“The Left is Dead! — Long Live the Left!”
— Platypus, Chicago

Vicissitudes of historical consciousness
and possibilities for emancipatory
social politics today

Chris Cutrone for Platypus

“The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a
nightmare on the brains of the living.”

—Karl Marx, The 18th Brumaire

of Louis Napoleon (7852)

“The theorist who intervenes in practical contro-
versies nowadays discovers on a regular basis and
to his shame that whatever ideas he might contrib-
ute were expressed long ago—and usually better
the first time around.”
—Theodor W. Adorno, “Sexual Taboos
and the Law Today” (1963)

ACCORDING TO LENIN, the greatest contribution
of the German Marxist radical Rosa Luxemburg
(1871-1919] to the fight for socialism was the state-
ment that her Social Democratic Party of Germany
had become a “stinking corpse” as a result of voting
for war credits on August 4, 1914. Lenin wrote this
about Luxemburg in 1922, at the close of the period
of war, revolution, counterrevolution and reaction in
which Luxemburg was murdered. Lenin remarked
that Luxemburg would be remembered well for her
incisive critique at a crucial moment of crisis in the
movement to which she had dedicated and ulti-
mately gave her life. Instead, ironically, Luxemburg
has been remembered—for her occasional criti-
cisms of Lenin and the Bolsheviks!

Two lessons can be drawn from this story: that
the Left suffers, as a result of the accumulated
wreckage of intervening defeats and failures, from
a very partial and distorted memory of its own his-
tory; and that at crucial moments the best work on
the Left is its own critique, motivated by the attempt
to escape this history and its outcomes. At certain
times, the most necessary contribution one can
make is to declare that the Left is dead.

Hence, Platypus makes the proclamation, for our
time: “The Left is dead!—Long live the Left!"—We
say this so that the future possibility of the Left
might live.

Platypus began in December, 2004 as a project

for an international journal of critical letters and
emancipatory politics, envisioned by a core group of
students of University of Chicago professor Moishe
Postone, who has studied and written on Marx’s
mature critical theory in the Grundrisse and Capital
towards the imagination of postcapitalist society
since the 1960s.

Platypus developed and grew in Spring 2006
into a reading group of our students interested in
pursuing the continued purchase of Marxian critical
theory. The Platypus Affiliated Society is a recently
established (in December, 2006) political organiza-
tion seeking to investigate possibilities for recon-
stituting a Marxian Left after the demise of the
historical Marxist Left.

We take our namesake from the platypus, which
suffered at its moment of zoological discovery
from its unclassifiability according to prevailing
science. We think that an authentic emancipatory
Left today would suffer from a similar problem of
(mis)recognition, in part because the tasks and
project of social emancipation have disintegrated
and so exist for us only in fragments and shards.

We have grown from at first about a dozen
graduate students and teachers to over thirty
undergraduate and graduate students and teachers
and others from the greater Chicago community
and beyond (for instance, developing corresponding
members in New York and Toronto).

We have worked with various other groups on
the Left in Chicago and beyond, for instance giving a
workshop on the Iraqi Left for the new SDS confer-
ence on the Iraq occupation in Chicago in February.
In January, we held the first of a series of Platypus
public fora in Chicago, on the topic of “imperialism”
and the Left, including panelists Kevin Anderson
from News and Letters (Marxist Humanists), Nick
Kreitman from the newly refounded Students for a
Democratic Society, Danny Postel from Open
Democracy.net (see “Remember Our Real Iranian
Friends,” page 2—ed.], and Adam Turl from the
International Socialist Organization.

