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THE REALITY OF DESTITUTION IS 
THE DESTITUTION OF REALITY: 
PRELIM

INARY M
ATERIALS FOR A 

GENEALOGY OF DESTITUENT POW
ER

1

Jose R
osalesD

uring the 1970s, in Europe, a disenchanted but not 
hopeless generation cam

e to the fore to lay claim
 to the 

political not as an autonom
ous and totalitarian sphere, 

but as an ethical com
m

unity of singularities; history 
not as linear continuity, but a history w

hose realization 
has been deferred too long; not w

ork as econom
ically 

finalized tow
ard the production of com

m
odities, 

but an inoperativity deprived of end [priva di scopi] 
and yet not unproductive. 2 

C
om

m
unism

 is the real m
ovem

ent that 
destitutes the existing state of things. 3 

Introduction

O
n the 19th and 20th of D

ecem
ber, 2001, 1 m

illion people took 
to the streets of B

uenos A
ires to protest the collapse of 

A
rgentina’s econom

y—
a collapse set to the tune of 150 billion 

1 
T

he w
riting of this article w

ould not be w
hat it is, if it w

ere not for the feedback of 
Im

an G
anji, w

hose unrepentant com
m

itm
ent to revolution has been nothing short 

of inspiring, and M
ariana Silva, w

hose com
radely patience and critical eye taught m

e 
w

hat it m
eans to think w

ith cautious rigor. It is for them
 and our com

rades that w
e 

continue to struggle, think, and live.
2 

G
iorgio A

gam
ben, “N

ota alla prim
a edizione,” in: Paolo V

irno, C
onvenzione e m

ateri-
alism

o: L’unicità senza aura, R
om

e: D
eriveA

pprodi, 2011, pp. 8–9, here p. 9. M
y translation.

3 
Invisible C

om
m

ittee, N
ow

, Los A
ngeles: Sem

iotext(e) 2017, p. 89.
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U
.S. D

ollars (the am
ount of debt ow

ed to the IM
F). In the m

idst 
of w

hat w
ould prove to be the opening salvo of a decade long 

crisis, there appeared new
 form

s of struggle, w
hich subse-

quently gave rise to the invention of new
 form

s of theorising 
and political practice. For exam

ple, w
hile traditional m

odels of 
w

orkers organisations in the 1960s and 1970s revolved around 
the factory (e.g. sit-ins, w

ork slow
-dow

ns, strikes, and so on), 
these nascent social m

ovem
ents found them

selves displaced 
from

 the point of production. A
nd, given the decades long 

increase in unem
ploym

ent leading up to the 2001 crisis, 
A

rgentina w
itnessed the em

ergence of the M
ovim

iento de 
Trabajadores 

D
esocupandos 

(U
nem

ployed 
W

orkers 
M

ovem
ent or M

T
D

), for w
hom

 the piquete (blockade) served 
as the new

 form
 of struggle outside of the factory site. T

he 
piquetes, w

hich first appeared in the centre of the country, 
had 

as 
its 

aim
 

the 
obstruction 

of 
the 

circulation 
of 

com
m

odities. 
T

hus, 
the 

blockade 
w

as 
the 

practical 
resolution 

devised 
by 

M
T

D
 to the follow

ing 
questions: 

W
hat w

ould it m
ean to strike outside of the w

orkplace 
as the traditional site of struggle? O

r, as one unem
ployed 

w
orker put it, “w

ho is going to be in control? T
he people in 

struggle 
or 

the 
bastards 

in 
the governm

ent?”
4 D

evoid of 
any particular place to strike, M

T
D

 attacked the w
orld of the 

com
m

odity that extended beyond the factory w
alls. 

It w
as in light of the em

ergence of these new
 social 

m
ovem

ents and their corresponding form
s of struggle that 

the 
m

ilitant 
research 

collective, 
C

olectivo 
Situaciones, 

developed 
the 

concept 
of 

counterpow
er 

or 
de-instituent 

pow
er; a category of political theorising that has now

 com
e 

to be know
n sim

ply as destituent pow
er:

4 
A

rgentina In R
evolt—

B
uenos A

ires &
 the 2001 /2002 IM

F R
iots. Produced by 

m
ass- produced 

collective. 
A

pril 
23, 

2011. 
https://w

w
w

.youtube.com
/w

atch?
v=jBLm

O
03evf0, (19:13) (accessed 27/1 /20)

[A
]t long last w

e have learned that pow
er—

the state, under-
stood as a privileged locus of change—

is not the site, par
excellence, of the political. A

s Spinoza stated long ago, such
pow

er is the place of sadness and of the m
ost absolute im

po-
tence. T

hus w
e turn to counterpow

er. For us, em
ancipat ory

thought does not look to seize the state apparatus in order
to im

plem
ent change; rather, it looks to flee those sites, to

renounce instituting any centre or centrality. 5

D
espite the eighteen year difference that separates the present 

m
om

ent from
 that of the early days of C

olectivo Situaciones, 
the current cycle of struggles appear to have found them

selves 
in a sim

ilar situation. 
A

pproxim
ately one m

onth into the gilets jaunes uprising, the 
French online m

agazine, Lundi M
atin, published an editorial 

entitled, “N
ext Stop: D

estitution,” w
herein one encounters the 

follow
ing passage: 

T
he question is as follow

s: w
hat does it concretely m

ean to des-
titute the system

 in practice? O
bviously, it cannot m

ean elect-
ing new

 representatives, since the bankruptcy of the current 
regim

e issues precisely from
 the bankruptcy of its represent-

ative system
. To destitute the system

 m
eans to take over 

locally, canton by canton, the m
aterial and sym

bolic organ-
ization of life. It is precisely the current organization of life 
that is today in question, that is itself the catastrophe. W

e 

5 
C

olectivo Situaciones, “O
n the R

esearcher-M
ilitant,” http://eipcp.net/transver-

sal/0406/colectivosituaciones/en (accessed 27/1/ 20). A
dditionally, and w

hile it rem
ains 

beyond the scope of this present article, it should be noted that there is a genealogy 
yet to be w

ritten that traces the philosophical lineage that w
as brought to bear upon 

the A
rgentinian situation by the m

ilitant-research w
ork undertaken by C

olectivo 
Situaciones; a lineage that begins w

ith Bataille’s letter to K
ojeve and his concept of 

‘unem
ployed negativity,’ through M

aurice Blanchot’s reflections on M
ay ’68 and his 

notion of ‘organising the rupture,’ w
here rupture is tantam

ount to a ‘nothingness in 
the process of its realisation;’ and then through the w

ork of A
gam

ben and the Invisible 
C

om
m

ittee, respectively.
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m
ust not fear the unknow

n: w
e have never seen m

illions of 
people allow

 them
selves to die of hunger. Just as w

e are per-
fectly capable of organizing ourselves horizontally to set up 
blockades, w

e have the capacity to organize ourselves to 
relaunch a m

ore sensible organization of existence. A
s revolt 

is organized locally, so it is at the local level that our solutions 
w

ill be found. T
he “national” level is only ever the echo that 

issues from
 local initiatives. 6

W
hile the num

ber of articles and analyses regarding the gilets 
jaunes uprising increases w

ith each of its ‘A
cts,’ it is w

orth 
em

phasising that destituent pow
er, as it is proposed here, is not 

sim
ply an attem

pt to im
plem

ent in practice the concepts devel-
oped by “ultra-left” theorising done in isolation. R

ather, in light 
of the concerns that em

erged early on regarding the presence 
of far-right and fascist elem

ents w
ithin various locales of this 

nation-w
ide m

obilisation, destituent pow
er is seen as the 

m
eans of attem

pting to give determ
inate form

 to the indeter-
m

inate character of the m
ovem

ent as a w
hole. For as the Italian 

com
rades at C

om
m

on W
are have correctly noted: 

In the streets and in the squares of France over the last few
 

w
eeks it w

as not only this im
poverished m

iddle class in its 
crisis of m

ediation that w
as present, of course. From

 tim
e to 

tim
e, in different cities and urban conflict zones, there w

ere 
various proletarian and sub-proletarian segm

ents, stratified 
and held in tension by generation and race. It is precisely the 
recom

position betw
een the m

iddle class in its crisis of m
edi-

ation and a proletariat deprived of a future that, as w
e have 

said for som
e years, constitutes the decisive political point 

of the m
ovem

ents w
ithin the crisis...To be clear: w

e are 
not 

6 
Lundi M

atin, “N
ext Stop: D

estitution,” http://ill-w
ill-editions.tum

blr.com
/post/ 

180774090884/next-stop-destitution-published-on-lundi-m
atin (accessed 23/2/19). 

