ONWARD BARBARIANS
At the beginning of May 2020, hunger riots erupted in Santia‐
go, Chile. Lockdowns had deprived men and women of their in‐
comes to the point of near starvation. A large movement of
self-organized community kitchens soon spread across the
country. Later in the month, riots spread through Mexico in re‐
sponse to the police murder of Giovanni López — a construc‐
tion worker who had been arrested for not wearing a mask —
while thousands of despairing migrant workers broke the cur‐
few in India. Some Amazon warehouse workers in the US and
Germany had begun to strike in protest at poor COVID-19 safe‐
ty protocols. 1 Yet these stirrings of workers’ struggle in the
world’s largest retailer were quickly drowned out, at the end of
May, by a mass movement of unprecedented size that swept
across the US in revulsion at the live-streamed police murder
of George Floyd. Largely initiated by black residents of Min‐
neapolis, the uprising was quickly joined by Americans from
every place, race and class. In the first riots and demos one
could even spot a few supportive militiamen in a Querfront
worthy of the age of QAnon. 2
The arrival of COVID-19 had initially seemed to imply a break in
the class struggle, or at least to provide the repressive appara‐
tus with additional resources. Such, at least, was the prognosis
of three ageing Italian dissidents who circulated scandalous
texts in the first weeks of the pandemic. 3 And indeed it may be
true that the lockdowns represent, as Julien Coupat has re‐
cently argued, “a new mode of governing, and producing, a

certain type of man”. 4 The massive mobilizations that had
shaken Chile since October 2019 were disbanded by the lock‐
down, together with a generalized fear of the new plague in a
country where health is an expensive commodity. France’s long
general strike against pension reforms ended abruptly when
the reforms were passed by the same set of decrees that an‐
nounced the first emergency coronavirus measures, bypassing
parliament. For a while, protesters in Baghdad, Beirut and
Hong Kong were forced from the streets, and the Italian dissi‐
dents seemed to be proven right. Yet it didn’t take long for
masses all over the world to disobey the curfews and lock‐
downs that had put half of humanity in confinement and thrown
the world economy into an enormous slump.
Around the same time as the mass demonstrations against
Floyd’s murder sprang forth in the US, thousands of people
marched from Sao Paulo’s favelas to the state governor’s
palace demanding economic support, while masses in Colom‐
bia and El Salvador took to the streets banging on pots to
protest worsening living standards and demanding an end to
the lockdowns. In July, hundreds stormed the Serbian parlia‐
ment in response to the new government’s reinstallation of cur‐
fews, while the killing of the popular singer Haacaaluu Hun‐
deessaa in Ethiopia sparked violent demonstrations in which
more than 150 were killed. The following month saw similar
protests in neighboring Kenya, as the slums of Nairobi rose up
against a police force that had killed more than 20 people in
the process of enforcing the curfew, while Belarus trembled
with demonstrations, riots, and strikes after the rigged elec‐
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Lukashenko. In September, Colombia saw a wave of riots, fol‐
lowing the murder by police of the lawyer Javier Ordóñez, and
working-class neighbourhoods of Madrid and Naples rose up
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against the police and the lockdowns. At the time of writing
Nigeria just experienced a massive wave of protest against a
murderous and corrupt police force, and India is currently in
the midst of the largest general strike in its history.

Figure 1: Economic growth rates, OECD countries, 1960-2020
Our present period may represent a kind of metanoia (a conver‐
sion or turn) of the populations against the whole array of ap‐
paratuses and mores that can no longer successfully mould our
species into an animal with no other habitat than wage labour
and capital. On the heels of decades of declining growth rates
and increasingly jobless recoveries we are now in the midst of
the worst global recession since the 1930s (see figure 1). The
US Bureau of Labor Statistics has announced “the worst
monthly unemployment figures in the 72 years for which the
agency has data on record” while the Bank of England has
warned that “the United Kingdom will face its steepest decline
in output since 1706.” 5 Comrades in Faridabad, India have re‐
cently argued that “capital is in haphazard retreat. Capital is
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extremely weak. It is tottering.” 6 This might seem over-opti‐
mistic, but it is now clear that the “type of man” that such an
economy produces is not a socially distanced and self-policing
isolate, but a disgruntled mass of men and women ready to re‐
volt. They have descended to the streets at an unprecedented
scale and a planetary scope, a confusion of disparate identities
brought together by rage at deteriorating living conditions,
alienation, and the police.

1. A GLOBAL ACCUMULATION OF NONMOVEMENTS
It is still too early to predict the consequences of the pandem‐
ic, but what is without doubt is that the era of protests that be‐
gan with the economic crash in 2008 has not ended. Most of
the uprisings that later gave life to that year’s dreams of hope
and change, to use the words of Barack Obama, have either
been crushed by state repression, turned to civil war, or fos‐
silized into political parties seeking to administer the stagnat‐
ing economies of our world. Yet, if the hope for change was
naive, it was only because the true changes revealed them‐
selves in more nightmarish colors with the rise of ISIS, the
coup of Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, and the proliferation of a new
populism that has catapulted to power figures like Donald
Trump, Victor Orban and Jair Bolsonaro, but also Emmanuel
Macron and Boris Johnson.
Some have tried to understand this development from Occupy
to Trump through the classical dialectic of revolution and
counter-revolution. 7 However, it is by no means clear that we
are witnessing a “counter-revolution”, for the Trumps of this
world can only escalate conflicts and deepen schisms, to the
point that the party of order reveals itself to be the party of an‐
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archy. 8 These neo-populists cannot produce any real hegemo‐
ny, but only split populations. 9 Joe Biden’s victory shows that
the fear of fascism was overwrought. But the Bidens of the
planet can only further the schisms that delegitimize the demo‐
cratic process. If there is an illiberal development it is rather
bound to the state’s increasing draconic measures against the
protests movements that we are seeing all over the world, who
demand sovereignty over their lives and a peace, order, and
security that no Trumps, Bidens or even Sanders can give
them. 10 The right axis of Figure 2 (in green) shows that be‐
tween 2008 and 2019, there was an increase of anti-govern‐
ment struggles across the world of around 11 percent per year.
The left axis (in red) displays the steady decline in political le‐
gitimacy from 2008, as measured by the share of people ex‐
pressing satisfaction with democracy. 11 Further figures scat‐
tered throughout this article display the same statistics broken
down by region. Clearly visible in this figure, the new surge of
uprisings that have emerged since May 2020 indicate that we
are heading towards an even more disruptive decade. The in‐
surrection is not coming, it has already arrived, unfolding on a
planetary level with greater and greater intensity every year. 12
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Figure 2: Protests and political legitimacy, all countries 20002020
This does not imply that we are steadily moving towards an
omega point where revolution becomes inevitable. These
movements may simply indicate our entrance into an ungovern‐
able world. But we can today repeat the words of Jacques Ca‐
matte from 1972 and insist that “[s]ince May, there has been
the movement of the production of revolutionaries”. 13 All over
the word men and women are, if not abandoning the world of
capital, at least expressing real dissent with the status quo. Im‐
plied in the accumulation of protests since 2008 is a growth in
the number of people with experiences of mass mobilization
and practical dissent who can potentially begin “to understand
the existing needs for revolution”. 14 Thus, even if our period is
not revolutionary in the short term, it is fundamentally disrup‐
tive and produces the potential for a break with the capitalist
mode of production. The accumulation of struggles, and thus
of men and women who have experienced for themselves the
need for revolt and perhaps revolution, is a prerequisite for any