Politics as a form of knowledge:
A brief introduction to Georg Lukacs

Marco Torres

HUNGARIAN LITERARY CRITIC and political
theorist Georg Lukacs is generally recognized,
along with thinkers such as Antonio Gramsci and
Rosa Luxemburg, as one of the most influential
intellectual figures of twentieth century Marxism.
And while Lukacs’ reading of Marx is possibly the
most sophisticated and intellectually rigorous to

be found in the century and a half long trajectory of
historical materialism, his legacy suffers from the
“misfortune” that, unlike Gramsci and Luxemburg,
he survived what is known as the heroic period of
Third International Marxism: the late teens and
early twenties. Not sharing the embattled demise
and much deserved martyrdom of these figures of
these figures, it has become easy for many subse-
quent Leftists to malign a thinker who unfortunately
followed his convictions to the historical train wreck
that they came to—namely, the left after Stalin—a
train wreck that in the present threatens to obscure
our vision of his contribution. Those of us that are
today interested in the political possibilities of a
serious re-engagement with Marxian critical theory
have much to lose if the image of ‘Lukacs the
cranky Stalinist party-intellectual’of the fifties and
sixties succeeds in eclipsing the memory of ‘Lukacs
the radical dialectician’ of the early twenties—we
have much to lose if the carnage and decay that
followed the brilliance of his insights scares us into
seeing them merely as complex rationalizations for
the use of political terror.

Marxism at a Crossroads

In 1918, upon the dissolution of the Austro-Hungar-
ian Empire, Georg Lukacs joined the Hungarian
communist party, a decision that was regarded,
by close personal acquaintances, as sudden and
unexpected. Yet in a work like Theory of the Novel,
Lukécs’ greatest accomplishment preceding his
turn to politics, one can already observe a synthe-
sis of elements—a Hegelian approach to history, a
Weberian critique of instrumental reason, and an
anarchist-utopian undercurrent—that, in retro-
spect, make the thinker’s turn to Leftist politics
seem more than predictable. In addition, this

was indeed the moment for the introduction of a
dose of realism into the Hungarian intellectual's

long-held utopianism: The weakness of the liberal
Karolyi government that replaced Austrian rule in
Hungary, the wave of revolutionary consciousness
and organization that swept Europe in the immedi-
ate aftermath of the war, and the success of the
Bolshevik revolution made it seem that the moment
for the radical transformation of all human society
was at hand.

Lukacs immediately began to publish brilliant
polemical works attacking ideas of intellectual
opponents of Marxism. Examples of these works
are “The Question of Intellectual Leadership”, a
retort to the criticisms raised by his old friend Karl
Polanyi against the Communist International, and
“What is Orthodox Marxism?”, a critique of the
revisionist Marxism of the Social Democratic Party
of Germany. The latter theoretical current consisted
of an attempt to remove what Eduard Bernstein, its
most notorious proponent, called the “philosophi-
cal trappings” of Marx’s theory, namely its Hegelian
and revolutionary dimensions. For the revisionists,
to do this would allow Marxism to become a kind of
neutral, “objective” economics, an analytical tool
that could calculate the destructive aspects of capi-
talism in a way that previous political economies
had not been able to. With this tool in hand, it would
then be possible to make small reforms so that,
in time, the economic system could be controlled
in a way that would smoothly, gradually bring the
transition from capitalism to socialism. Because
of this vision of social progress, for Bernstein and
company social revolution would doubtlessly have
been counterproductive.

Despite all their honest liberalism, Europe’s
social democratic parties stood as a major conser-
vative force in a postwar situation that left Europe’s
future hanging on the balance between revolution
and all-out right-wing reaction. /t is in this context
that we must regard the political substance of Lukacs’
early Marxist essays. And while Lukacs was an
adamant supporter of the Bolshevik Revolution, to
take the common view that his writings are limited
to a mere philosophical defense of the tactics of
the Bolsheviks undermines his relevance to the
present. Starting with “What is Orthodox Marxism?”
Lukacs dedicated himself to attacking a tendency
that would become all too familiar throughout the

We have organized our critical investigation
of the history of the Left in order to help discern
emancipatory social possibilities in the present, a
present that has been determined by the history
of defeat and failure on the Left. As seekers after
a highly problematic legacy from which we are
separated by a definite historical distance, we are
dedicated to approaching the history of thought and
action on the Left from which we must learnin a
deliberately non-dogmatic manner, taking nothing
as given.

