CHAPTER 8

Notes toward a Rethinking
of the Militant
Rodrigo Nunes

Over a decade ago, Alain Badiou spoke of a “widespread search” for
a new figure of the militant to replace “the one established by Lenin
and the Bolsheviks.”1 Barring two notable exceptions—in Badiou’s own
work and Hardt and Negri’s2—the search does not appear to have gone
very far. It certainly does not bode well that, more than a decade on,
Badiou still speaks of the need to “create new symbolic forms for our
collective action”3 or a “paradigm”4 with which to replace the militant
of state communism, the soldier, and war, as models for the project of
emancipation. More often than not, the militant, with its Bolshevik associations, is treated today with a dose of suspicion. Given the last century’s dismal record of defeats, betrayals, and disasters—on the part of
communist parties and the labor movement as well as of the alternative
modes of politics that were meant to replace them—it is no surprise that
the militant should be another one of its casualties. Maybe, as Badiou
himself already recognized, the search is primarily in the oxymoronic
form of denying the possibility of its object.5
Questions of organization have returned to the top of the agenda since
the mass movements that the world saw in 2011: how to prevent that degree of mobilization from dissipating? How to channel that powerful, if
diffuse, desire for radical change into a struggle capable of rendering it
effective? In this context, even ideas that seemed largely discredited have
been put back on the table. For instance, Jodi Dean has argued for the
need of “something like a party ” as “an explicit assertion of collectivity,
a structure of accountability, an acknowledgment of differential capacities, and a vehicle for solidarity.”6 Slavoj Žižek has once more insisted
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that “to impose a reorganization of social life . . . one needs a strong
body able to reach quick decisions and to implement them with all necessary harshness.”7 Even while they diverge on key issues—Badiou’s
own preference is for a “politics without party . . . organized through the
intellectual discipline of political processes, and not according to a form
correlated with that of the State” 8—these attempts to rekindle thinking
about organization and militancy display clear points of overlap. The
qualities that they advocate, such as discipline and the capacity to decide and act in a unified way (and hence some form of structure and
a degree of centralization), allow us to discern between the lines what
they reject in present forms of activism. For example, Badiou chides activists and theoretical adversaries for their disregard for, even hostility
toward, “organization, perseverance, unity and discipline,” 9 while Dean
speaks of the need to overcome a “mistrust of collectivity ” and “anxiety
around hierarchy, non-transparency, leadership, delegation, institutionalization, and centralization.”10
Evidently, even the neutral talk of a new figure of the militant, or of
“a new figure of organization, and hence of politics,”11 belies a negative evaluation of what exists now. But posing the problem in terms of
a model or paradigm invites several questions. Firstly, it is clear that
the wane of the Leninist figure has not entailed the disappearance of
political activism altogether. For instance, only two years after Badiou
declared the search open, a cycle of global struggles arose comparable in
intensity to the one begun in 2011. If a model is just an abstraction that
identifies what is common to different practices, how could one say that
no model(s) existed in this period? Or was there one, except it is exactly
what is denied in the call for a new one? Can the work of producing
“a reformulated ideological proposition, a strong Idea, a crucial hypothesis” be done without regard to existing practices and the conditions
that produce them?12 Secondly, to prove the feasibility and desirability
of an organizational model in theory does not prove that it is feasible
and desirable in practice. People do not join a party because the idea
makes sense, but because the party makes sense; the Bolsheviks were
not copied because their model was good, but because it had worked
(and they actively exported it). Is the problem then not better posed as
one of transition—the practical work of selecting and cultivating, among
existing practices, those elements that can improve and transform them?
In this case, it is no longer a matter of an externally created model, but of
progressively transforming what is according to an idea, itself in progress, of what is needed.13
It is this path that I intend to take here. It will take us from a reappraisal of the left-wing critique of vanguardism to an examination of its
incorporation into a lineage of attempts to conceptualize a nonvanguardist politics that would remain radical or revolutionary. This will allow us
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to better appreciate the thrust of criticisms such as those raised by Badiou,
Žižek, and Dean, identifying the exact point in which those alternative
conceptions of radical systemic change flirt with a covert teleology that
overlooks the subjective, partisan dimension of politics. Having done this,
we will be in a position to return to the questions of the militant and of
organization through an examination of networked politics, today’s dominant organizational mode: what is. It is then that the problem of what is
needed—finding elements for a redefinition of the militant—can be posed
anew, via a preliminary question: can there be a nonvanguardist practice
of the vanguard?
I
The neglect and anxieties that Badiou and Dean criticize are, of course,
more than a manifestation of the atomization characteristic of neoliberal
subjectivity, and are historically grounded. But it is good to remember that
the critique of vanguardism from the Left encompassed more than the
thematic, which typifies the critique from the Right, of revolutions inevitably resulting in authoritarian states; it also referred both to the conciliationist turn of many (former) communist parties and trade unions in the
West, and to the growing isolation and irrelevance of organizations of
the Far Left. Attention to this difference should prevent us from conflating it with the ideological binary erected by the rightist critique—either
free market and liberal democracy or totalitarian socialism. The question
would then be: Even if we identify discipline, unity and organizational
consistency as values to be re-injected into existing practice, how to do
so without losing sight of the critique of authoritarianism and bureaucratization? What organizational forms and ethos need to be fostered so
that a reformulation of the militant can be based on more than the hope
that “this time it will be different?” Or is it just a matter of, in Lacanian
fashion, accepting the inexistence of the big Other and hoping that we
can “fail better than a ‘normal’ bourgeois state,”14 better than (formerly)
really existing socialism?