serious discussion of overcoming capitalism.
It is true that revolution is not a school, and we cannot trust
collective memory any more than our individual (mis-)remem‐
berings. But the accumulation of social dissent over the past
decade seems likely to continue and, increasingly, to shape the
terrain over which the struggles are fought. This is not merely
because anti-governmental struggles have already restructured
the political landscape, as in the cases of parties such as the
Five Star Moment in Italy or Emmanuel Macron’s En Marche,
which organized assemblies and copied the 2011-rhetoric of
being neither left nor right. Nor is it simply because square
movements, youth riots, and similar struggles laid the basis for
Syriza and Podemos and inflated the dreams of Jeremy Corbyn
and Bernie Sanders (paralleled by the growth of the nationalist
right that seems to be the truth of the populist turn). No, we in‐
sist that the accumulation of social dissent since 2008 signals
a continued intensification of class conflicts simply because
the often brutal failures, or for that matter feeble victories, of
the movements since 2011 have not exorcized the spectre of
change. 15
On the contrary, the anarchy of our period implies that enor‐
mous demonstrations, massive riots, and (we need to empha‐
sise) waves of strikes, 16 have become the new normal. In Chile
one can, for instance, identify a red thread going from la rev‐
olución pingüina in 2006, when hundreds of thousands of high
school kids brought the school system to a halt, demanding
free travel passes and education reform, to the more violent
and general uprisings around 2011. And then again, with even
more intensity, we saw a new leap in 2019 when masses
poured into the streets, outraged by president Sebastián
Piñera’s declaration of war on the population, which led to
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overhaul of the constitution. 17 Similar trajectories can be iden‐
tified in many countries, such as in the United States, where
Occupy Wall Street was followed by Black Lives Matter, which
in turn paved the way, this year, for the largest social move‐
ment in that country’s history. 18 Enormous uprisings and in‐
tense social conflicts are becoming such a normal facet of our
period that even the radical left dismisses them as failing to
meet their high standards: they are too liberal, too violent, too
passive, too informal, too nationalist, too much part of the sta‐
tus quo, or too invested in identity politics.
In this article we argue that what we have in fact witnessed
since 2008 is a continuous increase of what the Iranian-Ameri‐
can sociologist Asef Bayat has described as “non-movements”,
namely, “the collective action of dispersed and unorganized ac‐
tors”. 19 These non-movements are not in any sense revolu‐
tionary in themselves. They are closer to what Camatte has re‐
cently called “passive revolts”: subjective expressions of the
objective disorder of our times. 20 They reflect above all the
growing delegitimization of politics in a context of ongoing
stagnation and austerity. It is the combination of steadily rising
non-movements involving unprecedented numbers of people,
with a decline in democratic legitimacy, that allows us to de‐
scribe the trend of our era as the production of revolutionaries
without a revolution.
As examples of “non-movements” Bayat points to the struggles
of the unorganised poor in Egypt; the fight of youth in Turkey to
reclaim and realize their desired lifestyles; as well as womens’
struggle for gender equality both in the domestic and public
spheres in Chile, India and the United States. In these strug‐
gles “claim-making practices” make themselves felt “through
direct actions, rather than through exerting pressure on author‐
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ities to concede — something that the conventionally-orga‐
nized social movements (like labour or environment move‐
ments) usually do.” 21
Such practices often dress themselves in the garments of iden‐
tity. Just as the workers movements belonged to an emergent
capitalist world order organized by a polarization of the politi‐
cal field along class lines, so today class fragmentation has
shaped the horizon of the non-movements. In an age of debt,
where large parts of the population have no or even negative
reserves, the decomposition of class undoes the basis not only
for a workers’ movement, but for democratic representation it‐
self. Thus today it is rational for proletarians, and increasingly
also for members of the middle classes, to turn to other cate‐
gories in order to define one’s place in a tottering world order.
Class remains the primary source of our separations — old
fashioned Marxist sociology is still in many ways valid — but
class belonging is today calibrated by a multitude of variables
such as age, gender, geography, race, or religion that act as
channels, as well as real limits, for social struggles, and make
identity politics a real expression of class struggle. 22
As we make clear below, we do not wish to dismiss, denounce
or, for that matter, exalt identity politics, nor to conflate it with
liberalism or reformism. 23 However, it must be recognized that
there is something quite liberal about the non-movements, in
that they are compelled to confront the illiberal tendencies of
our era. For example, French protesters are currently fighting
against new draconian controls on free speech and the free‐
dom of the press, including a law that bans photographing po‐
lice. 24 One could say that the non-movements have their basis
in “the tribe of moles” that Sergio Bologna depicted in his
analysis of the autonomia of Italy’s 70’s, but their form can also
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suggest the subculturalisation and infantilization of society that
critics such as Christopher Lasch and Jean Baudrillard once
bemoaned. 25 At the same time the confusion of identities
weaken theories governed by, for instance, “intersectional”
perspectives that view class as one identity among others, for
it is the ramifying class structure itself that has made identity
into the central political category of a stagnating capitalism. 26
Moreover, external criticism of identity politics is beside the
point, for the non-movements themselves present an immanent
critique of its limits in their daily practice. They reveal how men
and women are starting to conceive reality in categories be‐
yond the imperatives of the economy, at the same time as they
are clashing against the consequences of what often is called
neoliberalism. Identity politics is, for us, the necessary mode of
politicization of a neoliberal subject for whom the predicates of
identity seem to be simultaneously essential and inessential,
empowering and enfeebling. Such politics cannot be easily
mapped onto a strategic division between “real” and “social”,
“working class” and “middle class”, “revolutionary” and “re‐
formist” , because their operationalization in struggle leads to a
confusion of identities, including the ones thrown up by the
struggle itself.
The uprisings after the murder of George Floyd, and the shift in
racial attitudes in the United States that has been aptly called
the “great awokening” is an expression of this pattern, and re‐
veals the anthropological nature of the non-movements. 27
What we are witnessing is, to a large extent, a questioning of
mores, representations and modes of reproduction that no
longer fit a deindustrialized proletariat. Yet even those who
have grasped the distinctiveness of the non-movements have
generally failed to recognize this shift. For Bayat, the non-
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movements imply “a revolution without revolutionaries”, in so
far as they give rise to explosive uprisings that are not “an‐
chored on strategic visions or concrete programs”. 28 For crit‐
ics of identity politics, such as Michael Lind, the non-move‐
ments express a deepening of capitalism rather than its do‐
mestication or overcoming. 29 Yet both misunderstand the inner
dynamic of the non-movements. On the one hand we have ar‐
gued, against Bayat, that we are witnessing the production of
revolutionaries without revolution, as millions descend onto the
streets and are transformed by their collective outpouring of
rage and disgust, but without (yet) any coherent notion of tran‐
scending capitalism. On the other hand, against Lind, we insist
that the non-movements point to the disruptive kernel of our
era, the fact that capitalist stagnation implies a crisis for politi‐
cal representation as such, and thus the end of political move‐
ments in the classical sense.
The classical social movement, as defined by Carl Schmitt, is
the mediation between the unorganised people and the
state. 30 Such a movement seeks to organize or mobilize “the
people” as an administrative and political category, one that
must overcome the identities that diﬀerentiate a given nation,
often by violently repressing the interests or even existence of
specific groups. In contrast, the non-movements express the
antagonistic dimension of identity politics in the sense that
they cannot constitute a people, and seldom even articulate
clear political or positive demands. Or else they produce an
endless stream of partial and sometimes contradictory de‐
mands — thereby resembling a hydra whose many calls are al‐
most impossible to fulfill, yet whose lifespan can be short and
violent.
Of course within the many non-movements that we are seeing
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all over the world, which incorporate large swaths of the by
proletariat as well as downwardly mobile elements of the mid‐
dle class, many do hope to constitute themselves as a new
subject. Sometimes they link up with parties, unions and other
organisations that once belonged to the world of movements
and ideologies but that nowadays mostly act as a strange set
of subcultures. Nationalism and populism are certainly back.
But, as Gilles Dauvé has noted, apropos of the Gilets Jaunes,
the non-movements tend to only be able to mobilize as a rab‐
ble, disrupting the status quo. 31 They overhaul constitutions,
topple governments, and force presidents and prime ministers
to resign (as we recently saw in Chile, Peru and Guatemala).
Yet because they represent the crisis of a stagnating capital‐
ism, and make that stagnation ungovernable, the non-move‐
ments point to the need for a universalism that goes beyond
the ruins of the workers’ movements. 32
In a world where identity mediates class, proletarian rage takes
the color of yellow (as with the Gilets Jaunes) or black (as with
the George Floyd uprising) rather than red. The trajectory from
a world of workers to a globe of proletarians — which Gáspár
Miklós Tamás has described 33 — has moved class struggle
beyond the traditional forms and rhetoric of politics. But our
point is not only to insist again that the workers’ movement has
been weakened globally since the 1970’s, that class composi‐
tion itself primarily reveals itself negatively, as decomposition,
and that new ideological symbols are therefore shaping
protests and reconfiguring social movements. What we want to
emphasise is that the logic of the non-movement expresses the
antagonistic dimension and social basis of “identity politics” as
such, whether it comes from the right or the left. Rather than
call out the litany of identitarian cul de sacs, the point is to
show how an increasingly disruptive status quo is necessarily
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shot through with problems of identity, and that any discussion
of emancipation has to begin here, namely, in the inability of a
movement to mobilize a people.
What we are witnessing today is a generalized identitarian con‐
fusion. We can see this not only in the United States, where
college-educated liberals are tearing down statues and have
joined black proletarians and a handful of white militiamen in a
popular front against the police, but also in France, where
workers in the streets once chanted the internationale but now
make their war cry “Aou! Aou! Aou!” (from Zack Snyder’s film
300) and wave French flags while desecrating France’s most
patriotic monument — l’Arc de Triomphe. In Chile, the slogan
“evade”, raised initially by secondary-school students — the
real vanguard of the uprisings — against the hikes of transport
fares in October 2019, soon generalized into a uprising against
austerity and police repression that took for its symbol the in‐
digenous Mapuche flag, rather than the red or black flags of
the left. 34 With these confusing chants and symbols the nonmovements declare themselves to be on the side of the “bar‐
barians” against the state (or empire) and start to question a
mode of production that can no longer produce welfare or
prosperity. 35 They express a need for a new reproduction of
quotidian existence, a need that pushes men and women to re‐
volt all over the world in an unprecedented manner.
It is true that this need is often only expressed as lack, hunger,
or even literal starvation. But there is, as we have seen since
the return of food riots since 2011, nothing more ungovernable
than starving men and women. And the nine years from 2011 to
2020 have been years of increasing desperation and immisera‐
tion. The struggles of Puerta del Sol, Tahrir, and Syntagma in
2011 were soon eclipsed. However, the drive behind the strug‐
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gle did not disappear, it was simply exchanged for the even
greater fury and desperation of the Gilets Jaunes or the upris‐
ings in Chile, Ecuador, Mexico, and now Peru and Guatemala.
If capitalism is unable to reform its social reproduction, it will
be impotent when called upon to satisfy the growing and in‐
creasingly explosive needs of the non-movements.