E
m

phasis m
ine.

saying that insurgencies such as that of the G
ilets Jaunes 

have in fact solved the problem
 of recom

position. W
e are 

sim
ply saying that w

ithin this terrain the question has been 
m

aterially and spontaneously posed. 7

T
he crucial point is this: it is w

ithin the context of the dissolu-
tion and recom

position of class relations w
ithin French society 

that w
e m

ust understand this call for ‘destituting the econom
y;’ 

for it is only by grasping the condition and problem
 that defines 

the gilets jaunes uprising as one of recom
position that destituent 

pow
er can be understood as an attem

pt at giving determ
inate 

form
 to w

hat is still an underdeterm
ined m

ovem
ent. In w

hat 
follow

s, w
e begin w

ith an interrogation into our present con-
juncture as one in w

hich M
arx’s original form

ulation of com
-

m
unism

 as the real m
ovem

ent of abolition, and A
gam

ben’s 
“com

ing com
m

unity” appeals to its destituent pow
er, encounter 

one another; a m
om

ent that has perhaps been captured best 
by the Invisible C

om
m

ittee’s provocative rew
orking of this 

M
arxian dictum

 w
hen they w

rite, “C
om

m
unism

 is the real 
m

ovem
ent that destitutes the existing state of things.”

8

H
ow

ever, a statem
ent such as this necessarily raises the fol-

low
ing question: W

hat becom
es of com

m
unism

 if it is said to be 
the real m

ovem
ent that “destitutes” the present state of things? 

D
oes the substitution of “destitution” for “abolition” signal a 

principled divergence from
 the vision of com

m
unism

 found in 
those pages of the G

erm
an Ideology and as intended by M

arx and 
Engels? O

r does this destituent m
ovem

ent m
ark a progressive 

refinem
ent in light of the failures of historical com

m
unism

 and 
its various w

orkers m
ovem

ents? A
s the above epigraphs already 

suggest, the beginnings of an answ
er to such questions can 

be 

7C
om

m
on W

are, “T
he Vests A

re Yellow
er O

n T
he O

ther Side,” https://
ediciones _ineditas.com

/2018/12/05/the-vests-are-alw
ays-yellow

er-on-the-other-
side-an-italian-dispatch-editorial/ (accessed 18/4/19).
8 

Invisible C
om

m
ittee, N

ow
, p. 89. Em

phasis m
ine.
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found in the w
orks of G

iorgio A
gam

ben and the Invisible 
C

om
m

ittee, both of w
hom

 have perhaps gone furthest in recon-
ceiving com

m
unism

 via the category of destituent pow
er. 

W
hen one reads A

gam
ben’s m

ore recent political w
ritings 

alongside his 1993 text, “Form
-of-Life,” as Jason E

. Sm
ith has 

noted, w
hat becom

es clear is that through A
gam

ben’s rew
ork-

ing of the set of ideas that cam
e out of the w

orkerist tradition, 
the author is led to view

 capitalist society and its attendant 
social relations as asym

m
etric and antagonistic to the com

m
u-

nity that is claim
ed to be the content proper to form

s-of-life:

T
he w

orkerist and post-w
orkerist traditions understand the 

concept of antagonism
 in term

s of the dynam
ic of capitalist 

social relations. T
his conflictual and asym

m
etric relation 

betw
een living and dead labour is one in w

hich living labour 
is alw

ays ‘prim
ary,’...w

hose resistance to that form
 of capture 

drives capitalist developm
ent itself...A

gam
ben’s rew

riting of 
this scenario situates the antagonism

 less w
ithin the dynam

-
ics of capitalist production than w

ithin the relation betw
een 

‘m
assive inscription of social know

ledge in productive pro-
cesses,’ on the one hand, and ‘intellectuality as antagonist 
potentiality and form

-of-life,’ on the other...C
om

m
unism

 is 
the enem

y of the social, that is, the objective or factual par-
titioning of society into classes...To the divisions of society 
A

gam
ben opposes the m

ultitude of com
m

unity. T
he over-

com
ing of capitalist society assum

es the nam
e not of social-

ism
 but of com

m
unity: com

m
unism

. 9

It is for these reasons that, over a decade later, A
gam

ben refor-
m

ulated the anti-w
ork thesis of operaism

o and autonom
ia as fol-

low
s: “If the fundam

ental ontological question today is not 

9 
Jason E

. Sm
ith, “Form

-of-Life and A
ntagonism

: O
n H

om
o Sacer and O

peraism
o,” 

in: D
aniel M

cLoughlin (ed.), Agam
ben and R

adical Politics, E
dinburgh: E

dinburgh 
U

niversity Press 2016, pp. 189–206, here p. 203.

w
ork but inoperativity...then the corresponding concept can no 

longer be that of ‘constituent pow
er’ [potere constituente] but 

som
ething that could be called ‘destituent pow

er’ [potenza des-
tituente].”

10 
N

ow
, w

ith respect to the Invisible C
om

m
ittee, their recon-

ceptualisation of com
m

unism
 as the real m

ovem
ent of destit-

uent pow
er m

ay appear especially deceptive to som
e, or lead 

to a fundam
ental m

isunderstanding, if such an invocation of 
destituent pow

er is taken to m
ean a tacit affi

nity and endorse-
m

ent of A
gam

ben’s equation of the com
m

unal content of 
form

s-of-life w
ith the potential realisation of com

m
unism

 as 
such. A

s w
ill be seen in w

hat follow
s, nothing could be further 

from
 the truth, for the C

om
m

ittee’s usage of the concept of des-
tituent pow

er actually finds com
m

on ground w
ith the very fig-

ures (operaism
o/autonom

ia) from
 w

hich A
gam

ben sought to dis-
tance him

self. If the C
om

m
ittee privileges destituent, as 

opposed to constituent, pow
er, it is not due to destituent acts 

being the very m
eans of arriving at the pure potentiality at the 

heart of form
s-of-life (i.e. “intellectuality as antagonistic poten-

tiality of form
s-of-life”). R

ather, theirs is a vision of com
m

unism
 

as the real m
ovem

ent that destitutes the existing state of things 
insofar as w

e understand ‘the destitution of the present’ as 
m

eaning: (i) affi
rm

ing the rupture w
ith the current state of 

affairs in order to (ii) organise and render this rupture ever 
m

ore real, and w
ith the hopes of bringing this state of affairs to 

the point w
here the crises and social problem

s that have long 
persisted as the open and public secret of everyday life under 
capital are now

 directly confronted—
and precisely because 

they can no longer be avoided. It is w
ith respect to these tw

o 
aspects of destituent pow

er that Sam
uel H

ayat’s analysis of the 
gilets jaunes is w

orth recalling here:

10 G
iorgio A

gam
ben, “W

hat is a destituent pow
er (or potentiality)?” Environm

ent and 
Planning D

: Society and Space 32.1 (2014), pp. 65–74, here p. 70.
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Today, far from
 disappearing, social antagonism

s have m
ul-

tiplied, som
ething w

hich constitutes both a resource and a 
challenge to em

ancipatory politics. T
he old socialist solu-

tions, centered around the question of class, already in 1848 
contributed to invisibilizing the question of w

om
en and of 

race, even though the voices existed to put these questions 
front and center. A

 new
 em

ancipatory politics, w
hich 

rem
ains to be invented, should be based on m

aking the 
ensem

ble of relations of dom
ination visible, w

ithout hierar-
chy and by rem

aining open and responsive to new
 antago-

nism
s w

hich w
ill inevitably com

e to light. 11

A
nd so, the conclusion to be draw

n from
 this com

parative anal-
ysis is not sim

ply that A
gam

ben and the Invisible C
om

m
ittee 

arrive at qualitatively different understandings of the concept 
of destituent pow

er; a disagreem
ent that appears as nothing 

m
ore than a difference in how

 each position them
selves tow

ard 
a shared philosophical heritage. M

ore im
portantly, their respec-

tive analyses propose tw
o distinct and com

peting fram
ew

orks 
by w

hich w
e can think through the problem

s that determ
ine 

the historical and m
aterial conditions in w

hich com
m

unist 
struggle is w

aged today. A
nd insofar as destituent pow

er has 
appeared once again, an incom

m
ensurable difference at the 

level of analysis translates into a m
utual antagonism

 at the level 
of practice. A

t the very least w
e can say that w

hat is at stake, in 
light of ongoing social m

ovem
ents, is nothing short of the pos-

sibility for theoretical activity to m
aterially effect collective 

practice and re-potentiate the antagonism
 at the heart of capi-

talist social life.