What, then, is the vanguardist militant according to the leftist critique?
It is a figure defined by separation. First and foremost, that between means
and ends, a separation that encapsulates the performative contradiction
in which this militant figure is caught: it fights separation—of producers
from their products, from the social nature of their production and from
nature; of the people from power; of the masses from their fate—through
means that reinforce it rather than eliminate it. Of course, the activist or
militant always exists on the basis of objective separations—if not necessarily only those that characterize existing society (differentials in access to education and resources, gender, division of labor etc.), at the very
least the one that constitutes the activist as activist: between the politically
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active and the nonactive or not-yet-active. In this sense, any militant is
always in the paradoxical position of existing in order to abolish himself or herself: a mediator whose aim is to end mediation.15 According to
the left-wing critique, the problem with the vanguardist model is that it
tends toward the (self)perpetuation of militants in the condition of mediators—“bureaucrats of the revolution,” “functionaries of Truth,” 16 and
“specialists of power” 17—and that this, in turn, results from the circular,
narcissistic structure of (self-) identification that welds the militant to the
revolutionary process via belonging to an organization or group.
The organization or group functions as a mediation that at once elevates
the individual into a collective, historical dimension, and schematizes the
abstraction of utopia into spatiotemporal coordinates: an organizational
form, a sequence of tasks, steps, stages, and so on.18 What is characteristic of vanguardism is the way in which, through group belonging, the
individual identifies himself or herself with a subjective excess (to be a
member is to be in excess of existing conditions), and objectively identifies the group with the revolution. This is contained in the very notion of
vanguard: for a group to identify itself as a vanguard means to see itself
as the most advanced detachment in the revolutionary movement; the
one with the best theoretical and practical grasp of the process, its direction and its requirements.19 The circularity is evident: if there are forward
and backward elements in the process, it is because there is an objective
knowledge that allows to discern them—and, by definition, nowhere can
this objective knowledge be sharper than among the most advanced detachment. (One could ironically conclude that the vanguard is the group
in possession of the knowledge that it is the vanguard.) From this follows that the organization itself can be identified with the revolution: the
former’s advances and retreats, defeats and victories, allies and enemies
are automatically the latter’s, and the future of the latter depends on the
continued existence of the former. At the same time, for an individual to
identify himself or herself with the group is to identify with those qualities
that place it in excess of the situation, and thus with a subjective excess
over the practico-inert that manifests itself in the possession of a perspective (an outlook uncompromised by the dominant modes of thinking, the
correct line, a superior analysis), in practice (otherness to or exception
from existing social relations and mores), and even in regard to one’s own
desires and interests (the readiness to pay any costs exacted by the revolution). The circle closes in on itself: if to be the vanguard of the revolution is
to be in excess of the present situation, to be a member is to be in excess of
the situation, that is, to be the vanguard of the revolution.
This double movement both justifies and disguises the reproduction of
separation inside the organization and in its milieu—the entrenchment of
hierarchies, the division of labor, the split between “the knowers . . . and
the non-knowers,”20 representatives and the represented, mediators and
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mediated. Externally, the superposition between the group’s goals and
interests and those of the revolution validates manipulative and sectarian behavior, “continuously struggling to attain majority, ‘possessing’ in
order to lay down the line . . . affirming ourselves as revolutionaries and
not the class and its behaviours.”21 Internally, the fact that one is “fighting
the good fight ” at once legitimizes the contradictions between ends and
means in the organization’s internal life 22 and fosters a culture of sacrifice
and self-denial with which militants steel themselves in the face of failure
and “the cost to ourselves of what we are trying to do.”23 This confirms
their subjective excess over existing society even while they engage in its
reproduction; self-instrumentalization cements the separations within the
group and legitimates the persecution of those who speak out (having
doubts reveals insufficient commitment), and serving as a tool to persecute those who speak out.24 In our times—whose terms of debate are still
largely set by the failed experiences of the 20th century and the critique
of vanguardism of the 1960s and 1970s—this is what the words “political
discipline” probably suggests to most. Not “quite simply the discipline
of processes” themselves, but an internalization of the “superego of the
organisation” 25—which is the flipside of the vanguard militant’s and the
vanguard group’s narcissistic investment in themselves as the real revolutionaries, the ones who make the revolution.26
II
It must be remembered, however, that the left-wing critique of vanguardism was not just a mockery of the Left’s “joyless ascetics,” 27 or an
exposé of revolutionary organizations as a microcosm of the totalitarian
societies they were predestined to create. It was also about how they
had become, at best, innocuous, shut-off from “the real (contradictory
and autonomous) processes of the masses”28 and incapable of communicating with new struggles or changes in objective conditions and class
composition29; and, at worst, counterrevolutionary, “antagonistic to
any expression of subjectivity on the part of . . . the subject groups spoken of by Marx,”30 sabotaging what they could not control and stifling
what they could, motivated only by the overriding imperative of partybuilding and organizational survival, perpetuating their position as mediators and representatives.