Figure 3: Protests and political legitimacy, Latin America 20002020

2. CONFUSION AND UNGOVERNABILIT Y
A unifying feature of the non-movements is that they struggle
on the ground of a stagnating capitalism (see figure 1 above).
Just as the stagnation of its own brand of capitalism and in‐
dustrialization led to the fall of the Soviet Union, so the current
era of stagnation and deindustrialization has led to the weak‐
ening of European social democracy, first via a turn to the
right, and then through its pasokification. This process has run
parallel to the rise of illiberal parties and, since 2008, harsh
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austerity measures. In reaction we have seen in the non-move‐
ments the disruptive aspect of both liberal values and the de‐
fense of basic needs for an immiserated proletariat increasingly
diﬀerentiated into sharply distinct fragments. But this fragmen‐
tation does not necessarily entail division. On the contrary, it
often forces people together into real but feeble alliances, such
as that of the “the 99 percent”, or the mosaic of groups that
came together in Chile’s estadillo social [social uprising]. There
the movements have turned to Victor Jara’s song El derecho de
vivir en paz — “the right to live in peace” — not because they
identify with the song’s hero (Ho Chi-Minh) but because peace
and even order have become a radical demand in an increas‐
ingly catastrophic world.
The non-movement doesn’t just designate the explosions of ri‐
ots and square occupations where disenfranchised middle
class and lumpenproletariat, people from the banlieues and
hinterlands; islamists and feminists; militia men and poor
blacks, can at least potentially link arms against a common en‐
emy and thereby begin to undo their separations. It also points
to a repertoire of habits and experiences, a daily politics that
make such spectacular ruptures and violent outbreaks possi‐
ble. The fact that a majority of the people involved in the
George Floyd uprising were white, and that Floyd’s death could
become a catalyst for a broad-based uprising against Trump,
reveals sociological and demographic changes that make the
confusion of the non-movements possible and that go beyond
the uprising themselves. 36
Even the formal organizations that, at least for a period of time,
succeed in representing a particular social reality, must adapt
to the logic of the non-movements. We can see this in the
French Unions, initially hostile to the Gilets Jaunes, who were

15

able to tap into that non-movement in September 2019 in
launching their strike against Macron’s pension reforms. 37 In
this sense the non-movement has become the hegemonic form
of struggle, but only insofar as they reflect a broader crisis of
representation. In this sense the non-movements can be de‐
scribed as destituent rather than constituent processes. 38 But
against those who fetishize destitution as a positive or revolu‐
tionary way forward, we would emphasize that today every
power is becoming destituent, in the sense that not only the
flows of capital, but also the drives and needs of the popula‐
tions, make the political order increasingly hard to govern.
This ungovernability can also be seen in the formation of the
non-movements as responses to draconic or increasingly irra‐
tional governance, especially as a response to police violence.
One of the few things that most workers, students, the unem‐
ployed, and so on, in any given country have had in common in
recent decades is that they have been victims of venal policies
that allocate dwindling state resources to elite insiders. While
such corruption can be a source of popular anger at any point,
that anger is exacerbated now that state politics has been re‐
duced to fighting over the distribution of a fixed or shrinking
pie, and when commonly heard calls for belt-tightening make
any unfairness in that distribution all the more intolerable. As
we argued in “The Holding Pattern”, a diﬀuse rage against the
blatant injustice of a crisis regime administered by a corrupt
and incompetent political class has largely defined a rising tide
of class struggle and popular mobilization around the world
since 2008. This, we argue below, is also why today’s nonmovements have so often focused on police, as the brutal face
of corruption and injustice, and it is part of the reason that
anti-racism has been such a central mobilizing force in the
US. 39
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However, what every wave of mass mobilization comes up
against is the limited ability to move beyond a negative unity (a
unity against racism/police/elites) to establish a positive and
creative social or political force. The perpetual problems of
identity politics are symptomatic of this limit: the inability of a
wave of struggle to embody and sustain itself given the atom‐
ization and fragmentation of its constituents. At some point
each wave crashes and shatters on those fragments. The nonmovements tend to both attack and withdraw from a state they
perceive as withdrawing from them. In this sense the American
demand to “defund the police” reflects a broader tendency (in
many ways an advance) to no longer struggle to take over the
state but simply clash against the state apparatus: austerity
against austerity.
While traditional movements formed around relatively stable
ideological structures and real communities, such as the union,
the mass party, or the state socialist countries, those that have
spread across the globe since 2008 express the collectivized
desires of increasingly atomized populations. But while the end
of the age of movements is in a sense the end of ideology, it is,
as we have seen, not the end of identity. On the contrary, iden‐
tities proliferate in an increasingly racketized and subcultural‐
ized economy where, as Tyler Cowen has argued, the average
is over. 40 There is no longer any stable centre, but rather a
highly segmented class structure that reconfigures the ground
of classical movements such as fascism and social democracy.
If the centrist politics of Clinton and Blair during the 1990s,
and the rise of identity politics since the 1970s, already sig‐
nalled this change, the period since 2008 reveals instead an in‐
creasing confusion of identities.
The non-movements are, as we have been insisting, the sub‐
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jective expression of a more general disorder that has its roots
in capitalist stagnation. It is the sheer quantity of protests and
riots — their increasing normality — that distinguishes our era
from, for instance, the anti-globalization years. This is why we
say that our era is marked by the production of revolutionaries
on a global scale. Men and women from across the spectrum of
political ideology and identitarian stratification are confronting
the reigning order with their disgust, fear, and anger, and in‐
creasingly defend their right to “evade” the unbearable costs of
capitalist life. They are revolutionaries without a revolution, but
in their confrontation with capitalist reproduction, as well as in
their hunger for community, the non-movements express a po‐
tential conflict with the logic of capital as such.
In such a context, politics — in the classical form of enmity and
schism — comes back with a vengeance. Identity politics today
announce a return of the political rather than the birth of a
post-political era (as many left-wing critics of identity politics
have argued). But politics can no longer produce any meaning‐
ful stability. It splits the population against itself and moves na‐
tions to, if not civil war, at least heightened conflicts and deep‐
er schisms. Yet while the aporia of identity represents a loss of
what we might call community, we see little by way of longing
to return to the horrible worlds of social democracy and fas‐
cism. On the contrary, we tend to see a hunger for communal
existence based on the liberal demands expressed in the nonmovements. Liberalism and wokeness have, strange as it may
seem, become disruptive forces at a time when broad sections
of the left are becoming increasingly conservative, embracing
the nationalist populism that fuels the right.
For this reason, we would reassure the worried reader who now
asks: how can one be sure that the disorder of our times won’t
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simply push us even deeper into an authoritarian order that can
only widen the chasm between liberalism and democracy that
we are witnessing today? Did not the Arab spring lead to dicta‐
torship and war? Did not Occupy presage Trump? Did not the
Brazilian struggles against transport fare hikes set the stage for
the anti-corruption protests that gave Bolsonaro power? Does
not the identitarian logic that is forming struggles all over the
globe push us deep into a fascist world? Illiberal and fascist
forces are gaining strength, but it would be irrational to at‐
tribute their rise to the non-movements, since they themselves
are expressions of the disorder of our era that both left- and
right-wing populists seek to exploit. What is more, the cultural
backlash which fuels right-wing populism has been going on
for decades, long before the crash of 2008 — the prime mover
of the non-movements. 41
Moreover, border closures and the turn to nationalism and
harsh refugee policies in countries ruled by left-wing govern‐
ments, such as Sweden and Denmark, and the victory of the
populist right in nations such as Poland and Hungary, reveal
distinctly illiberal developments in places that have not been
torn apart by non-movements. Left to itself, in this world of
stagnating productivity and deindustrialization, the contempo‐
rary capitalist state will all too readily ground citizenship in lan‐
guage, culture, and work. This is why larger and larger masses
of men and women all over the world are mobilized by liberal
and democratic values, and increasingly brought to hate a po‐
lice that has been assigned the dirty chores of an ungovernable
order. 42
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Figure 4: Protests and political legitimacy, Europe 2000-2020