Why Marx? Why now? We find Marx's thought
to be the focal point and vital nerve center for the
fundamental critique of the modern world in which
we still live that emerged in Marx’s time with the
Industrial Revolution of the 19th Century. We take
Marx’s thought in relation both to the preceding his-
tory of critical social thought, including the philoso-
phy of Kant and Hegel, as well as the work by those
inspired later to follow Marx in the critique of social
modernity, most prominently Georg Lukacs, Walter
Benjamin, and Theodor W. Adorno. Hence, Platypus
is committed to the reconsideration of the entire
critical theoretical tradition spanning the 19th and
20th Centuries. As Leszek Kolakowski put it (in
his 1968 essay “The Concept of the Left”) the Left
must be defined ideologically and not sociologically;
thought, not society, is divided into Right and Left:
the Left is defined by its utopianism, the Right by its
opportunism. —Or, as Robert Pippin has put it, the
problem with critical theory today is that it is not
critical (Critical Inquiry, 2003).

Platypus is dedicated to re-opening various
historical questions of the Left in order to read that
history “against the grain” (as Benjamin put it, in
his “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” 1940),
attempting to grasp past moments of defeat and
failure on the Left not as given but rather in their
unfulfilled potential, regarding the present as
the product not of historical necessity, but rather
of what happened that need not have been. We
struggle to escape the dead hand of at least two

twentieth century: the attempt to reduce Marxism
to the framework of an affirmative ideology or a
positive science. Commonplace instances of this
tendency were to be found not only in Social Demo-
cratic revisionism but also, later, in the thought of
Stalinist intellectuals (including the later Lukacs
himself). Examples of this kind of thinking include
the understanding of Marx’s thought as a political
economy in favor of the working class; the attempt
to use historical materialism as an anthropological
tool exempt from politics and capable of explaining
human relations throughout all historical periods;
and, finally, the holding up of Marxism as a descrip-
tion of the mechanism by which human progress
will inevitably come about. What these misappre-
hensions have in common with each other is the
idea that the insights to the problems of history and
society that Marxian theory offers provide direct,
unmediated knowledge of the way social reality
works— that, like the positive sciences, Marxism
can stand outside of the movement of history and,
as an objective observer, make its formulations and
predictions objectively.

Reification and the Consciousness of the Proletariat

In this context, we must regard Lukacs” most
important work, the essay Reification and the
Consciousness of the Proletariat, as an account of
the social origin of this kind of positivism and as an
attempt to work through it and go beyond it using
Marx’s own categories. For this purpose, Lukacs
puts the Hegelian dimension of Marx’s thought front
and center, pointing at its political significance. He
does this by introducing two concepts: the phenom-
enon of reification and the idea of the proletariat as
‘the identical subject-object of history’. The purpose
of these concepts is the dialectical parsing out of
Marx’s use of the categories of ideology and alien-
ation. In a Hegelian way, Lukacs does not see ideol-
ogy and alienation merely as bad things, but as the
elements that condition thought in modern society,
which tends to a conservative justification of things
as they are while simultaneously opening the way to
a potential transformation of all human relations.

The concept of reification, which literally means
‘to make thing-Llike’, is elaborated by Lukéacs into
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preceding generations of problematic action and
thinking on the Left, the 1920s-30s and the 1960s-
70s. More proximally, we suffer the effects of the
depoliticization—the deliberate “postmodernist”
abandonment of any “grand narratives” of social
emancipation—on the Left in the 1980s-90s.

But the “tradition” of the “dead generation” that
“weighs” most heavily as a “nightmare” on our
minds is that of the 1960s New Left, especially in its
history of anti-Bolshevism—expressed by both the
complementary bad alternatives of Stalinophobic
anti-Communism (of Cold War liberalism and social
democracy) and Stalinophilic “militancy” (e.qg.,
Maoism, Guevarism, etc.]—that led to the natural-
ization of the degeneration of the Left into resigna-
tion and abdication, originating in the inadequate
response by the 1960s “New" Left to the problems
of the post-1920s-30s “Old” Left. In our estimation,
the 1960s New Left remained beholden to Stalin-
ism—including the lie that Lenin led to Stalin—to
the great detriment of possibilities for emancipatory
politics up to today.