It was as an overcoming of the “the sad, ascetic agent of the Third International whose soul was deeply permeated by Soviet state reason”31 and
the activist “who acts on the basis of duty and discipline, who pretends
his or her actions are deduced from an ideal plan,”32 that Hardt and Negri
proposed their own version of a “communist militant ” for the “postmodern era.”33 Against the transcendence of vanguardism—of the vanguard
over the masses, of the preestablished plan over the materiality of the
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movement, of a knowledge already possessed over the political process,
of a projected goal over the means to attain it, of the militant’s position
over existing relations and structures—this was the militant of an immanent communism that created itself in its very unfolding. Rather than a
specialist in charge of directing workers in political struggle, this militant
was to be “positive, constructive, and innovative,” immediately connecting “insurrectional action” and “the formation of cooperative apparatuses
of production and community.”34
Importantly, however, Hardt and Negri’s was not a paradigm thrown
out into the world, but a figure brought forth by the very neoliberal
capitalist restructuring, which had, since the late 1970s, decimated the
working-class organizations of the previous period. This shift represented
the passage into a new, biopolitical age of capitalist production, in which
capitalism had become productive of “social life itself,” 35 directly exploiting
living labor’s collaborative, communicative, affective, and creative capacities, which could now fully appear for what they always were: not only the
foundation of production, but also its product and means. This new situation erased the distance between strategy and tactic and economic and
political struggles 36 central to Lenin’s conception of the party’s role, and
ultimately also that between communism as “the real movement which
abolishes the present state of things”37 and living labor in “the absolute
movement of [its] becoming.”38 Now, “[r]evolutionary political militancy ”
could “rediscover what has always been its proper form: not representational but constituent activity.”39
If the conception of “party and organization as factory [was] adequate
to the determinate level” of the Leninist project, “replicating the technicopolitical composition of the working class” of its time, the network was
today’s answer to the question of “what is the organizational need” arising from the “determinate composition” of the class.40 If networks are “the
form of organization of the cooperative and communicative relationships
dictated by the immaterial paradigm of production,”41 and “in each era . . .
the model of resistance that proves to be most effective turns out to have
the same form as the dominant models of economic and social production,”42 they were not only the default organizational form in the present
technical composition of labor, but also the most adequate to the struggles
of the multitude. In the same way that biopolitical production rests directly on the multitude’s self-activity, meaning that the latter’s autonomy
from capital is tendentially complete, networks both “directly produce
new subjectivities and new forms of life”43 and provide “the model for an
absolutely democratic organization”44 capable of materializing the “profound desire for . . . the rule of all by all based on relationships of equality
and freedom” that “the great revolutions of modernity ” had created but
“never yet realized.”45
One must note that, as with the critique of vanguardism, the focus
here was not only democracy and autonomy (let alone individual
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self-expression) but political effectiveness. The communicative possibilities created by the spread of the Internet and the circulation of struggles
then taking place around the globe evoked the promise of a global political process that was both centerless and sufficiently strong to fight global
capitalism. The enthusiasm was boosted by a dialogue with the sciences of
complexity, which pointed both to networks’ ubiquity in the natural and
social worlds, and their capacity to give rise to effects greater than the sum
of their parts: local movements networked on a global scale “could exhibit
complex adaptive and emergent behaviour of their own, and would promote it for society as a whole out of their own local work.”46
If it is true that global capitalism and information society are attempting a re-structuring towards the network form, movements
could be better off by building on this logic and getting ahead in the
game. Movements have the advantage since, unable to really pursue
a strategy of collective intelligence, capitalism will progressively lose
out to an anti-globalisation movement which . . . will have learned to
“think like a swarm.”47
Amid the technopolitical optimism of the times, however, many questions were overlooked: that movements of resistance do not constitute
a system in exterior competition with capital, but are internal to it, and
are not simply trying to adapt, but to change the system that is their environment; that systemic equilibrium does not necessarily overlap with
our human notions of justice (ant colonies display a stratified division
of labor, ecosystems include natural predators and prey, etc.); that if networks and self-organized behavior are ubiquitous, it is just as possible to
describe capitalism as both networked and possessing admirable adaptive capacities; that even if it is possible that the emergent behavior of
networked movements could progressively transform their surrounding
system, it would quite possibly be in a longer timescale than the one
needed by capitalism to collapse by undermining its own conditions of
existence (and so ours). Of several possible outcomes—that capitalism
neutralizes, instrumentalizes or destroys its antisystemic subsystem;
that the latter dissipates; that capitalism collapses before it changes—it
was often only the most positive that was picked for consideration. A
selectiveness that, in the end, amounted to a covert reliance on teleology, even if not in an assertoric but only conditional mode: “it may well
be that, by doing what we are doing, we will attain what we want . . .”