3. A NEW WORLD DISORDER
Bayat compares the emergence of the non-movements with
what Timothy Garton Ash has called, in reference to Eastern
European movements in the 80s and 90s, “refolutions” — vio‐
lent uprisings for liberal reform. 43 These were indeed impor‐
tant precursors, but for reasons that neither Ash nor Bayat rec‐
ognize. What Ash failed to see was that these movements were
responding to a collapse of the Soviet empire that foreshad‐
owed a crisis for the modern industrial world. 44 The West has
since been catching up with the former communist countries in
terms of its own stagnation and deindustrialization (see figure
1). The proliferating uprisings of our age, which often disappear
as fast as they appear, express the disruptive state of a global
economic order in secular stagnation and the crumbling
geopolitics of the post 1945 period.
One year after the end of the Second World War, the Italian

Marxist and stubborn sect leader Amadeo Bordiga wrote “Trac‐
ciato d'impostazione” an essay so full of rhetorical overstate‐
ments and rambling jargon that, when they appear, his real in‐
sights glow like gems in mud. 45 Bordiga sought to clarify the
definition of a revolutionary movement at a moment when
“demo-capitalism” reigned supreme, and communist theory it‐
self had lost its original meaning as a radical, experimental sci‐
ence that predicted social change. For this revolutionary sec‐
tarian, the trinity of anti-fascism, democracy, and ultimately
Marxism had become the main obstacle for any communist
perspective worth the name. Now “exquisitely conservative
movements of bourgeois institutions dare to call themselves
parties of the proletariat”, he bemoaned. 46 The victory of the
Allies in 1945 not only dimmed the prospects of revolutionary
war in Europe, it reshaped the original communist imaginary
into a democratic one that, ultimately, would alienate proletari‐
ans from the worker’s movement. Thus, long before Thomas
Piketty warned of the consequences of “the Brahmin left”, 47
Bordiga declared that Marxism was turning into an ideology for
middle class managers, or worse, a simple defense of liberal‐
ism and democracy. 48
Bordiga would perhaps have agreed with Mario Tronti, who has
insisted that “the worker’s movement was not defeated by cap‐
italism, [it] was defeated by democracy”. 49 Bordiga, however,
argued that the communist movement had itself laid the ground
for this democratic defeat. His famous criticism of anti-fas‐
cism, and his counterfactual musings on why an Axis victory
might have spurred civil war and therefore revolution, may
seem bizarre to us today. 50 Nevertheless, Bordiga’s diagnosis
of the post-World War II era can help us to understand the
growth of non-movements, often fighting for seemingly liberal
values and putting pressure on the state from below, at the
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same time as we see a rise of the populist right that reflects a
crisis of the managerial classes. Our time is traversed by disor‐
der from above as well as below, and this crisis appears to be
undoing the basis of the long peace (the Pax Americana) that
interrupted the revolutionary unfolding of an earlier epoch.
The rise of Trump, Bolsonaro, Duterte, Modi, Orban, Putin, and
even Macron reveals that the status quo is one of disruption,
what David Ranney has called “A New World Disorder”. 51 As
we saw recently in Poland and the United States, elections are
increasingly fought and won on narrow margins between “liber‐
als” and “conservatives”, with age and education typically
more decisive than class in shaping party loyalty. 52

The

Trumps of the world divide populations, and even the ruling
classes, against themselves and reveal that the fight for liberal
democracy can easily be radicalized, just as revolutionaries
can easily be co-opted as black shirts ready to struggle with
their stones, shields and umbrellas for the democratic status
quo. The George Floyd uprising, briefly became, for instance, a
channel for the resistance to the autocracy of the new populist
leaders across the world. But underneath the “liberal” and
“conservative” opposition we can identify what Bordiga might
call “anti-formistic” tendencies, escalating conflicts and re‐
shaping the social form of our present order.
In analyzing social conflict and social institutions, Bordiga re‐
pudiated value-laden expressions like “conservative”, “pro‐
gressive”, or even “revolutionary.” 53

The task of Marxism,

which Bordiga dubs a “science of the species”, is to under‐
stand each social movement or institution in their “conformist”,
“reformist”,

or

“anti-formist”

dimensions. 54

A

conformist

movement is a force that seeks to keep “the existing forms and
institutions intact, prohibiting any transformation, and referring
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to immutable principles”. 55 Reformist movements are “those
which, while not seeking to abruptly and violently upset the ex‐
isting institutions, signify that the productive forces are press‐
ing too strongly, and advocate gradual and partial changes of
the current order.” 56 Anti-formist movements, by contrast, in‐
volve an “assault on the old forms, and even before knowing
how to theorize the characteristics of the new order, they tend
to break the old, causing the irresistible birth of new forms”. 57
If we adopt Bordiga’s typology, we would argue that it is the
latter that we see increasing on an annual basis as more and
more people express their frustration with the status quo. The
proliferation of non-movements reflect the instability of a postindustrial world and thus can be described as “anti-formist”.
Yet these explosions can easily turn into reformist or even con‐
formist movements if they, paradoxically, remain unable to
avoid the tendencies towards civil war and nihilist violence im‐
plied by such instability. Bordiga’s dream of a revolutionary war
has become (or perhaps always was) a naive fantasy that is in‐
capable of producing the basis for a classless society. The civil
wars in Libya and Syria reveal how easily war turns revolution‐
ary mass organizations into military rackets in need of money,
weapons and recruits. 58
Even if Bordiga’s aﬃrmation of war was naive, his criticism of
democracy still merits serious consideration. The development
from 2008 to 2020 shows that the non-movements find their
limit in the Janus-Face of repression and representation (or, in
their fullest form, war and democracy). The two may be com‐
bined to weaken the non-movements, for instance by tying
them to the state or turning them into formal parties or unions.
Such defeats are born from the needs of the non-movements
themselves, from their inability to surpass their immanent lim‐
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its. But if the accumulation of anti-governmental struggles con‐
tinues to increase, as it has done annually from 2008, then it
will be necessary for the non-movements to develop their in‐
stinctive criticism of repression and representation into a ruth‐
less critique of war and democracy.
A strategy seeking to unleash the anti-formist logic of the nonmovements would have to entail a discussion of the problems
of political mediation, and therefore a defense of what is often
called anti-politics. 59 If the uprisings are to avoid the two pit‐
falls of war and democracy, a strategic perspective is required
which challenges the ideological and identitarian divisions in‐
side the proletariat, including those between workers and mid‐
dle class strata. One can wager that the economic conse‐
quences of the lockdowns that already are beginning to force
people together into fronts against a stagnating and deteriorat‐
ing economy will contribute even more to the confusion of
identities prevalent and visible in many places around the
world. Just as the Gilets Jaunes fused men and women from
the hinterlands, certainly often conservative or right-wing, with
leftist students, dissatisfied members of the middle-class, and
proletarians from the Banlieues, the slowdown and more recent
shutdown

