thus
rather than being considered outside of capitalism, they can only be under-
stood ‘‘in its ‘insideness’ . . . the artistic mode of production was flattening
out and aping the capitalist mode of production’’ (2012: ix). This seems espe-
cially true for more current conditions where art and value production are
increasingly intertwined, and during which forms of artistic value production
have spread more generally across the economy and social interactions.
Negri, however, does not want to restrict this analysis to current conditions,
or to development of forms of immaterial labor, even if the focus has been
on developing this kind of analysis. These connections will be returned to
again in the second section of the book, where they will be explored more.
But for now the main point to be made is that for Negri this close connection
between art, labor, and politics is based on the changing nature and potentials
of laboring practices, and that as such it needs to be approached carefully to
understand what it reveals. The changing shape of artistic practices and
labors is then not only important for what they tell us about labor within
the arts, but also more broadly for the overall changing conditions of class
composition, labor, and politics.

Despite Negri’s antiromantic take on artistic labor, which at times seems
to contradict his better known near constant and almost delusional optimism
about changes in labor and politics, Negri does offer a way that art can be
understood in revolutionary manner. For Negri this is based on distinguishing
between artistic production, its value, and the value produced within surplus
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value production for capital. Negri argues that art can be distinguished to
the extent that ‘‘artistic labor is liberated labor, and the value produced is,
consequently, an exceedance of being freely produced . . . artistic labor is the
index of the human being’s inexhaustible capacity to render being
excedent—labor liberated’’ (2012: 48–49). At first glance this would seem to
fall right back into a romantic conception of artistic labor. But Negri is
arguing here that the capacity for artistic labor to act as this excessive and
inexhaustible capacity is not found within itself, but in the conditions in
which it is situated.26 Artistic labor produces a surplus, and it is produced
because the surplus is greater than required by mere survival. But it does not
guarantee freedom or autonomy, which is found if it becomes possible for
artistic labor to be excessive to the regimes that govern it. Autonomy is not
guaranteed by the form of labor, artistic or otherwise, but the social composi-
tion in which the labor is embedded. Thus Negri argues ‘‘in this epoch of
ours, there will no longer be avant-gardes but only a surplus of being which
we try to appropriate’’ (2012: 95).27

CONNECTIONS AND MACHINES

This is the machinic function of the avant-garde, after the avant-garde,
explored in this book as a form of surplus that needs to be understood as
such and struggled over. It is the surplus of sociality, of labor, of creativity
. . . although often found involved in artistic and political practices it is not
only found there, but through different areas of social interaction. The avant-
garde becomes what Cesare Cesarino refers to as the ‘‘surplus common’’
(2008), where surplus is found in the form of living surplus of resistance.
The avant-garde is thus not one thing, and certainly not only a particular
artistic or aesthetic sphere, but anywhere this surplus of vitality emerges and
shows itself, whether in labor, art, politics, or any number of diffuse everyday
interactions. In much the same way that Harry Cleaver did not necessarily
invent anything himself when he brought together a constellation of traditions
and practices, based around the recognition of autonomy, which he would
draw together through a form of politicized reading, the task would be the
same here. The compositionally focused reading of avant-garde practices
seeks to explore moments where this surplus of being is found, and explore
what it produces in that situation, and from that how it might be possible to
rebuild forms of social recomposition from these moments of possibility.

The process of teasing out moments of possibility and recomposition from
artistic-political practices, developed through an autonomist reading of them,
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overlaps very much with the way that Gerald Raunig frames the relationship
between what he describes (in a Deleuzian-autonomist manner) as revolution-
ary and artistic machines. If through much of the twentieth century the drive
was to incorporate the formation of these artistic or revolutionary machines
fully into the other, this has been abandoned in favor of making connections
between areas that do not seek to subsume the other. This is what Raunig
conceptualized through the idea of the concatenation of art and politics, the
creation of transversal connections across areas, in which ‘‘both overlap, not
to incorporate one another, but to enter to into a concrete exchange relation-
ship for a time’’ (2007: 18). This means abandoning the lingering avant-garde
dream to integrate art totally into everyday life, for it very well may be that
has happened already, and not quite in the liberatory manner the avant-garde
would have wished. A dialectical sublimation of art into revolution maintains
a hierarchical relation between them. The task is more finding a way that
temporary overlaps and connections serve to make possible other kinds of
politics, relationships, and aesthetics.

The abstract machine creates a new reality, constructs new ways of being, but
although inseparable from this innovation of existence, it has no being . . . The
abstract machine doesn’t represent anything because nothing exists outside of its
action, it is what it does and its immanence is always active. In the middle of things
the abstract machine is never and end; it’s a means, a vector of creation. (Stephen
Zepke, 2011: 2)

After the avant-garde the avant-garde becomes another form of abstract
machine, as Stephen Zepke would say, but still a vector of creation, which if
kept open can unfold from within itself new strategic modes of becoming.