III
Our attempt to rethink the militant can be situated in the context of the
criticisms raised by the likes of Žižek and Badiou against the politics
and theory that they identified with the alter-globalist movement.48 In
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essence, they bear on three questions: effectiveness, continuity, and the
one that ties the two together—the place of the political subject. To put
it in shorthand: unless it is based on a subjective break, opposition to
capitalism is—similarly to how the critique 1970s saw vanguardism—
at best innocuous, and at worst continuous with it. For the most part,
the charges of ineffectiveness and continuity intermingle. While Žižek
acknowledges that “there are situations in which a minimal measure
of social reform can have much stronger large-scale consequences than
self-professed ‘radical’ changes,”49 today he would probably lump even
the more radical strains of alter-globalist activism in with the “frenetic
humanitarian, Politically Correct etc. activity ” that he calls “interpassivity ”: scattershot, knee-jerk responses to the injunction to act that
ultimately amount to “doing things not to achieve something, but to
prevent something from really happening.”50 Against the belief that
“creative power will be ‘expressed’ in the free unfolding of the multitudes”51—which generates a neglect of questions of discipline and
organization—their point is to remind us that the “task of emancipatory
politics,” rather than “elaborating a proliferation of strategies of ‘resisting’ the dominant dispositif from marginal subjective positions,” should
be “thinking about the modalities of a possible radical rupture in the
dominant dispositif itself ” 52—and hence also considering how to amass
and concentrate the forces needed for that rupture.53
Against the proliferation of local resistances, we have here an affirmation of the rarity of politics, which stems, precisely, from the rarity of
subjective breaks encapsulated in an “event ” (Badiou) or “act ” (Žižek)
that creates its own conditions and draws legitimacy from nothing but
itself. Politics, in this sense, is the opposite of what usually goes by that
name in its parliamentary form or in most activist expressions; it is the
interruption and redefinition of ‘politics as usual’ through the irruption
of the political, in the form of an act or an event. The subject’s relation to
the existing order is thus one of subtraction, a distance from “the hegemonic ideological coordinates”54 (a world’s transcendental, for Badiou)
in which the subject is formed in the very process of transforming what
is: “the political, when it exists, founds its own principle concerning the
real, and it does not have any need for anything except for itself.”55 Without this distance, “that which goes by the name ‘resistance’ . . . is only a
component of the progress of power itself ”; to miss “the importance of
separation” is to espouse “a metaphysical politics, a politics of the One . . .
in the precise sense that it excludes negativity, and thus, in the end, the
domain of the subject.”56 The very features that Hardt and Negri extol
in contemporary activism for how they build on the contemporary technical composition of labor—network organization, spatial mobility, temporal
flexibility 57—bear witness to an ideological continuity with contemporary capitalism. In their lack of “organization, perseverance, unity and
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discipline,” they fail the test of the highest militant virtue: courage as
“endurance in the impossible.”58
One could argue that this judgment was vindicated by the subsequent
dissipation of alter-globalism. But before we appreciate the thrust of this
critique, let us once more draw a distinction between rightist and leftist
variations of a same logic.
It was largely through the critique of real existing socialism, the conciliationism of party and union bureaucracies and the failed vanguards of
the extraparliamentary Left that the idea of a minoritarian politics developed in the 1970s, in the works of Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze, and
Félix Guattari, among others, and in the activism of groups of women,
people of color, gays and lesbians, prisoners, psychiatric patients, and so
on. For most of those who took it, at least at the time, this turn did not signal
the abandonment of the critique of capitalism, or of the idea of overcoming it. Again, it was motivated by questions of political effectiveness,
and started precisely from the idea that the reason for the shortcomings
of vanguardist politics lay in its deficient understanding of who or what
the enemy was. Concepts of micro or molecular politics, or of a diffuse,
centerless network of power relations coextensive with the social field,
served to explain why “revolutionary movements [that] privileged the
state apparatus as the target of struggle”59 had come to reproduce the
old society they had fought, or why “a group can be revolutionary from
the point of view of class interest ” and yet be “even fascistic and policelike from the point of view of its libidinal investments.”60 At the same
time, they offered a view of what an alternative revolutionary politics
could be. Against the idea that the struggle is (and has to be made) concentrated in the “most advanced sector of the class,” resistance is to be
found in the myriad places in which it manifests itself (“local responses,
counterfire, active and sometimes preventive defensive measures”). The
great political problem is how “to create lateral connections, a whole
system of networks, of popular bases . . . transversal connections between these discontinuous active points, from a country to another and
inside the same country ” so as to make “the revolutionary process”61 a
polycentric, wide-scale, systemic challenge.
It is true that this line of thinking was instrumentalized in the 1980s
in order to rationalize the end of class politics (in effect, the end of the hitherto existing institutions of class politics) and an acceptance of capitalism
as the only game in town. It is also true that this was done at times by some
of the social subjects at the margin of (and marginalized by) traditional
class politics who had been standard bearers for a minoritarian politics.