11 Sam
uel H

ayat, “T
he G

ilets Jaunes and the D
em

ocratic Q
uestion,” V

iew
point 

M
agazine, https://w

w
w

.view
pointm

ag.com
/2019/02/13/the-gilets-jaunes-and-the-dem

-
ocratic-question/ (accessed 23/2/19).

H
um

anity’s Innocence: 
From

 Proletarian Struggle to Prelapsarian Life

In the Sum
m

er and Fall of 2013, G
iorgio A

gam
ben delivered a 

series of lectures in central France and A
thens, G

reece, under 
the heading, “W

hat is destituent pow
er?” N

ow
, despite the par-

ticularities to w
hich A

gam
ben w

as responding to in each lec-
ture—

the recent occupations and insurrections in C
airo, 

Istanbul, London, and N
ew

 York; the necessity to think the end 
of dem

ocracy in the place of its birth—
w

hat is consistent 
throughout is that, for A

gam
ben, destituent pow

er functions 
as a third term

 that is said to overcom
e the static opposition 

betw
een constituent and constituted pow

er (the form
er being 

counter-hegem
onic practices and the latter being acts that 

defend or uphold the existing institutions of the state). 12

Perhaps m
ore im

portantly, this series of lectures also m
arks 

a key developm
ent in A

gam
ben’s overall thinking since destit-

uent pow
er appears as the m

eans of theorising one of the cen-
tral ideas of his w

ork as a w
hole—

inoperativity—
a concept 

w
hich A

gam
ben discovers tim

e and again, regardless of the 
object of his analysis, be it theology, politics, or aesthetic and 
art practices. So, w

hether one considers his study of St. 
A

ugustine’s reflections on the salvation of hum
anity, w

here 
hum

an nature is conceived as “blessed inactivity, w
hich is nei-

ther doing nor not doing;”
13 or W

alter B
enjam

in, w
ho relates 

destituent pow
er to Sorel’s proletarian general strike in his 

12 A
s A

gam
ben puts it, “if revolutions and insurrections correspond to constituent 

pow
er, that is, a violence that establishes and constitutes the new

 law
, in order to think 

a destituent pow
er w

e have to im
agine com

pletely other strategies, w
hose definition 

is the task of the com
ing politics. A

 pow
er that w

as only just overthrow
n by violence 

w
ill rise again in another form

, in the incessant, inevitable dialectic betw
een con-

stituent pow
er and constituted pow

er, violence w
hich m

akes the law
 and violence 

that preserves it” (A
gam

ben, “W
hat is D

estituent Pow
er?” p. 70).

13 G
iorgio A

gam
ben, “A

rt, Inactivity, Politics,” in: Fundação de Serralves C
onference 

on Politics, C
riticism

 of C
ontem

porary Issues, Sarralves: Fundação de Serralves 2007, 
p. 131–141, here p. 138.
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essay “C
ritique of V

iolence;” or regarding the relationship 
betw

een poetry, com
m

unication, and language as such (“W
hat 

is a poem
...if not an operation taking place in language that 

consists in rendering inoperative, in deactivating its com
m

u-
nicative and inform

ative function, in order to open it to a new
 

possible use?”
14); w

hat is alw
ays at issue is how

 best to conceive 
the reality of a form

-of-life w
hose actions, w

hen view
ed from

 
the vantage point of the existing order of things, cannot be 
understood as anything other than blessed or idle in essence, 
non-productive of value, and im

practical for deliberation. 
T

he salient point here is that, for A
gam

ben, these character-
istics of idleness, non-productivity, and inoperativity, are not 
understood to be products of history. Idleness, non-productiv-
ity, and inoperativity are ontological facts of hum

an existence; 
so m

uch so that A
gam

ben w
ill go on to claim

 that it is precisely 
these attributes, w

hich are proper to the being of hum
anity, 

that capital appropriates and exploits:

H
um

an life is idle and aim
less, but it is precisely this lack of 

action and aim
 w

hich m
akes possible the incom

parable 
busyness of the hum

an race. A
nd the m

achinery of governm
ent 

functions because it has captured w
ithin its em

pty heart the inac-
tivity of the hum

an essence. T
his inactivity is the political sub-

stance of the W
est, the glorious nourishm

ent of all pow
er. T

his is 
w

hy feasting and idleness resurface continually in the 
dream

s and political utopias of the W
est...T

hey are the enig-
m

atic relics w
hich the econom

ic-theological m
achine aban-

dons on the shoreline of civilization; m
ankind returns to 

them
 w

onderingly, but alw
ays uselessly and nostalgically. 

N
ostalgically because they seem

 to contain som
ething that 

clings jealously to the hum
an essence; uselessly because in 

reality they are nothing m
ore than the ashes of the im

m
ate-

14 Ibid, p. 140.

rial, glorious fuel burnt by the m
otor of the m

achine during 
its inexorable, relentless rotation. 15

For A
gam

ben, it is hum
anity’s originary idleness and inopera-

tivity that one m
ust centre in any engagem

ent w
ith the ques-

tions posed by politics. In other w
ords, it is only by attending 

to w
hat is ontological regarding hum

anity (to that w
hich per-

tains to our originary inoperativity) that w
e can adequately 

determ
ine how

 best to overcom
e the political fact of Life sepa-

rated from
 its form

; a fact im
posed on us and continuously 

reproduced by H
istory.

H
ence, says A

gam
ben, the shape of the politics to com

e is 
not that of a struggle over the state or betw

een hegem
onic and 

counter-hegem
onic forces. To the contrary, “the com

ing politics 
w

ill no longer be a struggle to conquer or to control the state 
on the part of either new

 or old social subjects, but rather a 
struggle betw

een the state and the nonstate (hum
anity), that is, 

an irresolvable disjunction betw
een w

hatever singularities and 
the state organization.”

16 G
iven such an analysis, one is led to 

the logical conclusion that the politics to com
e w

ill be defined, 
not by its struggle w

ith and over the state, but by the struggle 
betw

een “hum
anity” (as the nonstate) and the state, as various 

social form
s of sovereign or governm

ental pow
er, w

hich pervert 
w

hat w
e have alw

ays, originarily, been in truth: inoperative, 
idle, and therefore free. 

H
ow

ever, confronted w
ith a conclusion as bold as this (i.e. 

the com
ing politics begins by positing an originary idleness 

against history as a series of state-sponsored perversions of this 
essence) a few

 questions necessarily arise: Insofar as inopera-
tivity and destituent pow

er pertains to the essence of the 
being 

15 Ibid, p. 138. E
m

phasis m
ine.

16 G
iorgio A

gam
ben, “M

arginal N
otes on C

om
m

entaries on the Society of the 
Spectacle,” in: idem

, M
eans W

ithout End: N
otes on Politics, U

niversity of M
innesota 

Press 2000, pp. 73–89, here p. 88.
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of hum
anity, does this not lead to an understanding of com

m
u-

nist politics as a struggle betw
een the ontological, on the one 

hand, and the historical and m
aterial, on the other? A

nd, to 
w

hat extent does the notion of destituent pow
er refer to w

hat 
are allegedly the echoes of an ontological essence from

 w
hich 

w
e have becom

e estranged under capital? In any event, the cru-
cial point to be em

phasised is that w
hat is operative behind 

such strong claim
s regarding the substance of hum

anity, is an 
equivocation betw

een tw
o conceptions of tim

e: the tim
e of 

eschatology and that of history. For it is this equivocation of 
eschatological and historical tim

e that grounds A
gam

ben’s 
understanding of inoperativity and destituent pow

er as w
hat 

is m
ost essential to hum

an being. 
To m

ake m
atters w

orse, one equivocation inevitably leads to 
another, but this tim

e w
ith respect to political analysis, for inso-

far as inoperativity/destituent pow
er is said to be the originary 

substance of (hum
an) being, the proletariat as the classical fig-

ure of revolutionary politics is now
 nothing but a m

eans of 
returning to our once innocent, unspoiled, prelapsarian life. 
For A

gam
ben, politics is the price paid by hum

anity’s original 
sin of state-craft and the various, historical, form

s of sovereign 
pow

er that are each tim
e realised through specific dispositifs of 

capture: 