In attempting to read this history of the acceler-
ated demise and self-liquidation of the Left after
the 1960s “against the grain,” we face a problem
discussed by Nietzsche in his essay “On the Use
and Abuse of History for Life” (1873):

A person must have the power and from time to
time use it to break a past and to dissolve it, in
order to be able to live. . . . People or ages serving
life in this way, by judging and destroying a past,
are always dangerous and in danger. . .. Itis an
attempt to give oneself, as it were, a past after the
fact, out of which we may be descended in opposi-
tion to the one from which we are descended.”

[Nietzsche translation by lan Johnston at: http://
www.mala.bc.ca/~johnstoi/Nietzsche/history.htm]

However, as Karl Korsch wrote, in “Marxism and
Philosophy” (1923):

“[Marx wrote that] [Humanity] always sets itself
only such problems as it can solve; since, looking
at the matter more closely it will always be found
that the problem itself arises only when the mate-
rial conditions for its solution are already present
or are at least understood to be in the process of
emergence’ [Marx, Preface to A Contribution to
the Critique of Political Economy (7859]]. This
dictum is not affected by the fact that a problem
which supersedes present relations may have
been formulated in an anterior epoch.”

[Karl Korsch, “Marxism and Philosophy,”
Marxism and Philosophy (NLB: New York and
London, 1970}, 58]

“Vicissitudes” continues on page 3

the phenomenon that characterizes the fate of all
human relations in modern capitalist society. It is
the way in which social processes become atomized
and objectified in a society that universally medi-
ates all of its productive activity by means of units of
time —something most evident in, but not limited to,
wage labor. As he puts it at the beginning of the es-
say: “a relation between people takes on the char-
acter of a thing and thus acquires...an autonomy
that seems so strictly rational and all-embracing
as to conceal every trace of its fundamental nature:
the relation between people.” It is this thing-Llike
character of time, thought, and social processes
that produces the fundamental antinomy that condi-
tions and limits all modern thought: the division
between the abstract and the concrete, theory and
practice, subject and object. Lukacs argues that this
antinomy is deeply enmeshed in modern subjectiv-
ity, and that, while it has made possible the great
advances modern society has made in knowledge
and productivity, it is also responsible for the kind
of thinking in which problems of knowledge become
dissociated from society and the aim of science,
philosophy and politics becomes limited to calculat-
ing the processes that shape the world instead of
judging them qualitatively with the aim of funda-
mentally transforming them. As Lukéacs puts it:
“The more highly developed [knowledge] becomes
and the more scientific, the more it will become a
formally closed system of partial laws. It will then
find that the world lying beyond its confines...its own
concrete underlying reality lies, methodologically
and in principle, beyond its grasp.”

This separation of thought and its object—of
the faculties of understanding and the reality that
underlies them—makes the laws of social mecha-
nisms seem to be out of the reach of knowledge.
They appear, not as historical products of our own
activity, but as the fixed, eternal laws of nature. A
very clear example of this is the way that econo-
mists of the 18th century understood certain basic
economic laws as being natural laws of human
interaction extending to the dawn of history. Such
a condition of thought, in which the social world
appears to present its conditions as necessary, is
Marx’s definition of ideology. It is a product of what
Lukacs calls the reified or thing-like character
of social life. But again, highlighting the dialecti-
cal, Hegelian character of Marx’s thought, Lukacs
describes this not only as a one-sided process of
alienation that is to be simply avoided or eliminated,
but as a way in which society acquires knowledge
of itself, a knowledge that presents the opportunity
of self-overcoming; it is the way in which society is
able to make itself into an object of critique.