of

the

economy

will

lay

the

basis

for

more

confusion. 60 Sometimes the uncertainty generated by this ad‐
mixture can appear frightening, which is perhaps why Napoli
youth protesting the consequences of the lockdowns felt the
need to declare “We are workers, not fascists”. As Perry Ander‐
son warned in 2017, one of the reasons the system is winning
may be that fear, rather than anger, mobilizes the left-wing. 61
But non-movements have courageously challenged police re‐
pression, lockdowns and fear of the coronavirus by simply
gathering people together in their thousands on the streets.
This questioning of a capitalist normality, marked by hysteresis

24

and its accompanying catastrophism, will be even more impor‐
tant as the economy continues to stagnate and non-move‐
ments are pushed in a more revolutionary direction. 62
A strategic reflection would thus also need to envisage means
by which the non-movements might eventually seize control of
capitalist stagnation/deindustrialization and unleash the basis
for a new world that it contains. This is something that they are
neither interested in doing, nor, since it threatens their spon‐
taneity and, in a sense, constitutive passivity, yet able to do.
But in order to survive, the non-movements must inspire the
creation of life-forms capable of living for something more than
money and wage labor. This would imply a new use of the
means of production as tools against capital — tools which not
only liberate us from work, but also allow us to share the
labour needed to ensure that life can become something more
than sheer survival. 63 As the “Angry Workers of the World” re‐
cently outlined, the immediate goal should be for everyone to
“work less at full pay, according to the level that social produc‐
tivity has reached.” 64
However, populations willing to live such a communal exis‐
tence, where the economy is governed by a deindustrialization
both made possible and prohibited by capitalism, may only be
produced through the form of (let us provocatively call it), inter‐
classist intermingling so characteristic of our period. Proletari‐
ans, students and middle class strata are forced together on
the streets. Workers with key strategic power, technicians with
the know-how to reshape the industrialized face of the world,
such groups will be crucial to the transcendence of capitalism;
but the assertion of their power will be a recipe for further
class fragmentation unless they can move beyond their sec‐
tional interests and converge with segments of the precarious
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or unemployed masses of the world. Thus, while it is necessary
to be “rooted” in proletarian life, thereby creating international
links between struggling workers, it is equally essential to link
workplaces to the non-movements whose growth overflows
most sectional and even class boundaries. 65 Failure in this re‐
spect entails reproducing the divisions that stratify the classes
into diﬀerent segments with distinct and not seldom antagonis‐
tic interests. Surely it is something of this oscillation — which
both forces people together in feeble alliances, yet creates sig‐
nificant divisions inside the global proletariat — that character‐
izes our period of decrepit Behemoths and failed Leviathans.
Today a virus has brought the civilizational machine almost to a
halt. It has revealed the inability of the capitalist state to shel‐
ter life without shutting down an economy that has become al‐
most inseparable from human existence as such. Given that we
neither seek nor are we able to recreate the growth machine
that was the basis of social democracy the only path forward
is, as the Bordigists insisted in 1953, to fight for a radical “deinvestment of capital”. For Bordiga this implied that the “means
of production are assigned a smaller proportion in relation to
consumer goods” and that we prepare an “under-production
plan, which is to say the concentration of production on what
is necessary”. 66 Such a combination of de-investment and un‐
der-production has certainly shown itself to be possible
through the lockdowns (as well as the secular stagnation of the
economy). But to assert control over capitalist decline would
require addressing the social questions that produce the
strange convergences between diﬀerent social strata within the
non-movements.
The protests of high-school kids in Chile over a transport hike
of 30 pesos became a mass movement against the 30 years of
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the neoliberal constitution that was overhauled in October
2020: “No son 30 pesos son 30 años”. A protest against a fuel
price hike in France soon became a broad-based mobilization
against growing inequality and austerity measures rammed
through by an autocratic government. When the struggles are
intensified and many initial demands are met — not seldom
through the simple fact that repression forces more and more
people onto the streets out of disgust for police violence — the
non-movements reveal a point of unity in the fact that they all
are produced, or at least conditioned, by economic stagnation.
In this context, the identitarian confusion of the non-move‐
ments can help them to become conscious of what they are:
subjective expressions of economic decline. We have argued
that class consciousness, in the present period can only be the
consciousness of capital. 67 Today this, in turn, implies nothing
more than the growing revelation that capitalism is without a
future. And when the Gilets Jaunes say “end of the world, end
of the month”, they are not only expressing what they see as
the apocalyptic dimension of our era, but aﬃrming the end of
this world and this life as the necessary prerequisite to the cre‐
ation of a new world and a new life.
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Figure 5: Protests and political legitimacy, Middle East and
North Africa 2000-2020

4. WE ARE ALL BASTARDS NOW
We have seen that the flag-waving and national anthem-singing
rabble trying to destroy the Arc de Triomphe, as well as the
sometimes indiscriminate toppling of monuments in the United
States, are all indicative of a wider pattern of what can only be
called anti-politics. 68 But, as with many contemporary nonmovements, from the Arab Spring to the Gilet Jaunes and
Black Lives Matter, rage against the police often comes to
stand in for a broader hatred of politics. This is not simply be‐
cause the police are the immediate manifestation of state re‐
pression, a tactical adversary in the streets. If statues are the
dead symbols of the state, police are its living ones, and this is
especially true in an era of austerity and a deadly pandemic.
Since the state has proven itself incapable of protecting the
population from a many-headed crisis, it becomes clear that its
primary role will be to contain the fallout of these crises by dis‐