NOTES

1. The framing of Cleaver’s book in many ways seems to be formed around making
a response to Althusser, in particular his concept of waging a ‘‘class struggle in philoso-
phy.’’ Cleaver wants to counter this philosophical reading, which he completely objects
to and suggests can only function in the interest of capital. In a particularly amusing chart
mapping the intersections between the various perspectives that Capital can be read from,
Cleaver goes as far as to suggest that it is impossible for a philosophical approach to
contribute to the necessary tasks of class struggle. In doing this he takes Althusser’s
notion of a symptomatic reading, and his claim that there is ‘‘no such thing as an innocent
reading’’ (1979: 14) and turns it against Althusser, namely, to suggest that a more philo-
sophical reading is basically complicit with continuing exploitation by capital. Although
I do not find this strident version of the argument all that convincing, as it does seem that
some philosophical projects clearly do contribute to the tasks of class struggle and social
recomposition, even if one wants to reject Athusser’s version of this. Cleaver does not
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include any discussion of the relationship between aesthetics and class struggle, and likely
would lump such in with a more philosophical approach to reading Capital to be rejected
(and thus would likely not find much of use in this book project). Nonetheless, I still find
Cleaver’s framing of these matters interesting, even if his work seems to disagree with the
basis of what I’m attempting to do with this book project.

2. This is much in the same way that publication of Empire by Michael Hardt and
Antonio Negri would bring these ideas and this approach to an even wider audience upon
its publication in 2000. Similar work was done by journals such as Telos, which published
autonomist materials during the 1970s, as well as the important work of Ed Emery’s
translation and publishing work in Red Notes (1979).

3. For a more general history of autonomous Marxism in the Italian context, see
Wright (2003 and Edwards (2009).

4. For an interesting exploration of some of the tensions and problems in the dichot-
omy between immanence and transcendence in relation to the political, see Mandarini
(2010).

5. For more general readings on the history of the avant-garde, see Terraroli (2006),
Maconie (2012), Crane (1987), Harding and Rouse (2006), and Léger (2012/2014).

6. For providing an overview of twentieth-century avant-garde aesthetics and politics,
sources that I have found to be particularly useful include Wollen (2008), Erjavec (2015),
Esche and Bradley (2008), Kester (2011), Rutsky (1999), Jones (2004), Foster (1998),
Groys (2008), Monroe (2005), Tucker (2010), Gielen (2009), Mieszkowski (2006), Miles
(2004), and Bifo (2009).

7. Or as Ken Wark would reframe this strategic relationship to knowledge: ‘‘Unlike
the scholar, the strategist is not the proprietor of a field of knowledge, but rather assesses
the value of the forces aligned on any available territory. The strategist occupies, evacuates
or contests any territory at hand in pursuit of advantage. Where philosophers came of late
to concern themselves with endless green fields of ineffable traces and immanent virtuali-
ties, strategists take their chances against mundane necessity’’ (2013: 176).

8. Although it is true that as autonomist thought develops through the 1970s it is the
category of the worker that is constantly expanded and mutated, for instance by bringing
into consideration unpaid domestic labor, migrant labor, and other forms of work, it is
still possible that this could be an issue if existing associations with who is included in
the status of ‘‘worker’’ are brought along. A constant tension in the development of auton-
omist thought is the throwing into question and expansion of work and the categories
of workers while still using these categories. This dynamic continues in debates around
immaterial and affective labor, which develop directly out of similar debates that occurred
during the 1970s.

9. This could be usefully connected with Esther Leslie’s writing on the connections
between nature, art, labor, and the chemical industry (2005). This would be a quite fitting
example of Bifo’s argument for a compositional analysis where class functions at a liter-
ally chemical level, with broad ranging consequences that play out within art and culture
as well as within industrial production.

10. Although a more philosophical aesthetics is not the main focus of this text, it should
be observed that other ways to approach Kant and more universalistic aesthetics would be
worth explore further, even if they are outside the boundaries of this current project. For
more work in this direction, see Wayne (2014) and De Duve (1996).
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11. For more on the relationship between affect, art, and class composition, see
Grindon (2010) and Shukaitis (2009, chapters 5 and 6).

12. This section owes a good bit to conversations with Liam Weikart, whom I’d like to
thank for his insights.

13. Kuspit also elaborates in another text (1994) how these psychostrategies veer over
a tendency to form cult-like social formations around ‘‘star’’ artists.