Morphing into minority politics, the latter was largely assimilated into
the market and governance mechanisms of the neoliberal regime, which
successfully forged the libertarian ‘artistic’ critique of capitalism from the
1960s and 1970s into a “new spirit of capitalism.”62 The celebration of easily
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accommodated molecular transgressions often became no more than the
flipside of resignation to moderate reformism. Yet not only should we not
confuse minoritarian and minority—as Deleuze and Guattari 63 would remind us not to do—we should take minoritarian politics for what it once
tried to be: not an investment in small “acts of resistance which only keep
the system alive” but an attempt to think a non-vanguardist politics up
to the task of radical change.64
IV
It is not difficult to see how this conception of revolutionary change and
its inherent desire to exorcise the ghosts of vanguardism’s past could
result in a covert teleology; it suffices that one subtract the subjective dimension from the telos of radical social transformation. In other words,
one makes what is a question asked from a subjective perspective (what
do we need to connect struggles and create the conditions for systemic
change?) into an objective process behind the backs of agents (if everyone keeps on doing what they are doing, these connections will emerge).
There is an obvious appeal in this, to the extent that transferring the problem of strategy from a subjective to an objective dimension by definition
eliminates the need for vanguards, and thus all the problems associated
with vanguardism. A process that is absolutely, immediately spontaneous has no need for mediations, or mediators. And this is because the
hidden hand of teleology intervenes at the precise point(s) that would
require subjective intervention (hence strategy, organization, etc.): the
passage from a quantitative proliferation (of struggles) to a qualitative
(systemic) change.
Even if this idea is not explicitly held anywhere,65 it is secretly operative behind different positions: in John Holloway, when the spillover
of noncapitalistic doings or cracks becomes a qualitatively different arrangement that can “recover or, better, create the conscious and confident
sociality of the flow of doing” 66; in Escobar, when he imagines the realization of utopia as a “phase transition . . . perhaps promoted by some
sort of non-linear dynamics in the mechanisms of the world economy,
ecology, ideology etc.”67; in the “materialist teleology ”68 subtending the
movement of the multitude as ever greater autonomy from capital, in
Hardt and Negri; and even in much earlier Left communists Gilles Dauvé
and François Martin:
The communist party is the spontaneous (i.e., totally determined by social evolution) organization of the revolutionary movement created
by capitalism. The party is a spontaneous offspring . . . It does not
need to be created or not created: it is a mere historical product. Therefore,
revolutionaries have no need either to build it or fear to build it.69
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Because this is a conditional teleology, all of the above offer elements that
compensate for it.70 It is not that it is wrong, given that teleological judgments cannot in any case be disproven, as something not happening cannot prove that it might not. The problem does not lie either in the idea that
radical change can only emerge through the interaction of struggles and
their environment nor in the emphasis on uncertainty as a corrective to
“old revolutionary certainty,” 71 both of which are unavoidable. The issue
is how this wager can function repressively, by replacing the uncertainty
proper to every situated, subjective decision with a certainty of the process itself, which, left to its own devices, will spontaneously show the way.
In this case, the affirmation of the process’ immanent capacities, and of the
uncertainty of political action and the impossibility of its totalization by
any single agent, reverts into its opposite: not only is the process ascribed
teleological certainty (solutions will appear), it is made into something
external to the agents that constitute it. Action is deemed immanent only
to the extent that it ‘goes with the flow’ but is transcendent—tainted with
the suspicion of harboring aspirations to certainty, leadership, and so
on—every time it attempts to seize a moment to consciously influence the
flow’s direction.72
No objective knowledge could lay claim in advance to the effects of
political decisions and only the process itself can produce its solutions—
but how can solutions emerge if not by trial and error, that is, through
concrete attempts at producing them? Is it not necessary that they exist as
and are taken for the only thing they can be—partial, partisan, perspectival extrapolations on limited information, to be judged on the merits of
what they include and leave out, what their biases are, how well or badly
they appraise objective conditions (correlation of forces, points of leverage
etc.), how realistic the tasks they set are, what their negative side-effects
could be, how well or badly executed they are? It is true that one only
acts one step at a time, but this does not mean that one should only think
one step at a time—otherwise, the tendency will always be to do what
comes naturally, when the obvious or easiest path is not necessarily the
best. While it is important to bear in mind the Zapatista motto of “caminar preguntando” (usually translated as “walking, we ask questions”), it is
good to remember that it is in the interest of finding answers that one asks
questions.
Perhaps we can start to work on a nonvanguardist way of posing the
question of subjective intervention in a process by looking at this passage:
experiencing the eventfulness and uniqueness of every situation [is]
not necessarily about commanding movement, it’s about navigating movement. It’s about being immersed in an experience that is
already underway . . . going with the flow. It’s more like surfing the
situation, or tweaking it, than commanding or programming it. The
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command paradigm approaches experience as if we were somehow
outside it, looking in, like disembodied subjects handling an object.
But . . . [w]e are our situations, we are our moving through them.
We are our participation—not some abstract entity that is somehow
outside looking in at it all.73
The crucial issue here is the difference between surfing and tweaking.