ciplining the population. That is, the state is being reduced to
its policing function.
As such the popular French slogan tout le monde déteste la
police — “everyone hates the police” — may point to a broader
delegitimization of the modern state, whose ancient forerunner,
the polis, leant both name and form to the “police”. Police vio‐
lence, the quarantines, social distancing, and lockdown mea‐
sures (or for that matter the willingness of politicians to reopen the economies) have become triggers for a new wave of
social dissent that reflects an acute crisis of political represen‐
tation. Of course, not everyone literally hates the police. West‐
ern Europe surveys often show a remarkable degree of trust in
the police (although this varies by class, age, nation and
race). 69 While police are widely despised in autocracies, re‐
cent austerity programs have given them a particularly degen‐
erate and violent form in some neoliberal democracies, where
they have become the state’s primary representative in many
poor and working class communities. 70 Accordingly most re‐
cent surveys show that trust in the police has fallen, and we
can see signs that the police have increasingly become a focus
of hate not only from proletarians and racial minorities, but also
among segments of the petty bourgeois, and even the wealthy.
Certainly, one reason for this may be a rise in both instances
and awareness of police brutality. Police are universally brutal,
for the job both selects for and encourages an authoritarian
personality, and the role of police in protecting wealth and
property has always made police, in Orwell’s terms, the natural
enemy of the working class. 71 But police brutality may be am‐
plified by their expanded responsibility to enforce first austeri‐
ty, and now the lockdowns. Without a commitment increase in
police manpower, individual oﬃcers who find their time and re‐
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sources stretched may be more inclined to resort to summary
or exemplary punishments. In any case, their role in containing
and disciplining the population that revolts against these mea‐
sures makes an increase in brutality inevitable, and rising levels
of brutality in turn will inevitably lead to increased enmity from
both victims and bystanders (real or virtual).
Moreover, the experience of being hated can itself give rise to
a sub-cultural identity among the police not so diﬀerent from
many of those who fight them: a feeling of being a besieged
minority (“blue lives matter”) which may amplify the tendency
towards increased brutality. Their sense that they are respected
by neither the proletarians whom they discipline, nor the
wealthy whom they protect, can also lead to cynicism. Thus
while it is true that “all cops are bastards”, it is also true that in
reacting to their sense of abandonment (by politicians and
elites) and illegitimacy (in the eyes of those they police) the
cops come to see themselves as bastard — the unrecognized
children of a sick society — and take a delight in flaunting “civ‐
ilized” norms by brutalizing with impunity. 72 Like Edmund in
King Lear, they “stand up for bastards.” 73
The possibility that a growing segment of the population will
come to identify with this shameless brutality raises a real fas‐
cist danger, and this produces an understandable anti-fascist
and anti-police reaction. Yet, as Camatte already pointed out
in‘68: “it is dangerous to delegate all inhumanity to one part of
the social whole, and all humanity to another”. 74 For Camatte
the risk is not merely that it goes against a core tenet of hu‐
manism (and thus of communism), but also that it “eﬀectively
rules out the possibility of undermining the police force”. 75 To
focus our attacks on the police is, for Camatte, to “perpetuate
a certain ritual — a ritual wherein the police are always cast in
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the role of invincible subjugators”. 76 Rather than assume that
attacking the police is the insurgent tactic par excellence, we
have to think strategically about how to circumnavigate the po‐
lice, and even exploit potential contradictions within the enemy
camp. 77
A contemporary critique of violence, adequate to an era in
which war can spell only defeat, does not necessitate retreat;
rather, it can indicate the need for revolutionary intelligence, as
when masses of women surround police in Belarus, or the Wall
of Moms protects the frontline in Portland. Yet it would be a
mistake to overstate the importance of tactics and plans in dis‐
cussing the spontaneous actions of millions of men and
women. The best ways to demobilize police and the security
forces are through the escalating (and therefore quite often vio‐
lent) growth of the protests. It is not the riots that endanger the
continued unfolding of the struggles (burnt police stations can
mobilize millions as we saw after the murder of George Floyd),
rather it is the militarization of the conflict. All forms of profes‐
sionalized violence hinder the growth of the non-movements,
precisely in so far as the latter take the form of masses of nonprofessional revolutionaries seeking to overcome the divisions
of labor that sap the emancipatory potential of the protests.
In the end, the non-movements not only delegitimize the po‐
lice, but a whole world in which politics is reduced to policing.
They can fight the police most eﬀectively by delegitimizing the
system as a whole. As we have seen many times recently, this
can imply that the military is deployed, raising the specter of
civil war. In the end, this specter can only be dispelled through
defection. And just as soldiers must defect (traditionally the
sine qua non of revolutionary success), defections of police
and security personnel, such as in the so-called Bulldozer Rev‐
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olution in Serbia in 2000, will increasingly be required to move
beyond the enmity that returns the non-movements to the cate‐
gories, identities and roles they began to transcend in their
confusions. 78
Perhaps in hating the police we hate what we have become.
Not in the sense that we hate “the policemen in our heads”, but
in that we have become dependent on the same austere in‐
frastructure which rests ultimately on the police, yet exclusion
from which — what Ruth Gilmore has described as “organized
abandonment” — spells premature death, and not only at the
hands of the police. 79 We have in a sense all become “bas‐
tards”. Yet if so, it is clear that neither “defunding” nor “abol‐
ishing” the police would address that deeper problem.
“Defund” imagines that the money spent on police and prisons,
if re-allocated to other social programs, could address the un‐
derlying social problems that police are expected to manage or
contain. But this ignores the fact that police and prisons are
the cheapest of social programs, the very expression of auster‐
ity, and thus of little use for redistributive redress. 80 “Abolish”,
in practice, often means replacing police with some other insti‐
tution (e.g. professional mediators, social workers, private se‐
curity) that will likely exhibit similar or related pathologies. 81
But even the more radical visions of abolition tend to stumble
over the real social problems which capitalist states assign to
the police. Those that put victims in control of punishment and
“accountability” can reproduce the punitive bias of the current
carceral regime. 82 But while calls for harm-reduction and re‐
pair are entirely justified, it should be clear that they are be‐
yond the scope of what any capitalist society could admit (let
alone aﬀord). For it would require recognizing that repair is not
the same thing as reparation (to clear one’s debts is to buy
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oneself out of human relations) and that capitalism makes bas‐
tards of us all (though no-one is merely that). 83
It is perhaps not surprising that the slogan “defund the police”
took oﬀ in a country that possesses not only a comparatively
murderous police force, but also a deeply rooted tradition of
vigilante justice. 84 The term “organized abandonment” should
draw our attention to the fact that when politics are reduced to
the police the absence of police can be just as political as their
presence. We can find various examples of that politics — the
presence of that absence — not only in the American fantasy of
the Wild West, but also in many situations of war (both civil and
non-civil), and in some impoverished neighborhoods aban‐
doned by the state, such as the Brazlian favelas that are largely
administered by gangs. Less well known, we can also find ex‐
amples in the Jim Crow South, where police often refused to
enter black urban neighborhoods unless whites claimed that
they had been victims of black crime. 85 More recently we saw
a glimmer in the “cop-free zones” that were declared in certain
American cities, such as Seattle’s CHAZ, which, if considered
an independent nation (as some participants suggested), would
have had the highest homicide rate in the world. 86 On Chica‐
go’s South Side, where the murder rate briefly reached Brazil‐
ian levels this summer, we get a clearer sense of what it might
look like to abolish the police without abolishing capitalism.
The private “police” of the University of Chicago in Hyde Park,
an island of wealth amidst the South Side’s poverty, are better
funded than all the local precincts put together. Private security
is, after all, an altogether more cost-eﬃcient arrangement for
the wealthy: why waste your tax dollars on a sprawling citywide police department when all you really need is to protect
your own enclaves?
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Under pressure from protestors, in June 2020, Minneapolis city
council voted not only to “defund” but also to disband their po‐
lice department. Although it looks like they will rescind that
commitment, if they followed the “abolitionist” model of Cam‐
den, New Jersey it could simply mean renaming the depart‐
ment. 87 More radical visions of abolition were sometimes tout‐
ed among the militias that spent the Summer policing the
streets of Minneapolis in search of mythical “white supremacist
looters”. 88 Divergent accounts of their experience indicate the
complexity of the question of violence, as it presents itself dif‐
ferently to activists, store owners, and residents of high-crime
neighborhoods. As the 20th century history of revolutions re‐
veals, it is rarely possible to distinguish clearly between politi‐
cal and anti-social violence in the fog of civil war. 89 But the
necessarily chaotic attempts by revolutionaries to defend terri‐
tories won from state and capital should not be confused with
a neighborhood watch or the armed wing of a “community or‐
ganization” protecting private property in open or tacit collabo‐
ration with local police. 90
From these examples it is clear that the struggles themselves
can easily become passive expressions of the anarchy and dis‐
order that the Trumps of the world seek to escalate. 91 As
Agamben said in Athens in 2013: “true anarchy is the anarchy
of power”. 92 We can perhaps see a recognition of this in one
of the most popular chants of the Chilean uprisings: No esta‐
mos en Guerra. This was directed against president Sebastián
Piñera, who in an October 2019 speech declared, “We are at
war against a powerful enemy, who is willing to use violence
without any limits”. 93 In this example, one among several, the
non-movements of the world appear to paradoxically represent
the party of order, whereas the police are nothing but the
armed force of the party of anarchy, which only escalate the
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conflicts that rip our world apart.
Of course, it would be foolish to adopt an abstract principle of
non-violence. The uprising in Chile has sadly cost the lives of
at least 30 people since October 2019, and around 500 have
eye injuries. Yet it is clear that the masses on the streets do
not desire chaos or long for violence. By renaming the hub for
the non-movements Plaza Baquedano in Santiago to Plaza Dig‐
nidad, the Chilean protesters declare that they seek a life of
dignity. One can perhaps discern a (fraying) red thread that
connects the bleak slogan No Estamos en Guerra of 2019, to
Make Love not War of 1968 and even Peace, Land and Bread of
1917. For the history of communism is not only the history of
class struggle, but also the history of an enmity against enmity,
a revolt against the antagonism that divides the subaltern
classes into friend and foe. It is in this respect a longing for
peace.