“Lukécs” continues on page 3
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2 The Platypus Review

Review:
“La Commune”

Soren Whited

IN 1871 THE PARIS COMMUNE, a revolutionary
body formed during the deep unrest following
France’s defeat in the Franco-Prussian war, rose
against the post-war provisional government of
Adolphe Thiers and briefly held power in France.
Two months after it took power, the Commune was
brutally suppressed by the French army. In his film
“La Commune,” released in 2002, director Peter
Watkins orchestrated and documented a theatri-
cal re-enactment of the Commune. At Nearly six
hours, the film explores the events of the Commune
as well as its relevance for the present, and in so
doing it is compelled to negotiate the myriad ways
in which history bears on the present. It is through
its investigation of the relation between past and
present that the film arrives at its most insightful as
well as its most shortsighted conclusions.

“La Commune” was filmed over a 13-day period
on a soundstage in Paris. The filmmakers con-
ducted historical research for two years prior to
filming. The cast included more than 200 people,
many of whom were not actors by trade. Many of
these participants were respondents to ads placed
in newspapers by Watkins. Each one of them did his
or her own historical research prior to filming. It is
of note that these participants played characters to
which they were politically sympathetic. A set was
designed and built to suggest the 11th district of
Paris in 1871, the poorest area at the time and the
epicenter of the Commune.

Why make a film about “La Commune?” And why
now? These were my questions before | watched the
film. It becomes evident early in the film that Wat-
kins revisits this failed but highly charged revolu-
tionary moment because the present is completely
lacking in even the potential for such a moment.
Watkins clearly hopes that by exploring the his-
tory of the Commune - which is rarely studied in

Review:
“The Common Sense’

Marco Torres

MY FIRST IMPRESSION upon entering Haseeb
Ahmed’s installation, “The Common Sense” was
one of open space. It was an openess that con-
trasted sharply with the hundreds of paintings,
photographs, sculptures that cluttered the rest of
the many other galleries that opened that Night in
Wicker Park’s Flatlron Building. Such a contrast
pointed out the fact that, more a piece of interior
architecture than a collection of installed objects,
the central element to be experienced in Ahmed’s
installation was space itself. But Ahmed is no
Richard Serra, and he is less interested in having us
judge our experience at a purely cogntive level than
in inviting us to inhabit this space with our attention
focused on its function as a site of social practice—
this practice being, namely, Islam.

Haseeb Ahmed was born in Ohio to an observant
Muslim family of Pakistani immigrants and was edu-
cated in interior architecture, sculpture and Marxist
critical theory. With “The Common Sense” Ahmed'’s
purpose—and the reason why he has received such
unexpected attention (and misinterpretation) from
the local press—was to temporarily convert Around
the Coyote Gallery into a fully functional mosque.
For other reviewers of this work, knowing the artist’s
origin and purpose seemed to be enough to elicit the
expected exercise of the kind of politically correct
rhetoric that exoticizes in the name of tolerance,

a trap that tends to lead to a mere affirmation the
“muslimness” of the work at a political level, while
failing to investigate what the gesture of building a
mosque in an art gallery does as art. This definition
of a practice before the fact is the very problem that
Ahmed addresses with this work. In asking us to
inhabit his installation both as a mosque and as an
artwork, he is asking us to simultaneously inhabit a
space of aesthetic reception as a space of worship
and to critique the practice of worship as one would
critique the experience of an artwork.

Ahmed’s mosque is there and not there; it is a
kind of ghost-mosque. Its columns stand truncated,
its arches are merely hinted at. They are built out of

depth, or at all, even in France - he might entice his
audience to question the nature of the present and
to search for ways in which anti-capitalist politics
might be forged in it.

Watkins' key insight is that the communards (and
the world population at large) were subject to the
same form of social organization - capitalism - that
we are today. More importantly, he recognizes that
despite differences in the form it takes, the nature
of capitalism is today the same as it was in 1871
and, furthermore, that this form cannot change
other than to be overcome entirely.

However, in recognizing this sameness Watkins
often conflates the past and the present. He fails
to recognize that any particular moment in history
has its own particular manifestations and that this
specificity must be accounted for in the analysis of
the moment. In other words, one must recognize
and take into account the differences between the
respective historical moments in order to be able
to identify that which is fundamentally the same.
Only then can one form an adequate analysis of the
unchanged factor and from it derive a truly revolu-
tionary politics. By neglecting this crucial aspect of
any consequential historical critique Watkins
is unable to take his film beyond an under-specified
and flat-footed opposition to capitalism.