For a surfer, a wave is an external body of much greater mass and momentum; he or she does not control its direction or movement, and so
can only navigate it, coordinating his or her own trajectory with that of
the force that hauls them. Tweaking is a much more appropriate metaphor for being inside a process. The process still possesses much greater
mass and momentum than any individual agents, but these agents are
its constituent parts, thus having some, if only partial, control over it. It
corrects the command paradigm idea of the party as an external agent
bestowing form upon matter from the outside; but it does not go too far
in the opposite direction, treating the process as if it were a whole existing apart from those who constitute it (again on the outside looking in),
and as an agent in its own right rather than the contingent, emergent
result of their (necessarily limited, necessarily uncertain) action. It eliminates the transcendence of agent over process proper to vanguardism,
without instituting a transcendence of process over agent in which the
denial of intentional, strategic initiative to the latter is the flipside of
the former’s surreptitious elevation to the position of a Lacanian subject
supposed to know: what is imagined to be in charge when, and because,
“there is no-one in charge.” 74
V
So where does this leave us in regard to a rethinking of the militant? With
questions of strategy and organization, it is always good to first ask the
question “where are we,” and only then “where do we want to go?” This
is how we will proceed.
Our starting point is networked organization. However, even if we
can speak of networked politics as today’s movements’ spontaneous organizational logic (“what comes naturally”), it must be understood in
its materiality as an organizational logic. On the one hand, as Gramsci
noted, “pure” spontaneity does not exist in history: it would coincide with
“ ‘pure’ mechanicity.” 75 The notion of a purely spontaneous, nonorganized
political movement is nonsensical because for it to exist and be noticeable
as such, it must have already somehow distinguished itself, subjectively
and objectively, from the everyday spontaneous reproduction of order
(“this group of workers, rather than go to work, decided to picket the
gates . . .”). On the other, networks are not structureless and “formless”
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and, in a certain sense, not even “multiform”76; they possess forms and
structures of their own, which emerge (spontaneously) regardless of
whether individuals realize or will them.
The first thing to recognize, in this case, is that networked organization does not eliminate vanguards. The fact that political networks have
a structure characterized by the presence of hubs (nodes with an anomalously high number of links and with links to nodes in more and more
distant clusters) immediately puts paid to the idea that they are horizontal by nature. Leadership still exists in them, if in a noninstitutionalized mode, which has advantages (such as weaker tendencies toward
the formation of hierarchies) and disadvantages (no defined structures
of accountability, greater fluctuations in mobilizing capacity). It is recast
as distributed leadership, which means that the isolated initiatives of
individuals or relatively small groups, communicated across the overall network system, can trigger positive feedback loops that increase
their impact exponentially. Emergent behavior is not spontaneous in the
sense of miraculous but always induced by a germ of action; when one
such germ spreads to nodes and hubs that respond to it and amplify its
reach, large-scale effects such as the Arab Spring, 15M, and Occupy—
mass movements without mass organizations—can happen. And once
they do, even if the nodes that originated them are drowned out in the
now enlarged, activated network-system (which is not necessarily the
case), these movements themselves can still be described as vanguards:
while they may be attempting to reach out to and speak on behalf of
society-at-large, they differentiate themselves from it precisely to the extent that, whoever the participants may be, they are the ones taking part
at that precise moment. Politics always inevitably involves synecdoche,
that is, a part standing for the whole; in this sense, vanguards (and, in a
sense, representation) are ineliminable.77
Yet it is important to draw the distinction between the objective and
teleological understanding of vanguard, whose sway over the Marxist
tradition helped engender vanguardism, and what we could call the
vanguard-function. The latter is best understood as what Deleuze and
Guattari would call the “cutting edge of deterritorialization” of a
situation—in this case, those people who, having started to ‘function’ in a
different way, open a new direction, which, communicated along different networks, progressively becomes something that can be followed,
tweaked, opposed, and so on. The vanguard-function is objective in the
sense that, when it has spread, it can be identified as the anomalous cause
behind a growing number of effects. Because it is objective, it need not
be subjectively sensed at first as being in opposition to anything (e.g., the
way in which an influx of migrants transforms an area); it is what people
do when they start doing something other than “what people do.” Yet it
is not objective in the old Marxist sense, rightly criticized by Badiou, of a
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determinism or transitive determination between an objectively defined
position (class, class sector, etc.) and the occurrence of a political, subjectivizing process. Where a process starts, which direction it takes, who
steers or tweaks it, what is its course—these are objectively determinable
retrospectively, but never in advance.78
To speak of a vanguard-function is to say that something leads to the
extent that it is followed: it works when it works, and when it does not,
it does not, in ways that may even, as in the case of a group whose mistakes in steering a mass action have negative results, damage its power
to work in the future.79 This entails that, while networks are not the oftfantasized medium of frictionless interaction and absolute horizontality,
distributed leadership does not make them undemocratic either. While
they are governed by preferential attachment (more connected nodes
tend to attract more new links, and so nodes that have fulfilled a vanguard function will tend to be more connected), the degree of validation
of a hub, and therefore its capacity to initiate successful actions, oscillates according to how much successful traffic it routes or starts—like
a self-regulating, but evidently far from perfect, accountability mechanism.80 The question then is: what makes an initiative more successful
than another? Clearly, the large-scale effects seen in 2011 could happen
because some initiatives struck the right informational, affective, and organizational notes to tap into a widely spread social malaise and give
it form; how? Equally, there is plenty to be learnt from examining less
successful initiatives in regard to their contents, affective components, to
who initiated them, how they circulated, and what kinds of action they
proposed, and so on.