Figure 6: Protests and political legitimacy, Anglo-Saxon coun‐
tries 2000-2020 94

35

5. A SCIENCE OF THE SPECIES
In “The Holding Pattern”, in Endnotes 3, we described the cen‐
tral preoccupation of the Arab Spring and Occupy as the prob‐
lem of composing diverse fragments of the proletariat (as well
as the disaﬀected middle class) into a coherent force in the
squares. In retrospect, these were early signals of a rising tide
of non-movements. But the “problem of composition” is more
conventionally understood as a problem of an “identity politics”
that appears to have arisen alongside the demise of the work‐
ers’ movement. 95
It would be only a slight exaggeration to say that anti-identity
politics is the worst product of identity politics. Many left-wing
critics of identity politics have assumed that there is one iden‐
tity question around which the remains of the workers’ move‐
ment could still rally, namely the “citizen nationalism” that was
never far from its heart. 96 But we have seen that only the right
can prosper viably on that terrain. However, “identity politics”
is not merely a spectre haunting the social-democratic left. It
has in fact become a term of quasi-universal opprobrium. For
even the most “woke” tend to employ the same term (or a syn‐
onym) to criticize those who sew unnecessary division or make
dubious claims to represent ever-finer sub-groups of the op‐
pressed. This is why we take “identity politics” to signal more
than just a set of limits that contemporary non-movements
must confront. In the broader sense in which we employ the
term, identity politics forms the very terrain on which most
struggles play out today, and therefore on which such limits
must be confronted.
Classical social movements — be they left or right — can only
maneuver on the ground of a decrepit capitalism that the non-
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movements of the world are today slowly, and perhaps soon
rapidly, reshaping. In Apocalypse and Revolution, Giorgio Ce‐
sarano

described

early

instances

of

identity

politics

as

“counter-revolutionary liberation movements” that in their par‐
tiality nonetheless produce a “hard-won awareness of the real
stakes: the liberation of the species from ideology, the neces‐
sary overcoming of every separation, the armed conquest of
the point of view of the totality”. 97 In Bordiga’s terms, we
might say that alongside their conformist and reformist dimen‐
sions (the preoccupation of the “anti-woke” litanies) such
movements also contain distinctly anti-formist elements, in the
sense that they reconfigure the very ground on which contesta‐
tion plays out.
The central organizing principle of the non-movements has
been their rage and disgust against perceived injustice or cor‐
ruption in general, and against police, politicians, or elites in
particular. But there comes a point in the evolution of the
struggle that such negative unity (unity through enmity) is ex‐
perienced as insuﬃcient. We are unified through a shared
sense of what is wrong, but limited by this very relation to the
wrong, which can only be transcended by articulating a shared
vision of the good. Moreover, we come together under the ban‐
ner of the enraged and indignant, but behind it real divisions of
interest and allegiance remain concealed. Divisions that in‐
evitably make themselves felt at some point, often violently.
This is true even when the fight appears not to be just a fight
against a particular enemy, but the fight of a specific fraction of
the class (e.g. blacks, indigenous, youth, migrants) that can
present itself as the most exploited or the most enraged, the
part that stands in for the whole.
Today the whole as such cannot be represented, such that
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some form of identity politics tends to delineate the potentials
and limits of any class struggle that extends beyond a particu‐
lar workplace or a particular section of the class. Indeed, such
struggles can only extend themselves by confronting and con‐
fusing the identitarian separations in which the working class is
enmeshed. The class is fractured into a myriad of situations,
each capable of partial representation, but none able to map
cleanly onto a political allegiance or interest group. There is
also rarely a solution to the coordination problem whereby such
partial identities can be aligned to adequately represent the
class as a whole.
In the US, for instance, class appears to be mediated by
“race”; the poorest and most disenfranchised layer of society
is disproportionately of African or indigenous descent, and the
visible markers of such descent are often identified with that
layer. Of course, the problem with this form of appearance is
not only that there is a black and indigenous middle class
whose existence is necessarily in tension with these cultural
precepts, but also that poor whites are often misrepresented as
privileged from this perspective. Within the imagination of lib‐
eral America, the white working class has come to be seen as
incorrigibly racist, a “basket of deplorables” identified with
Trump’s reviled base, while conservatives persist in associating
the group with long-defunct male breadwinner jobs — including
police oﬃcers — whose respectability is contrasted to the sup‐
posed pathologies of the black “underclass”. For both the
class is thus split along a simultaneously moral and racial line
into the deserving and undeserving poor, but which “race” is
associated with which side of this manichean dichotomy is
largely dependent on the liberal or conservative allegiance of
the observer.
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But while the racial politics of the US is an extreme example of
a class mediated by identity, this is by no means an American
exception. Struggles over identity have everywhere come to
dominate the political sphere. Not because people have be‐
come more racist, sexist, or homophobic. On the contrary,
such views have generally declined even as they have become
more salient in contemporary political realignments. 98