14. Given the amount of attention paid to novelty (as well as historical importance)
within the evaluate judgments of the art market, perhaps it is easy to forget that artistic
production was not always regarded as collectors’ objects. As Giorgio Agamben (1999:
33) reminds us, to think such during the Middle Ages would have been viewed as mon-
strous, as the work of artistic production (which was not often thought of as artistic pro-
duction per se) was subordinated to the spiritual and religious functions involved. In this
context, the subjectivity of the artist was identified with the materials of artistic produc-
tion. Perhaps in this sense there are avant-garde currents that are not really a total rupture
from what has come before, as much as a return to earlier approaches. This will be
returned to in discussions of Constructivism, particularly in the ways that the NSK draws
from earlier traditions of icon painting as filtered through the Russian avant-garde.

15. Interestingly enough the first known usage of the word ‘‘activism’’ was by Lajos
Kassak (Hungarian avant-garde artist) in 1919, in the journal Ma, which referred to itself
as an ‘‘activist art journal’’ (Benson, Forgács: 2002).

16. For a more general background on the relationship between art and class, see Had-
jinicolaou (1978), Guttsman (1997), and Taylor (1978).

17. Work refusal, as practice and perspective, will be returned to in the second section
of the book, where it will be explored as a possible response to the ever increasing
demands of a cultural work-fueled economy.

18. Richard Murphy (1999) argues that Burger’s framework is based on Dada and
Surrealism rather then broader and more inclusive versions of genealogies, one that, for
instance, would include expressionism within it (which is Murphy’s focus). Although
there is something to be said for broadening the genealogies of the avant-garde, Burger
uses a strong line of connections and influence between the movements to frame his work,
which could arguably form the basis of a compositional chain of influences. This is more
interesting in terms of the political effects that flow through such a series of movements,
and thus is deservedly a major focus, even if framing could be broadened further.

19. For more information broadly on Italian art during the 1960s to 1970s, in particular
its relationship with politics, see Cerizza (2010) and Coles and Rossi (2013).

20. An interesting counterargument to Tronti’s claims about the close connection
between aesthetics and autonomism is provided, strangely enough, by Negri, who suggests
there was little practical connection between their activities and those of contemporary
artists and designers. In a recent interview, when asked about connections between the
autonomists and Italian avant-gardes of that time, for instance Archizoom and Arte Pov-
era, Negri replied, ‘‘there was so little dialogue between us’’—with the only real practical
interactions being when artists support autonomist activities, such as donating works for
benefit sale. There are interesting tensions between Negri’s claims that the main point of
engagement with the arts was based on money, and yet that they were living in art, even
if not directly through practical cooperation with artists. For more on this, see Coles and
Rossi (2013).
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21. Intrigued by Tronti’s argument, I asked Silvia Federici what she thought of it,
particularly given that Silvia both was influenced significantly by these political currents
and wrote her Ph.D. dissertation during the 1970s about Lukács’s aesthetics. Silvia indi-
cated that she very much agreed with Tronti’s suggestion, and that aesthetic theory was
quite important for the early autonomism, particularly through the activities of literary
theorist Asor Rosa. Rosa is best known for his 1965 book Scrittori e popolo (‘‘Writers and
People’’), which has not been translated, though currently Matteo Mandarini is working
on a translation of the book.

22. It is an interesting to note that the 1963 Italian translation of Soul and Form was
translated by Sergio Bologna, who was a key figure in early operaismo, although not a
great deal of his writing has been translated. For more, see Bologna (1980).

23. For more on this, see Cuninghame (2007) and Berardi (2009a).
24. For an overview of this work, see Murphy (2011).
25. In an article on the architect Rem Koolhaas, Negri goes so far as to suggest that

not only is artistic activity not outside of the market, today ‘‘there is no longer any hope
of grasping a use-value beyond the circulation of exchange value’’ (2009: 50) either in the
arts or elsewhere.

26. Connections could be drawn out between the conception of surplus that Negri puts
forward here and that developed from the Situationists, who, as Frances Stracey suggests,
‘‘developed and deployed a different, decidedly non-Marxian, valorization of surplus as
part of their model of a revolutionary, creative practice’’ (2014: 41). For the SI, surplus
was to be found not just within the labor process, or the clear production of surplus value,
but all moments of excess, from play to love and adventure. Contrary to Stracey, however,
I would suggest that this is not necessarily a non-Marxian model of surplus, but one that
also draws upon what Gavin Grindon describes as Bataille’s ‘‘affective materialism’’ as
well as more traditional Marxist understandings of surplus (2010).

27. This could be connected usefully to broader frameworks for the analysis of surplus,
such as Bataille’s notion of a general economy (1991), or Asger Jorn’s framing of the
political as ‘‘surplus fellowship’’ (2002: 137).
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