What are the advantages of redescribing these phenomena with words
like leadership, representation, vanguard? First of all, to demonstrate
that they continue to exist, and do so independently from any agent’s
dark motivations; to show that their disavowal both prevents us from
better understanding them so that we can better explore their potential,
and blinds us to their risks, such as invisible hierarchies. The second
advantage is to demystify them. If they exist by necessity, the question
becomes less how to prevent then how to use them in nonvanguardist
ways; vanguardism, not vanguards, appears as the problem. Thirdly, to
bring the subjective dimension back into the picture, by pinpointing the
spot in which it is elicited by a nonvanguardist revolutionary politics:
what do we need to do in order to further multitudinous, polycentric,
open-ended processes in the direction of systemic change? Finally, to
open the space for posing, in nonvanguardist ways, the strategic challenge suggested by Žižek: a collective, organized work of identifying
the paths, leverages, potentials for “possible radical rupture[s] in the
dominant dispositif itself.”81
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If a tweak is a matter of steering or nudging a process in a subjectively
determined direction, even if one we can neither control nor predict fully,
it still matters what amount of force one can apply on it; this is why we
cannot ignore questions of discipline, organizational consistency, unified
action, and so on. There is a difference between open, indeterminate calls
(e.g., to demonstrate against the regime), and more complex, strategic initiatives. The greater the scope and complexity of the latter, the more consistency, commitment, structure will in all likelihood be required; here, it
may be a good idea to invert the order of questions, and start from “what
do we need to have in order to do what we think is necessary?” instead
of “what can we do with what we have?” In fact, as I have argued elsewhere,82 even in the case of those indeterminate calls that set in motion
processes like 15M and Occupy, the usual media picture of previously
entirely unconnected, nonactive individuals suddenly coming together
is misguided. Rather than spreading through an exclusive individual-toindividual basis, such processes are better understood as depending on
an interplay between small formal or informal groups with stronger ties
among members (which provide some kind of initial informational and
logistical backbone) and a long tail of individuals with weaker ties (little
or no previous connections to those groups, little or no previous political involvement), which tend to become stronger as the process develops.
The point is that, as much as networked organization does not render issues such as discipline and consistency, superfluous, there are no onesize-fits-all answers: different things can be achieved through different
means.
Clearly, mass membership and a centralized structure is no panacea—
it suffices to see how mostly irrelevant parties and unions have been in
recent decades. For several reasons (including endemic suspicion against
parties and hierarchies, which will not disappear in the foreseeable future), rather than fixating on the idea of a single unified organization, a better way of working through questions of organization might be thinking
in terms of what Italian autonomists used to call an ‘area’. This would consist of a long tail of supporters and individuals fluctuating among different
networks, and an ecology of middle-sized groups with a greater degree of
organizational consistency. Rather than competing with each other (over
members, over leadership), as parties by definition do, these would be
complementary, defined not by their group identities, but by the initiatives
they carry out—not single-issue campaigns in the usual sense, but strategic
interventions that explore the political potentials opened by the conjuncture. This may in fact be the emergent solution already advanced by the
movements of 2011: at times when things hit an impasse, it was the distributed leadership performed by projects such as antiforeclosure campaigns
and neighborhood assemblies that moved things forward.83 With this in
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mind, we could conclude that something like a care for the whole may
be a virtue to retain in a redefinition of the militant: a capacity to think
strategically in the context of a larger ecology of struggles and agents, as
well as the overall systemic environment, so as to evaluate what are the
most effective initiatives that stand the best chance of working, and how
to make the most of them; when (and how) to tweak and when to surf;
when and how to produce positive or negative feedbacks. In short, how to
best employ existing (subjective, material, affective, organizational) conditions in order to ensure the greatest political impact, while thinking of
the development of the political process as a whole, rather than of an individual organization or initiative.
VI
The attempt to pose the question of the militant has led us to reframe it in
the terms of a preliminary one. The concept of vanguard-function sought
to grasp the ‘spontaneous’ occurrence of nonvanguardist vanguards; regarding the militant, can there be an active, conscious nonvanguardist
practice of the vanguard? I would suggest that this not only probably still
exists but that it has existed many times; one example would be the comunidades eclesiais de base (ecclesial base communities) of Liberation Theology. It is to this experience that I turn for my conclusion.
A major strength of Liberation Theology was how it confronted, rather
than disavowed, the performative contradiction that is constitutive of
the militant: a heteronomous force for autonomy, a figure of separation
against separation. Given the reality of their practice, which normally typically involved middle-class, educated popular agents moving to work
with very poor communities, the problem could not be circumvented.