The

general trend is that younger, more liberal and progressive gen‐
erations confront conservative, and often older, parts of the
populations who have a disproportionate influence over politics
(due to their wealth and propensity to vote). In this context na‐
tionalism and populism have become more pronounced, but
this does not in itself signal a change of direction, for all main‐
stream politics (of both left and right) are fundamentally a poli‐
tics of the state, the citizen, the people, and the nation. What
has changed is that the non-movements of the world have dis‐
rupted such conformist politics with their anti-formist impetus.
Today all politics tend towards identity politics not because
identitarian divisions have been clarified and hardened, but
rather because they are being increasingly challenged and con‐
fused. On the one hand, this is a simple function of ongoing
capitalist stagnation, in which transformations in the produc‐
tion process combine with worsening economic trends to un‐
dermine expectations of stability in employment, health, resi‐
dence, and family life. On the other hand, identities are further
challenged, up to the point where their very survival is put into
question, whenever the need to fight these steadily worsening
conditions exceeds the real limits on co-operation between
class fragments, and the non-movements spill out into the
streets, squares and roundabouts. Such spaces are necessarily
confused, for their production requires an active confusion of
disparate identities. This process is fraught, for it involves a
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high-stakes dance of identity politics, always at risk of becom‐
ing merely performative, bitter and even violent.
The latest iteration of Black Lives Matter can thereby be
viewed as an instance of a general pattern that has character‐
ized the global accumulation of non-movements. The demon‐
strations, riots, and attacks on monuments that swept the US
from May 26th represent a tremendous confusion of hitherto
separate and even opposed elements. Within this amalgama‐
tion internal divisions proliferate, both along the lines of preexisting identities, and new ones thrown up by the struggle. In
the George Floyd rebellion we can point to the divide between
the “day” and the “night”, corresponding to more middle class
peaceful protests and more proletarian acts of rioting and loot‐
ing. 99 We could also speak of the divisions between “violent”
and “non-violent”, or the division between large cities and
small towns, many of which saw their first demonstrations in
this moment. But most striking, perhaps, was the racial com‐
position of these protests.
There is little doubt that black proletarians led the way, both in
the initial Minneapolis riot and in later instances of targeted
looting in Chicago and Philadelphia. In the vast majority of
protests, and even in many riots, however, participants identi‐
fying as “white” seem to have made up the plurality of the peo‐
ple on the streets. 100 This is visible in the opinion polls that
have asked whether people have protested, the crowd surveys
carried out by sociologists, most of the arrest reports released
by the police, and even in cell phone analysis of some riot lo‐
cations. 101 This fact is often ignored by both left and right,
presumably because it disrupts their own sense of identity. And
yet it is precisely the mass mobilization of “white America” that
marked this uprising as distinct from other comparable move‐
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ments, like Black Lives Matter in 2015, as well as the wave of
riots that swept American cities in the 1960s. 102
It is possible to read this as a mass betrayal of whiteness, one
that corresponds to a gradual but sustained reduction in racist
attitudes, especially among young Americans. But if “antiracism” was the universal watchword of the movement, it is im‐
portant to clarify that it meant diﬀerent things to diﬀerent peo‐
ple. In the movement’s ripple eﬀects through the culture we
can see a notable rise of performative anti-racism, organized
around individual claims to racial representation and anti-racist
virtue. We see this not only in the usual contexts of online dis‐
cussion and higher education, but also in parliamentary politics
and to some extent in the streets, where it was sometimes fa‐
cilitated by residual strains of nationalism that are more than
willing to police racial boundaries. One can easily identify ex‐
amples: Democratic politicians kneeling in Kente cloth, white
christians symbolically washing the feet of black pastors, and
the ever growing number of “diversity trainers” and “black
leaders” who always seem to tell middle class whites what they
want to hear: move to the back, stay in your lane, remain nonviolent, retreat into individual exercises of guilt-expiation and
redemption. 103
However, it’s important to recognize that this was not the domi‐
nant form of anti-racism that took hold after May 26th. We saw
instead something much closer to the “identity politics” we de‐
scribe in this article: a politics of those who know that divisions
along racial lines must be actively challenged if they are to re‐
main a force against the police (and the politics that stand be‐
hind them). Expressions of interacial unity were widely seen on
banners and heard in chants, but they were materialized by
concerted action towards a common aim, whether it be laying
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siege to a precinct, pulling down a statue, or defending the
crowd against police attacks. When activists in such situations
attempt to racially segregate the crowd (or to verify people’s
racial bonafides in order to establish the desired level of diver‐
sity) they are often rightly seen as completing the work of the
cops and fascists by dividing and weakening the movement.
Indeed, one can view the uprising as a revolt of the latter, prag‐
matic form of anti-racism against the former, performative type.
After all, the rioters primarily targeted city administrations led
by liberal mayors, many of whom had built their careers on a
performative anti-racist grift. These mayors, a remarkable num‐
ber of them black women, were now protecting murderous
cops, supervising the brutalization of protestors, and — in the
case of Chicago — pulling up the drawbridges to shut out a
predominantly black proletariat from the wealthy city center.
Their discourse of diversity and inclusion did not dissuade
black proletarians from burning and looting the cities they ad‐
ministered; but nor were they eﬀective in convincing white
America to stay home and “do the work”. Instead hundreds of
thousands (perhaps millions) of whites rose up against these
liberal, black or POC mayors, and in most cases they were able
to fight alongside their black neighbors without patronizing
them. 104
But if the George Floyd rebellion thus represented a “treason to
whiteness”, it was not exactly the kind once defended by the
journal Race Traitor. It was not a strategic betrayal with work‐
ing class power as its aim, but rather a spontaneous betrayal
of neoliberal subjects, fueled by rage and disgust, who refuse
to be what they are, and briefly taste, in the confusion of the
struggle, what they could be. This is the positive sense of what
we are calling “confusion”. It can also be observed when Is‐
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lamists entered Tahrir square, when Front National supporters
joined the roundabout blockades, or when middle class
Chileans descended on the streets to fight the police alongside
anarchists and ultras. Such confusion across political, cultural,
and racial lines is both more common and less complicated
than the anti-racist liberal imagination is capable of dreaming
(especially for proletarians who have less to lose or when the
meritocratic order is shaken).
Yet while fusion is possible, even easy, in the heat of the strug‐
gle, it rarely endures. 105 And while the confusion of the nonmovements is often premised on a betrayal of what we are,
they rarely allow us to leave our old life behind. We revolt
against a lonely condition (a loneliness only exacerbated by so‐
cial distancing and lockdowns) but the revolts rarely satisfy the
hunger for community that brought the revolts into being. 106
Some activists do meet one another, and many people become
activists for the first time, but there is no community of tactics,
only a temporary aﬃnity between political and tactical identi‐
ties: Gilets Jaunes, militias, antifa, frontliners, and “community
leaders” — a world of tribes, gangs, rackets. 107 The nonmovements have generally struggled to produce neighborhood
assemblies or build durable links to workplace organizing. In‐
stead, they abruptly interrupt everyday life, marking time like
the numbered “acts” of the Gilet Jaunes, or the mass demon‐
strations every Friday in Chile, when people gather in unprece‐
dented numbers to express their rage and then immediately
disperse, either to their individual lives or to their various iden‐
titarian tribes.
Nor is this lack of coherence a tactical or strategic advantage.
It was the scale and scope of the mobilizations rather than
their diversity of tactics that overwhelmed the police — and it

43

was the initial brutality of the police that was often responsible
for the scale and scope. All participants can see that, beyond a
certain point, the confusion of the mobilization, its lack of sus‐
tained organization, is an obstacle to the extension of the
struggle. Yet by confusing the identity of its participants, the
non-movements represent a crucible in which we can see the
formation of a new type of human, one less panic-stricken or
domesticated than Agamben and others have feared. We have
argued

that

the

non-movements

harness

and

radicalize

changes in the reproduction of daily existence, and therefore of
human life. Changes that make the explosions on the streets
that we have seen in the last decade possible. Our wager is
thus that this anthropological shift will continue after the strug‐
gles on the streets are crushed by repression, or fizzle out due
to lack of organization or stamina, since the non-movements
are expressions of the anti-formistic logic of our era.
The confusion of identities is the condition of possibility of re‐
volt today, but also a limit that has to be overcome. In the short
to medium term we expect it to be increasingly problematized,
in both a practical and theoretical sense. This limit may indi‐
cate the need for a new type of organization, as one friend re‐
cently put it (referencing an underground hip hop group): an Or‐
ganized Konfusion. 108 One might even call that a “communist
party”, though, as some comrades recently argued, it would
have to look very diﬀerent from the parties of old. 109 It would
specifically need to appeal to a proletariat no longer interpellat‐
ed by the remains of the workers’ movement, and which is
forced together with sections of the surplus populations and
declassed middle strata in revolts against a general immisera‐
tion. Thus such an invisible party would have to also appeal to
those rebellious groups, be they lumpen or disenfranchised
middle class, that have taken to the streets in unprecedented
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numbers, in waves that express the volatility of our period. It
may even need to appeal to those segments of the class that
are currently mobilized against the non-movements, in order to
break the enmity that strengthens the police and pushes the
struggles towards the logic of war. Yet, given that the nonmovements are, as we have repeatedly argued in this text, the
subjective signs of the stagnation of capitalism, perhaps their
most important task is to become conscious of this latent con‐
dition and orient themselves to the potential end of a system
that is already in chronic decline. The non-movements signal
that the proletariat no longer has any romantic task. 110 It can‐
not mobilize a people nor fight for hegemony. On the contrary,
it can only overcome our tottering order — which is in a sense
already undoing the foundations of class society — by continu‐
ing to resist all attempts to rejuvenate the world of politics.
The first stumbling steps out of our anarchic era lie in the con‐
fusions of identity that the non-movements give witness to in
their hunger for human community. This hunger has until now
not been satisfied by victories nor stilled by repression, which
is why we think our period will continue to be marked by the
accumulation of revolutionaries without revolution. The hungry
dress themselves in yellow, and use the fragmented language
of identity rather than class, because the whole framework of
the left has collapsed. If a pragmatic anti-racism overwhelmed
the performative kind during the George Floyd uprising, this is
because the pragmatics of revolution no longer take its poetry
from the dead world of ideologies. The revolution of the 21st
century must let the dead bury their dead in order to arrive at
its own content. Thus the task for a contemporary science of
the species is to once more read the runes of our times, in or‐
der to understand how the non-movements themselves reveal
the anti-formistic tendency of our period, and how, in their con‐
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fusion, we can identify the eclipse of the social forms that we
call capital, state and class. Since communism is the real nonmovement that abolishes these social forms, we say to the
masses who confront our tottering order — avanti barbari! —
onward barbarians.
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