T
he originary place of W

estern politics consists of an ex-cep-
tio, an inclusive exclusion of hum

an life in the form
 of bare 

life. C
onsider the peculiarities of this operation: life is not in 

itself political, it is w
hat m

ust be excluded, and, at the sam
e 

tim
e, included by w

ay of its exclusion. Life—
that is, the 

Im
political (l’Im

politico)—
m

ust be politicized through a com
-

plex operation that has the structure of an exception. T
he 

autonom
y of the political is founded, in this sense, on a divi-

sion, an articulation, and an exception of life. From
 the out-

set, W
estern politics is biopolitical. 17 

T
hat said, one m

ay still w
onder if w

e have been unfair w
ith such 

a characterisation of A
gam

ben, for in his 2013 lectures A
gam

ben 
goes on to provide further clarification to the w

ay in w
hich des-

tituent pow
er can be said to be the shape of politics to com

e; a 
politics m

ade possible by virtue of living in such a w
ay

...that a form
-of-life can constitute itself as the inoperativity 

im
m

anent in every life. T
he constitution of a form

-of-life 
coincides...com

pletely w
ith the destitution of the social and 

biological conditions into w
hich it finds itself throw

n. T
he 

form
-of-life is...the revocation of all factical vocations...It is 

not a question of thinking a better or m
ore authentic form

 
of life...Inoperativity is not another w

ork...it coincides com
-

pletely and constitutively w
ith their destitution, w

ith a life. 
A

nd this destitution is the com
ing politics. 18

A
 passage such as this m

erits our interest for at least tw
o rea-

sons. O
n the one hand, destituent pow

er is now
 said to be som

e-
thing innately bound to, yet distinct from

, hum
anity’s originary 

inoperativity. A
nd w

hile it rem
ains the case that it is by destit-

uent m
eans that w

e are returned to our non-alienated inoper-
ative living, A

gam
ben qualifies this previous iteration w

ith the 
inclusion of form

s-of-life as that previously m
issing m

ediator 
capable of overcom

ing the dilem
m

a of capital’s historical sep-
aration of hum

anity, ontologically considered, and its alienated 
being, w

hich takes the form
 of bare life. G

iven this form
ulation, 

destituent pow
er m

ust now
 be understood as a collective capac-

ity accessible only through this experience of living a life insep-

17 A
gam

ben, “W
hat is a destituent pow

er (or potentiality)?” p. 65.
18 Ibid, p. 74.
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arable from
 its (com

m
unal) form

: “the destitution of pow
er and 

of its w
orks is an arduous task, because it is first of all and only 

in a form
-of-life that it can be carried out. O

nly a form
-of-life 

is constitutively destituent.”
19 T

hus, says A
gam

ben, it is only by 
m

eans of a collectivity that it becom
es possible for individuals 

to “return it [the hum
an activity that is the substance of value 

production] to the potentiality from
 w

hich it originates.”
20 

O
n this account it w

ould appear that destituent pow
er is no 

longer sim
ply the im

m
ediate recuperation of alienated (hum

an) 
being and rather an alw

ays-latent possibility of non-alienated 
living perpetually deferred and rendered increasingly im

pos-
sible. T

hus, A
gam

ben w
rites

C
ontem

plation and inoperativity are...the m
etaphysical operators 

of anthropogenesis, w
hich, freeing the living being from

 every 
biological or social destiny and from

 every predeterm
ined 

task, renders it open for that particular absence of w
ork that 

w
e are accustom

ed to calling ‘politics’ and ‘art.’ Politics and 
art are neither tasks nor sim

ply ‘w
orks’: they nam

e...the 
dim

ension in w
hich the linguistic and corporeal, m

aterial 
and im

m
aterial, biological and social operations are m

ade 
inoperative and contem

plated as such. 21

Significant in this account of destituent pow
er is the fact that 

A
gam

ben now
 appears capable of addressing the issue of how

 
originary being and our future inoperativity can be said to have 
any relation to one another (insofar as it is the history of sover-
eign governm

entality that has successfully functioned as that 
w

hich perpetually obstructs our non-alienated living). T
hat 

said, w
hat is gained in logical consistency is sim

ultaneously lost 
in term

s of its concrete specificity. For w
hile A

gam
en conceives 

19 Ibid, p. 72.
20 Ibid, p. 73.
21 Ibid, p. 74, em

phasis m
ine.

T
he Reality of D

estitution is the destitution of reality

of the destitution of capital as the process of transform
ing an 

overdeterm
ined set of possible form

s-of-life into an underde-
term

ined and constrained set of possible form
s, hum

anity can-
not be said to be the sole proprietor of the potentiality (re)dis-
covered at the end of this procedure; w

hether considered 
ontologically, or historically and m

aterially. 22 T
hus w

e are led 
to w

onder, is a non-ontological conception of destituent pow
er 

possible?

D
estituons le M

onde: 
A

gainst the M
anagem

ent of Everyday Life

A
ccording to the Invisible C

om
m

ittee, destituent acts or ges-
tures are realised according to the fusion of the positive-creative 
logic of founding the conditions for an other w

orld in w
hich 

m
any w

orlds fit and the negative-destructive logic of ending, 
once and for all, the present w

orld fashioned in the im
age and 

likeness of capital. T
hat is to say, destituent gestures abide by 

a logic w
here ‘the O

ne divides into Tw
o’ (“T

he destituent ges-
ture is thus desertion and attack, creation and w

recking, and 
all at once, in the sam

e gesture”
23); actions that are sim

ultane-
ously creative and destructive. M

oreover, these collective ges-
tures belong to that class of acts, w

hich rely upon the tem
po-

rality proper to social reproduction and are actualised in tim
es 

of decision, w
hich is to say, in tim

es of crisis. A
nd w

hat is ulti-
m

ately realised along the w
ay, in bringing about an end to this 

22 Logically speaking, potentiality pure and sim
ple is first an attribute or predicate of 

being in general before being a predicate of hum
an subjectivity lest w

e succum
b to the 

traps of m
etaphysical voluntarism

 that posits the being of hum
anity as ontologically 

prior to being in general. For as w
e have already know

n since Spinoza’s criticism
s of 

the illusory approaches to theorising form
s of hum

an living, “M
ost of those w

ho have 
w

ritten about...m
en’s w

ay of living...seem
 to conceive m

an in N
ature as a dom

inion 
w

ithin a dom
inion.” (Spinoza, Ethics (Preface, BK

III), in: Edw
in C

urley (ed.), A
 

Spinoza Reader, Princeton: Princeton U
niversity Press, 1994, pp. 85–265, p. 152, 

em
phasis m

ine). 
23 Invisible C

om
m

ittee, N
ow

, p. 88f.
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w
orld, is an altogether different solution to the tw

o-fold prob-
lem

 of the estrangem
ent of bodies

24 and fragm
entation of w

orlds. 25

H
ow

ever, destituent pow
er is said to resolve the issue of sep-

arated bodies and of the discontinuity that structures the pos-
sible w

orlds of every form
-of-life not by rehabilitating som

e 
sense of ‘unity,’ conceived as the com

ing-into-being of a still 
underdeterm

ined (though latently possible) counter-hegem
-

onic Left. To the contrary, destituent acts resolve this crisis 
through the construction of a different organisation of the frag-
m

entation already underw
ay; a structuring process, w

hich 
ensures that estranged bodies rem

ain isolated from
 each other, 

trapped w
ithin their ow

n solitude: 

H
ere is the paradox, then: being constrained to unity undoes 

us, the lie of social life m
akes us psychotic, and em

bracing 
fragm

entation is w
hat allow

s us to regain a serene presence 
to the w

orld. T
here is a certain m

ental position w
here this 

fact ceases to be perceived in a contradictory w
ay. T

hat is 
w

here w
e place ourselves. 26 

W
hat, then, is intended in this redefinition of “the real m

ove-
m

ent” as a process that abides by a destituent (as opposed to an 
abolitionist) logic? A

ccording to the term
s that determ

ine a 
properly destituent political logic, the virtue of any struggle 
against the state and capital is to be found in the potential har-

24 “A
ll the reasons for m

aking a revolution are there...A
ll the reasons are there 

together, but it’s not reasons that m
ake revolution, it’s bodies. And the bodies are in front of 

screens” (Ibid, p. 7, em
phasis m

ine).
25 “...the w

orld is fragm
enting...Z

one after zone, the fragm
entation of the w

orld con-
tinues, uncerem

oniously and w
ithout interruption…

T
he w

age-w
ork system

 is break-
ing up into niches, exceptions, dispensatory conditions. T

he idea of a “precariat” 
conveniently hides the fact that there is sim

ply no longer a shared experience of w
ork, 

even precarious w
ork. W

ith the consequence that there can no longer be a shared 
experience of its stoppage either, and the old m

yth of the general strike m
ust be put 

on the shelf of useless accessories” (Ibid, p. 15).
26 Ibid, p. 46, em

phasis m
ine.