But the film does demonstrate the importance
- the necessity - of interrogating history, as well
as the inherent obstacles and dangers in doing so.
While it may not, in the final analysis, offer a com-
pletely satisfying critique of the Paris Commune, of
the present, or of the relation of the one to the other,
it succeeds in stressing the importance of critically
appropriating history, and specifically those mo-
ments in history when possibilities of social emanci-
pation opened only to be slammed shut again. |P

the most familiar of materials: unpainted wooden
two-by-four boards. Clustered into beehive-like for-
mations, the mosque’s decorative mugarnas tiles,
manufactured from commonplace polyurethane
foam used to repair cracks in concrete, hang from
ceilings and climb up columns following no pattern
but that which their own shapes dictate. By means
of this systematic incompleteness, the mosque
surrenders a kind of self-legitimation, what Ahmed
calls a “fog of sanctity”, with the purpose of putting
into evidence the subjective input that goes into the
conceptualizing—into the making an object—of the
practice of Islam. Striking evidence of this subjec-
tive input can be found in that many attendees
spoke of “arches” as the main element in the instal-
lation while in fact the arches were absent—only
there by way of suggestion.

What Ahmed proposes with his installation is
paradoxical: to practice a religion while remaining
critical to it—to contemplate religious practice at a
distance while remaining engaged in it. Needless to
say, such a critical distance is antithetical to the idea
of faith. Despite the prayers and lectures that are to
be given in the installation, an art gallery turned into
a mosque remains an art gallery. And while it can
never truly become a place of worship, the isola-
tion of religious practice from the rest of the world
by way of aesthetic distancing has the potential
to de-naturalize a clear-cut relationship between
society and religion, thus putting this relationship
into question, leaving it up for reconceptualization or
dismissal. The way Ahmed puts this problem is, “all
things in society can and must be unfolded from the
universal as the summation of society as a whole. It
is only from this perspective that we can finally ask
‘What is the future of Islam?’, which actually means,
‘Should it have one at all?”” [P

Ahmed'’s exhibition, “The Common Sense” opened
from September 5 to October 14 at Around the
Coyote Gallery, in Chicago.

A prelude to

the History of the Left

Platypus Historians Group

THE PLATYPUS HISTORIANS GROUP is a collec-
tive of members of Platypus who are researchers
into the history of the Left. We will be publishing this
series on the History of the Left under this collec-
tive authorship to indicate the collaborative nature
of our research and the questions it raises. Each
article under this byline will be written by one or
several members of this collective, but with contri-
butions and review by as many others of this group
as possible and appropriate to the topics essayed.

Preparation for these articles on the History
of the Left was done through a series of lectures
and discussions conducted in Chicago in summer
2007 by members of the Platypus Historians Group.
These lecture-discussions addressed a broad over-
view of movements and events in the emergence
and trajectory—and passing—of the revolutionary
Marxist Left, in an attempt to formulate a perspec-
tive on this history that is specific to the Platypus
project. Hence, the development of our perspective
on the history of the Left is our development of a
theory of the present.

In subsequent issues Platypus will serialize a
“History of the Left”. The phrase has a strange ring
to it! A human being has a history, a nation, a people
have a history. One is not the “same person” one
was twenty years ago perhaps, yet one can not make
sense of who one is now without a sense of who one
“was” even if that person has come to seem as alien
as a stranger. A people too may “remember” its
past, its becoming, its suffering, its ancient glories
and yet no living member of that people may have
experienced any of these. Such remembering and
rethinking what has been whether personal and col-
lective is obvious to us. But “the Left"?