They tackled this performative contradiction head on by treating it as a
specific manifestation of the pedagogic relation in general—understood
not as “another form of the mind-matter, leader-mass contradiction” 84 but
in the terms set forth by Brazilian educator Paulo Freire. The strength of
Freire’s egalitarianism lies precisely in assuming not that there is no difference between educator and educated, but rather that “[n]o-one educates
anyone, no-one educates themselves, men educate each other, mediated
by the world.”85 As a Liberation Theology manual puts it:
flattening the difference between the educator and the people must
be unmasked as a farce . . . The agent is an agent because she is different. This must be seen and acknowledged. . . . [O]nly an agent
who does not understand her real position in the process of popular development could wish to lead the people, or to be exactly like
them.86
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So while her position is constituted by a difference or separation not to
be disavowed—“someone is or becomes an agent . . . because they have
a particular contribution to give [to the people]”87—the militant’s work
consists in closing this gap by coming closer to the people (divesting herself of class biases, incorporating the people’s culture, departing from the
problems they confront and how they deal with them, respecting their decisions) and bringing the people closer to her (sharing the knowledge she
possesses, helping them reflect on the process, problematizing received
opinions, questioning power relations and internalized oppressions). She
foregoes any fusional fantasy and recognizes her position’s intrinsic contradiction, while knowing that the work’s success depends on establishing
some degree of continuity between her and the community; the greater
the discontinuity, the closer she would be to either becoming a leader or
being rejected as a foreign body.
The point here is not to idealize a specific experience, or to advocate
one kind of practice above others, but to draw out another virtue for a
redefinition of the militant. There is a risk in recent attempts to correct the
objectivist, teleological bias implicit in a certain way of thinking what a
nonvanguardist militancy would be that they overcompensate by placing
too much emphasis on the sovereignty of subjective separation.88 Perhaps
we should look instead for something like what Deleuze and Guattari call
an “art of dosages”89; an art to be applied, first and foremost, to the very
constituent condition of the militant, that is, separation.
Consider the situation created by the movements of 2011. When upsurges of mass mobilization like these happen, a conundrum presents itself: their open, indeterminate nature, meaning all things to all people,
can attract large numbers; but this selfsame openness makes concerted
action difficult, because any decision will close things down, increase determinacy, define “who’s in” and “who’s out.” It is the case, then, that
making anything happen will involve drawing divisions, creating new
separations. Now consider the good popular agent of Liberation Theology: she does not disavow separation, but does not affirm it one-sidedly;
she is attentive to the ways in which her action can end up reproducing
the societal divisions that she fights against, and doses her separation by
selecting when and how to tweak or surf. She knows that the thresholds
that define the best action vary according to the situation and is sensitive to how much separation must go into each moment—taking it too far
would simply sever her from the shared situation. She understands that
the sovereign assertion of separation would be an illusion: she is always
working with the material at hand, whatever it is. What defines her quality as a popular agent is the capacity to create divisions, but in such a way
that she can meet people where they are, and take them with her. Would
this gift for immanence without immediacy, mediation without transcendence, not be a virtue worth learning?
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break, and constitutes itself as consciousness of this break progressively, in ways
that may or may not be oppositional, but are never wholly sovereign.
79. In a similar vein, Dauvé and Martin write that communists must not refrain
from making proposals because, “[i]f the expression is right and the proposal appropriate, they are parts of the struggle of the proletariat and contribute to build
the ‘party’ of the communist revolution.” Dauvé and Martin, “Leninism.”
80. I develop this and other points discussed here in Rodrigo Nunes, “The Lessons of 2011: Three Theses on Organisation,” Mute 2012, http://www.metamute
.org/editorial/articles/lessons-2011-three-theses-organisation.
81. Ben Trott’s work on “directional demands,” reforms ultimately too radical
for the system to bear that can function as focal points for diverse struggles, is a
promising attempt to pose this problem. Ben Trott, “Walking in the Right Direction?,” Turbulence 5 (2005): 14–15.
82. Nunes, “The Lessons of 2011.”
83. In this sense, regardless of what merits its analysis and plan may or may
not have, Rolling Jubilee strikes me as huge step in the right direction: it is defined not by a group identity, but by a concrete, ambitious strategic wager translated into a series of organizing measures. See http://rollingjubilee.org/. Another
interesting recent development plays directly on the idea of a party is Spain’s
Partido X. See http://partidox.org/en.
84. Camatte, “On Organization.”
85. Paulo Freire, Pedagogia do oprimido (Petrópolis: Vozes, 1981), 79.
86. Clodovis Boff, Como Trabalhar com o Povo (Petrópolis: Vozes, 1984), 23–24.
87. Ibid., 24.
88. I have developed this point in relation to Badiou, arguing for a complementarity between him and Deleuze and Guattari, in Rodrigo Nunes, “Subjekt, Ereignis, Trennung. Über Politik bei Badiou und Deleuze/Guattari,” Treue zur Wahrheit.
Die Begründung die Philosophie Alain Badious, ed. Jens Knip and Frank Meier
(Munich: Unrast, 2010).
89. Deleuze and Guattari, Mille Plateaux, 198.
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