T
he R

eality of D
estitution is the destitution of reality

bored w
ithin each action insofar as it suggests a future that 

has finally done 
aw

ay 
w

ith 
everything 

that 
encourages 

us 
to 

“hate M
ondays,” w

hen it is capital that is the cause 
behind the w

hat-ever-object of our lam
entations. T

hat is to 
say, the actualisation of destituent pow

er is to give m
aterial 

reality to the potential of establishing the distance betw
een 

m
ovem

ents and established institutions, in order for the 
form

er to better desert, or flee, or take flight from
, everything 

that 
is 

involved 
in 

rendering 
vacu-ous 

the 
relation 

w
e 

m
aintain to ourselves, to those w

e call com
-rade, friend, or 

lover, and to the w
orld insofar as it is m

ade in the im
age and 

likeness of capital. A
s a fellow

 accom
plice has recently 

pointed out w
ith regard to the gilet jaunes m

ovem
ent in 

France, “[I]t is not the radicals w
ho are m

aking the m
ove-

m
ent, it is the m

ovem
ent that is radicalizing people.”

27 

So, 
unlike 

those 
collectivities 

w
hich 

tend 
tow

ard 
“constituent” or “constituted” pow

er and situate their strategy 
w

ithin the dia-lectical 
relation 

of 
recognition/negotiation 

w
ith 

the 
ruling authority (i.e. organising in the hopes of 

realising a situation of dual pow
er), collectivities that abide by 

a destituent logic adhere to, and seek to actualise, the vital 
need to disengage and distance itself from

 the dialectical trap 
of 

constituent-constituted 
pow

er. 
But 

w
hat 

w
ould 

this 
alleged other form

 of unity m
ean, w

hen conceived as a 
collective 

‘abandonm
ent’ 

of 
the 

econom
y 

and 
‘disengagem

ent’ 
from

 
the 

dialectic 
betw

een 
constituted 

and 
constituent 

pow
er? 

A
t 

the 
very 

least, 
says 

the 
C

om
m

ittee, 
it 

w
ould 

m
ean 

the 
reform

ulation 
of 

the 
com

m
unist question itself; for the equivocation that began 

w
ith Lenin

28 regarding the 

27 Lundi M
atin, “N

ext Stop: D
estitution.”

28 “W
ith the breakdow

n of E
uropean social dem

ocracy faced w
ith W

orld W
ar  

O
ne, Lenin decides to restyle the facade of the crum

bling old socialism
 by painting 

the pretty w
ord ‘com

m
unism

’ on it. Rather com
ically, he borrow

s it from
 anarchists 

w
ho have already m

ade it their banner. This convenient confusion betw
een socialism

 
and com

-m
unism

 147contributed a good deal, in the last century, to m
aking this 

synonym
ous w

ith catastrophe, m
assacre, dictatorship, and 

genocide” (Invisible C
om

m
ittee, N

ow
, p. 135).
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term
s “socialism

” and “com
m

unism
” has given rise to a m

ore 
profound confusion w

hereby liberal econom
ists, socialists, and 

M
arxists have all agreed that the question w

ith w
hich w

e are 
confronted is nothing but “a question of m

anagem
ent.”

29

To destitute or ‘abandon’ the econom
y not only m

eans 
acknow

ledging the illusory gains of constituent pow
er in theory; 

to abandon the econom
y im

plies an organisation of collective 
struggle founded upon the fact that “capitalism

 is not a m
ode of 

m
anagem

ent but a m
ode of production based on specific productive 

relations, and revolution targets these relations.”
30 T

hus, the need 
for an other m

ode of organisation and struggle than that of con-
stituent pow

er (a form
 of struggle, w

hich poses the problem
 of 

the abolition of the present state of things as being a question 
of m

anagem
ent), w

hich begins from
 the recognition that 

C
om

m
unism

 is not a “superior econom
ic organization of 

society” but the destitution of the econom
y. E

conom
y rests on 

a pair of fictions, therefore, that of society and that of the 
individual. D

estituting it involves situating this false antin-
om

y and bringing to light that w
hich it m

eans to cover up. 31 

29 Ibid, p. 138. M
oreover, it should be noted that this is not intended as a novel insight 

on the part of the author and is rather a recapitulation of M
arx and E

ngels’ tripartite 
classification of socialism

: reactionary, bourgeois, and dem
ocratic. For M

arx and 
E

ngels, reactionary socialists are defined by their im
possible attem

pt at protecting 
feudal social relations, their attem

pt at establishing the rule of aristocracy sym
pathetic 

to the concerns of sm
all producers, and their alignm

ent w
ith the bourgeoisie in the 

face of a revolutionary (com
m

unist) proletariat. By contrast, bourgeois socialists are 
those w

ho “propose m
ere w

elfare m
easures...under the pretense of re-organizing soci-

ety, [but] are in fact intended to preserve the foundations, and hence the life, of exist-
ing society,” and dem

ocratic socialists are those w
ho advocate the sam

e m
easures as 

com
m

unists but “not as a part of the transition to com
m

unism
” as if these “w

ill be 
suffi

cient to abolish the m
isery and evils of present-day society.” Friedrich E

ngels, 
“T

he Principles of C
om

m
unism

,” in: K
arl M

arx and idem
, M

arx/Engels Selected W
orks 

Vol. I. M
oscow

: Progress Publishers 1969, pp. 81–97, p. 95
30 G

illes D
auvé, “Leninism

 and the U
ltra-Left,” in: idem

 and François M
artin, Eclipse 

and Re-em
ergence of the C

om
m

unist M
ovem

ent, PM
 Press: O

akland, C
A

 2015, pp. 101–108, 
p. 107.
31 Invisible C

om
m

ittee, N
ow

, p. 137.

T
hus, it can be said that, for the Invisible C

om
m

ittee, destituent 
acts are those w

hich are grounded upon a rejection of develop-
ing better and m

ore equitable strategies of econom
ic m

anage-
m

ent insofar as com
m

unism
 is not a “superior econom

ic organ-
ization.” So, insofar as this notion of destituent pow

er seeks to 
give form

 to the problem
s and crises capital “m

eans to cover 
up” and thereby rendering them

 as that w
hich can no longer 

be avoided or ignored w
ithin everyday life, destituent gestures 

necessarily involve a certain level of organisation of struggle in 
order to achieve the “bringing to light” of the problem

s and 
crises that affect society as a w

hole. W
hat is m

ore, it is by virtue 
of the C

om
m

ittee’s understanding of destituent pow
er as 

organising struggles such that they are able to (i) resolve the 
problem

s of social reproduction through decidedly anti-capi-
talist (i.e. com

m
unist) m

easures w
hile (ii) rendering social prob-

lem
s unavoidable and im

possible to ignore, that w
e are 

returned to w
hat M

arx and E
ngels originally understood 

regarding that m
ost general phase of the developm

ent of the 
proletariat:

In...the m
ost general phases of the developm

ent of the prole-
tariat, w

e traced the m
ore or less veiled civil w

ar, raging w
ithin 

existing society, up to the point w
here the w

ar breaks out into 
open revolution, and w

here violent overthrow
 of the bour-

geoisie lays the foundation for the sw
ay of the proletariat. 32

32 K
arl M

arx and Friedrich E
ngels, “T

he C
om

m
unist M

anifesto,” in: idem
, M

arx/
Engels Selected W

orks Vol. I. M
oscow

: Progress Publishers 1969, pp. 98–137, p. 119. For the 
sake of clarity, it should be noted that w

hile the C
om

m
ittee and M

arx and E
ngels 

share in the idea that capital w
ages a ‘m

ore or less thinly veiled civil w
ar’ on social 

totality, the C
om

m
ittee break w

ith them
 on the question of the proletariat as H

istory’s 
revolutionary subject. A

gainst the suggestions of the M
anifesto and its authors, the 

C
om

m
ittee view

s the contem
porary form

 of capitalist social organisation as having 
done aw

ay w
ith that feature of social life (i.e. a m

ass and shared experience of w
ork) 

required for the transform
ation of the objective category of w

orkers into the subjec-
tive agent of the proletariat. For the C

om
m

ittee, rather than any prolongation of a 
shared experience of alienation definitive of the ‘m

ass w
orker,’ “[T

]he m
ajestic figure 

of the W
orker is being succeeded by the puny figure of the N

eedy O
pportunist [le 
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H
ere w

e arrive at the central difference betw
een A

gam
ben’s and 

the Invisible C
om

m
ittee’s understandings of destituent pow

er: 
w

hile A
gam

ben consistently conceives of destituent pow
er as 

the capacity for form
s-of-life to redeem

 hum
anity from

 that 
w

hich it has been ontologically estranged vis-a-vis capital, the 
C

om
m

ittee, by contrast, understands destituent pow
er as the 

general phase of developm
ent of insurrection centered around 

anti-state, anti-bureaucratic, and com
m

unist social relations. 
T

hus, it is due to this discrepancy betw
een destitution as m

es-
sianic capacity of form

s-of-life and destitution as the form
 and 

organisation insurrectionary struggle takes w
hen founded 

upon anti-state com
m

unist social relations, that it com
es as no 

surprise to read the C
om

m
ittee issue this decidedly anti-A

gam
-

benian statem
ent: 

O
nly by m

eans of this type of confusion did it becom
e pos-

sible to im
agine that a subject like “H

um
anity” could exist. 