What sort of object is this “Left” whose history
we seek to explore? Certainly it is not something
that is a permanent part of our species being. It
has existed for perhaps a mere seven generations,
and ours could easily become the last of them. For
thousands of years human beings existed without
a “Left”, miserable and exalted, oppressed and
oppressors, creators and transmitters of culture,
complex curious creatures like ourselves, political
beings even, for politics in one sense—the dominant
sense it seems nowadays so deep is our regres-
sion— is quite independent of the categories of
“Left” and “Right”. (Before there was a “Left” there
could not be a “Right” either. By a peculiar irony
whose effects are already beginning to be felt, only
the memory of the Left seems to make possible the

Remember our

historical continuity of the Right today.)

To pose therefore the fragility of the Left, its lack
of necessity, its potential to be lost, or to disinte-
grate into incoherence, is therefore to read “his-
tory against the grain” . It means accepting, indeed
deepening, our alienation from the present, for the
twofold task of both not betraying the past and the
even more important task of not betraying the fu-
ture—a future that has not been promised to us—a
future that is not certainly ours. (But how wonderful
the past faith of generations of leftists that Social-
ism was the promised bridegroom of humanity at
the end of History!] Yet if this “future” is not prom-
ised, if it is not certainly ours, it is still potentially
ours. Capitalism precisely in its creative destructive-
ness gives us reason to hope. Those who denounce
“greed” miss the point. It is not “greed” that is the
problem but lack of imagination. And behind this
failure of imagination lies a failure of nerve.

Has it not all been tried before? Do we not know
how it all turns out? The Gulag and the Guillotine.
Are not these the inheritance of the “Left”? Long
gone are the glorious invocations of 1789 and 1917.
Those who have inherited the mantle of the left
seem no longer to wish to be the victors of history.
Indeed the idea strikes them as obscene. Is the
“left” not always with the losers? With the op-
pressed, the mute, forgotten, subaltern? And are
they not always there, outside of history, looking in?

Is this not why a history of the Left causes a cer-
tain embarrassment? A resistance, unconscious or
semi-conscious, rises up against an historical con-
ception of the Left. To think this way is immediately
to raise so many Red Flags. It is to remind people of
so many things better left unmentioned, of uncom-
fortable “sectarian” words like “Stalinism” and
“Trotskyism,” that have no “relevance” anymore.
Indeed it seems to many who consider themselves
“leftists” that nothing of relevance happened before
this year’s class of entering college freshmen was
born 1989. History became a blank slate that year.
Or, if one is more generous, or is a bit older and
burdened with a personal history that was already
quite event-filled by 1989, then perhaps the history
of the Left began in 1968. The Sixties were glorious,
weren’t they? But then Ronald Reagan was elected.
(How did that happen?) Admittedly, “sex, drugs, and
rock 'n" roll” are here to stay. But it appears that
none of these are as emancipatory as was once
believed, and all of them are quite compatible with

“Left History” continues on page 3

real Iranian friends

Danny Postel

DURING HIS VISIT TO NEW YORK this week to ad-
dress the UN General Assembly, Iranian President
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad is scheduled to go to Colum-
bia University to address faculty members and also
to meet with a group of American religious leaders.

His arrival was preceded by weeks of commo-
tion and dispute: should Ahmadinejad have been
allowed to visit ground zero? Should Columbia have
agreed to host him? Should he even have been
granted a visa to enter at all? In a spasm of infan-
tilism, Republican presidential hopefuls and the
right-wing punditocracy have seized the occasion to
demonstrate their toughness, decrying the Iranian
leader’s mere presence on US soil.

This cacophony, as cacophony so often does,
produces confusion. In the face of this reactionary
onslaught, a natural response of many on the left
is to say, wait a minute - why shouldn’'t Ahmadine-
jad have been allowed to visit ground zero? Why
shouldn’t Columbia host him - aren’t universities
supposed to foster discussion, and why assume the
encounter will be uncritical? (Indeed Columbia’s
president, Lee Bollinger, has stated publicly that he
intends to put several tough questions to the Iranian
head of state.) Aren’t American religious leaders
promoting cross-cultural understanding by engag-
ing in interfaith dialogue with the president of the
Islamic Republic?