H
um

anity—
that is, all hum

an beings, stripped of w
hat 

w
eaves together their concrete situated existence, and gath-

ered up phantasm
ally into one great som

ething-or-other, 
now

here to be found. B
y w

iping out all the attachm
ents that 

m
ake up the specific texture of w

orlds, on the pretext of abol-
ishing private ow

nership of the m
eans of production, 

C
revard]—

because if m
oney and control are to infiltrate everyw

here, it’s necessary for 
m

oney to be lacking everyw
here. H

enceforth, everything m
ust be an occasion for 

generating a little m
oney, a little value, for earning “a little cash” (Invisible C

om
m

ittee, 
N

ow
, p. 96). T

he outcom
e of the ‘N

eedy O
pportunist’ supplanting ‘the W

orker,’ being 
that, today, “C

apital no longer just determ
ines the form

s of cities, the content of w
ork 

and leisure, the im
aginary of the crow

ds, the language of real life and that of intim
acy, 

the w
ays of being in fashion, the needs and their satisfaction, it also produces its ow

n 
people. It engenders its ow

n optim
izing hum

anity” (Invisible C
om

m
ittee, N

ow
, p. 100). 

R
egardless as to w

hether this break from
 M

arx and E
ngels is due to philosophical 

differences or the changes in the historical and m
aterial structure of capitalist produc-

tion, it is clear that, for the C
om

m
ittee, any figure that identifies as the ‘revolutionary 

subject’ (w
hether founded upon som

e new
 and shared experience of precarious 

labour or otherw
ise) w

ould still aim
 tow

ards re-unifying the ongoing fragm
entation; 

a gesture that necessarily leads struggles back into the dialectical dead-end of con-
stituent/constituted pow

er.

m
odern “com

m
unism

” has effectively m
ade a tabula rasa—

of everything. T
hat’s w

hat happens to those w
ho practice 

econom
y, even by criticizing it. 33

In other w
ords, such appeals to hum

anity are possible only 
insofar as one assum

es that the lives of individuals are ade-
quately defined in isolation from

 the attributes they com
e to 

assum
e in the course of living; that is, insofar as one follow

s 
A

gam
ben in confusing w

hat is ontologically possible w
ith w

hat 
is actually an historical and m

aterial potentiality. 
A

t stake, then, in this debate regarding destituent pow
er is 

the m
aterial possibility of directly appropriating the forces and 

relations of capitalist production. M
oreover, in contrast to 

A
gam

ben’s understanding of destitution in relation to law
 

upholding (constituted pow
er) and law

 establishing violence 
(constituent pow

er), the C
om

m
ittee conceive of destituent 

pow
er as being ‘against the econom

y’ insofar as the question 
isn’t that of appropriating the m

eans of production and rather 
poses the question of how

 to go about constructing the rela-
tions of social reproduction m

easured by som
ething other 

than labour-tim
e 

(or 
w

hat 
is 

required 
for 

production). 
For 

the C
om

m
ittee, w

hat has becom
e evident is that given 

the present organisation of global society vis-a-vis capital, 
any politics geared tow

ard the reappropriation of the forces 
of production w

ill continue to fall short of abolishing the 
relations of production that organise and form

 daily life for the 
sim

ple reason that,
A

s w
e know

...the R
ussians have alw

ays im
ported their tech-

nology from
 the w

est; but since K
hrushchev’s day, they have 

also taken their econom
ic m

odels from
 there too [...] 

O
bviously it w

ill not be by im
porting m

odels of desire...that 
the Soviet bureaucrats w

ill escape the fundam
ental im

passe 

33 Invisible C
om

m
ittee, N

ow
, pp. 136f.
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they have got them
selves into, w

ith their endless Five-Year 
Plans of w

hich absolutely everyone is sick to death. N
ot 

m
erely are they starting no institutionalizing process by 

im
porting prefabricated car factories, but by the sam

e token 
they are transplanting form

s of hum
an relationship[s] quite for-

eign to socialism
, a hierarchization of technological functions 

proper to a society based on individual profits, a split betw
een 

research and industry, betw
een intellectual and m

anual w
ork, an 

alienating style of m
ass consum

ption and so on...N
ot only are car 

factories im
ported, then, but also social neuroses and in hyperac-

tive form
. 34

T
hus, destituent pow

er is said to be a m
ode of collective strug-

gle that prioritises transform
ing the w

ay in w
hich individuals 

relate to the production process, such that the distinction 
betw

een labour-tim
e and leisure-tim

e is no longer that w
hich 

structures and organises everyday life. O
r, as they put it:

T
he traditional revolutionary program

 involved a reclaim
ing 

of the w
orld, an expropriation of the expropriators, a violent 

appropriation of that w
hich is ours, but w

hich w
e have been 

deprived of. But here’s the problem
: capital has taken hold of 

every detail and every dim
ension of existence...It has config-

ured, equipped, and m
ade desirable the w

ays of speaking, 
thinking, eating, w

orking and vacationing, of obeying and 
rebelling, that suit its purpose. In doing so, it has reduced to 
very little the share of things in this w

orld that one m
ight w

ant 
to reappropriate. W

ho w
ould w

ish to reappropriate nuclear 
pow

er plants, A
m

azon’s w
arehouses, the expressw

ays, ad 
agencies, high-speed trains, D

assault, La D
efense business 

com
plex, auditing firm

s, nanotechnologies, superm
arkets and 

34 Félix G
uattari, “C

ausality, Subjectivity and H
istory,” in: idem

, Psychoanalysis and 
Transversality, Los A

ngeles: Sem
iotext(e) 2015, pp. 235–281, here 243f. 

their poisonous m
erchandise?...W

hat com
plicates the task for 

revolutionaries is that the old constituent gesture no longer 
w

orks there either. W
ith the result that the m

ost desperate, 
the m

ost determ
ined to save it, have finally found the w

inning 
form

ula: in order to have done w
ith capitalism

, all w
e have to 

do is reappropriate m
oney itself! 35

It is for these reasons that destituent pow
er takes aim

 at capi-
talist social relations by giving a form

 and organisation to strug-
gle that not only sustains friendship as “fraternity in com

bat,” 
but that produces the necessary conditions for w

hat com
es 

after the barricades and the insurrectionary fervour, w
hich 

inevitably subside. To destitute the econom
y, then, is but the 

collective construction of w
hat is necessary for the actualis-

ation and generalisation of our non-alienated living, or w
hat 

they sim
ply call com

m
unity: 

W
ithout at least the occasional experience of com

m
unity, w

e 
die inside, w

e dry out, becom
e cynical, harsh, desert-life. Life 

becom
es that ghost city peopled by sm

iling m
annequins, 

w
hich functions. O

ur need for com
m

unity is so pressing that 
after having ravaged all the existing bonds, capitalism

 is run-
ning on nothing but the prom

ise of “com
m

unity.” W
hat are 

the social netw
orks, the dating apps, if not that prom

ise per-
petually disappointed? W

hat are all the m
odes, all the tech-

nologies of com
m

unication, all the love songs, if not a w
ay 

to m
aintain the dream

 of a continuity betw
een beings w

here 
in the end every contact m

elts aw
ay?...In 2015, a single w

eb-
site of pornographic videos called PornH

ub w
as visited for 

4,392,486,580 hours, w
hich am

ounts to tw
o and half tim

es 
the hours spent on E

arth by H
om

o sapiens. Even this epoch’s 
obsession w

ith sexuality and its hyper-indulgence in 

35 Invisible C
om

m
ittee, N

ow
, p. 85.
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pornography attests to the need for com
m

unity, in the very 
extrem

eness of the latter’s deprivation. 36 

To seek out the organisational requirem
ents for reproducing 

“w
hat is lived in the fight itself;”

37 for reproducing “that experi-
ence of fraternity in com

bat, of friendship;”
38 for the reproduc-

tion of the fleeting experiences of a form
 of non-alienated living 

one encounters in the m
idst of struggle; all of these are so m

any 
iterations of the fundam

ental principle that w
hat is revolution-

ary in m
om

ents of insurrection is the fact that individuals 
becom

e accustom
ed to, com

fortable w
ith, and desiring of that 

form
-of-life that no longer structures our existence according 

to the dem
ands and tem

porality of the circuits of production 
and circulation. A

s one of the m
any participants in the 2013 

G
ezi Park protests rem

arked, perfectly capturing such a senti-
m

ent, “[tT
]he people w

ho are com
ing here, for the past 18 days, 

are not spending m
oney. A

nd w
hen they get used to not spend-

ing m
oney, it’s like a revolution w

ithin them
selves. 39

Eighteen Years of G
iving Form

 To Shapeless T
hings: 

2001–2019

R
oughly thirteen years after the events that led C

olectivo 
Situaciones to construct this notion of destitution pow

er, they 
w

ould com
e to identify this m

ode of struggle as m
ore of a prob-

lem
atic im

passe that needs revisiting than a sim
ple set of pro-

scriptions to be im
plem

ented: 

36 Ibid, p. 133.
37 Ibid, p. 80.
38 Ibid, p. 133.
39 Taksim

 C
om

m
une: G

ezi Park And The U
prising In Turkey, direct. M

arianne 
 M

aeckelbergh and Brandon Jourdan, A
ugust 5, http://w

w
w

.globaluprisings.org/taksim
-

com
m

une-gezi-park-and-the-uprising-in-turkey/, (11:18-11:32) (accessed 12/11/18).

If during w
hat w

e call the ‘de-instituent’ phase, social m
ove-

m
ents attacked the neoliberal state constituting practices 

capable of confrontation in areas such as the control of 
m

oney, or bartering; of counterviolence, as in road blocks; 
and of political com

m
and over diverse territories, as in 

assem
blies; social m

ovem
ents, if w

e can still call them
 that, 

currently confront new
 dilem

m
as about w

hether to partici-
pate or not (and w

hen, and how
) in w

hat could be called a 
‘new

 governm
entality,’ thus expressing the distinguishing 

features of a new
 phase of the state form

 and requiring us to 
problem

atize the concept of social m
ovem

ent itself. 40

W
hat, then, are w

e to m
ake of this recent and com

plicated his-
tory of destituent pow

er? Is it the case that destituent pow
er 

can once again be im
plem

ented given that the current cycle of 
struggles resem

ble those of A
rgentina in 2001 (i.e. a struggle 

betw
een social m

ovem
ents and capitalist nation-states)? O

r is 
it rather the case that w

e rem
ain caught in the im

passe C
olectivo 

Situaciones already identified in 2014, thus m
aking destituent 

pow
er m

ore of a problem
 than a resolution to the m

ultiplica-
tion of crises of capital and the increased im

m
iseration, w

hich 
inevitably follow

s? W
ith respect to the current conjuncture, it 

w
ould appear that social m

ovem
ents have chosen to side w

ith 
the form

er analysis; for destituent pow
er is being hailed, once 

m
ore, as the necessary organisational form

 that is to be assum
ed 

by present day social m
ovem

ents as w
ell as the com

ing strug-
gles against capital and its nation-states; and particularly w

ith 
respect to the gilets jaunes m

ovem
ent in France and the im

pend-

40 C
olectivo Situaciones, “C

risis, governm
entality and new

 social conflict: A
rgentina 

as a laboratory,” ephem
era: theory &

 politics in organization 14.3 (2014), pp. 395–409, here 
p. 397.
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ing clim
ate catastrophe expected to m

ake itself fully felt in lit-
tle over a decade. 41 

In line w
ith Lundi M

atin’s editorial, w
ith w

hich this article 
began, G

eoff M
ann and Joel W

ainw
right m

ake sim
ilar claim

s 
in their 2018 text, C

lim
ate Leviathan, w

hen reflecting upon the 
possible paths tow

ard an anti-authoritarian and international-
ist clim

ate justice m
ovem

ent capable of integrating the history 
and lessons of anti-capitalist struggles and the know

ledges and 
practices of indigenous and colonised peoples into a single 
m

ovem
ent—

a m
ode of organisation, w

hich they tentatively 
nom

inate as ‘C
lim

ate X
.’ 42 For M

ann and W
ainw

right, it is 
equally im

portant for clim
ate justice m

ovem
ents to avoid the 

seductive fantasy of a planetary com
m

unist sovereignty that 
w

ould strictly regulate and police the w
orld’s energy consum

p-
tion (w

hat they dub ‘C
lim

ate M
ao’) 43 as it is im

portant to reject 

41 https://w
w

w
.theguardian.com

/environm
ent/2018/oct/08/global-w

arm
ing-m

ust-not-
exceed-15c-w

arns-landm
ark-un-report (accessed 27/1 /20).

42 A
s M

ann and W
ainw

right put it, “T
here are, w

e m
ight say, tw

o broad but distinct 
trajectories that m

ight lead to C
lim

ate X
. T

he first is a radical analysis and practice 
based in an open em

brace of the tradition of the anticapitalist Left, spring from
 

M
arxist roots...T

he second trajectory gets its m
om

entum
 from

 very different 
sources: 

the 
know

ledge 
and 

lifew
ays 

of 
peoples 

w
ho 

have 
long 

historical 
experience w

ith w
ays of being that are not overdeterm

ined by capital and the 
sovereign state. It is no accident that Indigenous and colonized peoples are at the 
frontlines in the struggles sow

ing the seeds of any realizable C
lim

ate X
...T

he 
challenge that defines C

lim
ate X

 is bringing these tw
o trajectories together; not to 

m
erge them

, or subordinate one to the other, but to find som
e m

eans by w
hich 

they support each other, give each other energy and m
om

entum
. T

his is not 
im

possible, although a left turn tow
ard Leviathan or M

ao w
ill alm

ost certainly 
undo 

the 
potential 

for 
synergy.” 

G
eoff 

M
ann 

and 
Joel 

W
ainw

right, 
C

lim
ate 

Leviathan: A Political T
heory of O

ur Planetary Future, London, N
ew

 York: Verso 2018, 
189f.
43 It is A

ndreas M
alm

 w
ho perhaps sum

m
arises C

lim
ate M

ao best in his reflections 
on the recom

m
endation by K

evin A
nderson, deputy director of the T

yndall C
entre 

and leading authority on em
issions and m

itigation scenarios, for a “planned 
econom

ic recession” in order to avoid clim
ate collapse and reduce C

O
2 em

issions 
at a rate of 10 percent per annum

: “A
nderson uses the term

 ‘planned econom
ic 

recession’ (A
nderson and B

ow
s 2008, 3880). H

e does not say it loud, but ‘planned 
econom

ic recession’ does of course objectively constitute a w
ar against capital. 

M
ore precisely, and to be perfectly honest, upw

ard of 10 percent annual reductions 
in C

O
2 em

issions is a program
 for w

ar com
m

unism
. T

his is T
rotsky vintage 1920. 

N
eedless to say, the m

ilitarisation of labour, the shooting of strikers and all the 
other inexcusable excesses should be avoided, but cuts of this depth w

ould dem
and 

rationing and requisitions, w
arlike state 

the trappings of any liberal optim
ism

 that encourages m
ove-

m
ents to reinvest their political energy into stricter cap-and-

trade deals and the passage of legally binding environm
ental 

agreem
ents betw

een nation-states and international governing 
bodies. A

gainst these tw
o options, M

ann and W
ainw

right view
 

a fusion of the vision of com
m

unism
 articulated in T

he G
erm

an 
Ideology, w

ith the Benjam
inian-A

gam
benian appeals to destit-

uent pow
er as the revolutionary w

ay forw
ard in light of an 

ever-w
arm

ing planet:

T
he first opening m

ight find inspiration in the categorical 
refusal that underw

rites M
arx’s critique of sovereignty and 

of com
m

unism
...H

is clearest statem
ent on the m

atter is a 
refusal of the possibility that revolutionary thought can 
“know

” in a definitive m
anner w

here revolutionary activity 
is going. C

om
m

unism
, he w

rote, is “not a state of affairs w
hich 

is to be established, an ideal to w
hich reality [w

ill] have to 
adjust itself. W

e call com
m

unism
 the real m

ovem
ent w

hich 
abolishes the present state of things, the conditions of this 
m

ovem
ent result from

 the prem
ises now

 in existence.” T
he 

second opening m
ight be grounded in B

enjam
in’s call for 

politically resolute w
itness to crisis, a stance that finds affi

r-
m

ation in A
gam

ben’s appeal to a “com
ing com

m
unity” and 

“destituent” pow
er. W

e w
ager w

e need to say yes and yes, 
affi

rm
ing both positions at once. In this view

, C
lim

ate X
 is at 

m
anagem

ent of all industries, prem
ature liquidation of astronom

ic am
ounts of capi-

tal sunk in fossil infrastructure, centralized decisions on w
ho can consum

e w
hat goods 

in w
hat am

ounts, punishm
ent of transgressors threatening the annual em

issions tar-
gets (cf. D

elina and D
iesendorf 2013). T

hey can only be feasible under an exceptional 
regim

e dealing w
ith an unheard of em

ergency—
or, to quote Terrorism

 and C
om

m
unism

, 
surely Trotsky’s least palatable book: ‘C

om
rades, w

e stand face to face w
ith a very dif-

ficult period, perhaps the m
ost diffi

cult period of all. To diffi
cult periods in the life of 

peoples and classes there correspond harsh m
easures.’” A

ndreas M
alm

, “Tahrir 
Subm

erged? Five T
heses on R

evolution in the E
ra of C

lim
ate C

hange,” C
apitalism

 
N

ature Socialism
 25.3 (2014), pp. 28–44, here p. 38.
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once a m
eans, a regulative ideal, and, perhaps, a necessary 

condition for clim
ate justice. 44

A
nd so it appears that there rem

ains at least one m
ore chapter 

in the history of destituent pow
er that is yet to be w

ritten; one 
m

ore attem
pt m

ade at testing the effi
cacy of the concept against 

the structure of capitalist reality. In any event, and given the 
preceding analyses, w

hat is clear by now
 is that rather than a 

shared and w
orking definition, the C

om
m

ittee and A
gam

ben, 
in fact, operate under qualitatively different, if not altogether 
incom

m
ensurable, conceptions of the very term

 itself. W
hile 

A
gam

ben view
s destituent acts as the type of activity that all 

those com
ing com

m
unities of w

hatever-singularities m
ust 

undertake in order to w
rest back the pure potency of inopera-

tivity from
 w

hich it has been alienated from
 by W

estern polit-
ical sovereignty, the Invisible C

om
m

ittee, follow
ing G

uattari’s 
critical appraisal of the R

ussian R
evolution, understand destit-

uent pow
er as the necessary m

eans of resolving the problem
s 

that plagued the B
olshevik governm

ent from
 the outset (“they 

are transplanting form
s of hum

an relationship[s] quite foreign 
to socialism

...betw
een intellectual and m

anual w
ork, an alien-

ating style of m
ass consum

ption and so on...N
ot only are car 

factories im
ported, then, but also social neuroses and in hyper-

active form
”

45). So, w
ith respect to the current cycle of struggles 

and the conjuncture in w
hich they find them

selves, if com
-

m
unism

 is now
 said to be the real m

ovem
ent that destitutes the 

existing state of affairs, and if destituent pow
er is the necessary 

organisational form
 struggles m

ust take today given the objec-
tive m

aterial conditions of globally integrated capital, com
-

m
unism

 as the real m
ovem

ent of destitution rem
ains a contested 

form
 of struggle. 

44 M
ann and W

ainw
right, C

lim
ate Leviathan, p. 183. 

45 G
uattari, Psychoanalysis and Transversality, p. 243f.

For those w
ho side w

ith A
gam

ben, destitution as the practi-
cal m

eans for rehabilitating the originary being of hum
anity 

(inoperativity) im
plies a certain vision of politics that posits 

em
ancipation as a fundam

entally ontological problem
, before 

being a problem
 for politics. To detourn H

eidegger’s w
ell 

know
n dictum

, destituent pow
er is necessary because, says 

A
gam

ben, w
e have forgotten the originary question of the 

m
eaning of the being of hum

anity. T
hus, despite the best efforts 

of thinkers such as B
ruce B

raun and Stephanie W
akefield, 46 

w
ho attem

pt to find the resources w
ithin the w

ork of A
gam

ben 
to overcom

e the lingering H
eideggerianism

 that plagues his 
thought as a w

hole, A
gam

ben’s notion of destituent pow
er 

describes the type of collective action proper to all current and 
com

ing com
m

unities of w
hatever-singularities w

ho struggle 
against the historical separation of life from

 its form
, on behalf 

of a form
 of life that can only be conceived as existing prior to 

the history of W
estern governm

entality. In the end, it is due to 
the idealist trappings that ground the opposition of the origi-
nary inoperativity of hum

anity to the separation of life from
 its 

form
 via political sovereignty that A

gam
ben, abstractly, “calls 

out to H
um

anity. H
e tears the veils from

 universal H
istory, 

destroys m
yths and lies, uncovers the truth of m

an and restores 
it to him

. T
he fullness of tim

e has com
e. H

um
anity is pregnant 

w
ith the im

m
inent revolution w

hich w
ill give it possession of 

its ow
n being. Let m

en at last becom
e conscious of this, and 

46 “U
ltim

ately, a politics of destitution puts us in uncertain territory w
here being is 

again a question. If W
estern philosophy has alw

ays tried to determ
ine life/being by 

giving it a nam
e, a ground, a foundation, then follow

ing A
gam

ben and H
eidegger...

w
e m

ight begin to acknow
ledge that w

e cannot know
 w

hat it m
eans to “be” in 

advance...Being is not a state or a fact but rather a question, w
hose answ

ers are rooted 
in space and tim

e. T
he fatal, ongoing error of W

estern thought has been to forget 
this.” For m

ore see Bruce Braun and Stephanie W
akefield, “D

estitutent pow
er and 

com
m

on use: reading A
gam

ben in the A
nthropocene,” in: M

at C
olem

an and John 
A

gnew
 (eds.), H

andbook on the G
eographies of Pow

er, C
heltenham

: E
dw

ard E
lgar 

Publishing 2018, pp. 259–272, p. 271.
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they w
ill be in reality w

hat they are in truth: free, equal and 
fraternal beings.”

47

By contrast, for those w
ho side w

ith the Invisible C
om

m
ittee 

(as w
ell as G

uattari and C
olectivo Situaciones), destituent 

pow
er is the necessary m

easure and organisational form
 that 

com
m

unities m
ust take in order for the struggle against capital 

and its nation-states to succeed. For the C
om

m
ittee, hum

an 
em

ancipation has never been a problem
 first posed at the level 

of Being and only subsequently to be addressed at the level of 
concrete m

aterial collective praxis. R
ather, for the C

om
m

ittee, 
there has never been any ‘originary’ m

eaning of the being of 
hum

anity tow
ard w

hich struggles can orient and organise 
them

selves. T
he ‘truth’ of the being of hum

anity has never been 
a m

ere given, or an accom
plished fact; it is discovered to be 

subject to the perpetual becom
ing of w

hat is m
ade, re-m

ade, 
and un-m

ade. For it is only by taking aim
 at, and ultim

ately 
transform

ing, the very “ensem
ble of social relations”—

w
hich 

is the essence of a hum
anity everyw

here confronted by the 
accum

ulation of capital 48—
that struggles realise the necessary 

conditions for bringing about a real and concrete genesis of w
hat 

A
gam

ben uncovered in an idealist m
anner: the revolution 

im
m

anent to the potency of inoperativity.

47 Louis A
lthusser, “Feuerbach’s Philosophical M

anifestoes,” in: idem
, For M

arx, London/
N

ew
 York: Verso 2006, pp.41–48, here p. 43.

48 “B
ut the hum

an essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its 
reality it is the ensem

ble of...social relations.” K
arl M

arx, “T
heses on Feuerbach,” in: 

R
obert C

. Tucker (ed.), T
he M

arx-Engels Reader, N
ew

 York: N
orton 1978, pp. 143-145, 

p. 145.