Watching Sunday evening’s 60 Minutes interview
with Ahmadinejad only highlighted the problem: not
unlike a Pravda reporter, correspondent Scott Pel-
ley brazenly assumed the role of a Bush administra-
tion mouthpiece, indeed at one point even acting
as courier, conveying a toughly-worded message
directly from the US president to his Iranian coun-
terpart. At the interview’'s embarrassing low point,
Pelley asked Ahmadinejad if there was anything he
admired about Bush, and responded with indignant
incredulity when his guest failed to produce the
desired answer.

The combination of unabashed American nation-
alism and know-nothing belligerence was almost
enough to make one sympathize with Ahmadinejad,
at least situationally. And a lot of progressives did,
as was evident from listserv exchanges and online
discussions following the broadcast.

There’s something very wrong with this picture.
To untie this knot, it might be helpful to consider an

episode from 30 years ago.

In June of 1977, the Soviet leader Leonid Bre-
zhnev made an official visit to Paris, where he was
received “with all the ceremony France reserves for
her official guests,” in the words of one historian.

A group of French intellectuals, however - Mi-

chel Foucault and Jean-Paul Sartre among them

- decided to hold an alternative or shadow recep-
tion. They invited Soviet dissidents living in Paris to
gather at the same time that Brezhnev was being
feted in the corridors of state power.

“We simply thought,” as Foucault put it, “that, on
the evening when M Brezhnev is being received with
pomp by [French president] M Giscard d’Estang,
other French people could receive certain other
Russians who are their friends.”

Those words have as much resonance today
as they did when Foucault spoke them three
decades ago.

As the headlines and the hubbub this week
swirl around Ahmadinejad, maybe we on the left
should reach out to certain other Iranians who are
our friends.

Maybe our attention and sympathies should
belong to the likes of Mansour Osanlou and Mah-
moud Salehi, the trade union leaders currently
languishing behind bars in Iran for their organiz-
ing; to Emaddedin Baghi, the prisoners’ rights and
anti-death penalty activist; to the Iranians involved
with the Million Signatures Campaign, a courageous
grassroots movement for women’s rights; to the
many student activists, writers, and intellectuals
currently in prison for expressing the wrong views.

While Ahmadinejad occupies center stage, we
would be well served to consider another Iranian,
the dissident and former political prisoner Akbar
Ganji, who has just issued an Open Letter to the UN
secretary general that refuses what Slavoj Zizek
calls the “double blackmail”: Ganji describes the
human rights crisis currently gripping Iran—the se-
vere crackdown on dissent, the crushing of progres-
sive voices; while at the same time he denounces
the Bush administration’s saber rattling and
underscores that Iran’s democratic struggle wants
no financial assistance from the US (or any foreign
government), and is in fact put in grave jeopardy by
such maneuvers.

“Iranian friends” continues on page 3

Process point

Marisa Holmes for SDS

STUMBLING INTO THE WAR RESISTERS OFFICE,
| found Josh Russell and Madeline Gardner wearing
headsets and pacing. It was a week before the con-
vention and they were having yet another discussion
as to whether or not the planning committee had
the authority to decide whether or not they had the
right to make any decisions. In the words of Lisa
Fithian, we were processing ourselves to death.

The new Students for a Democratic Society (SDS)
seem to take their namesake seriously. Ideals put
forth in the Port Huron statement such as partici-
patory democracy are not only discussed, but are
executed throughout the organization. Members are
encouraged to step up if they don’t normally speak
and step back if they’'re monopolizing the decision-
making process. In planning for the convention, this
approach presented a number a problems. Going
into the event, SDS had no vision, no structure, and
no way of holding members accountable. Those
who held positions on the planning committee were
self-motivated volunteers acting without oversight.
Knowing that this model wasn't all that democratic,
the committee stressed that the convention would
help to change the dynamic. In fact, so much em-
phasis was placed on the convention, that it became
a catch all for any problem in the organization. If it
were broken, then the convention would fix it.

| arrived in Detroit unsure of what would actu-
ally be accomplished. Members and affiliates from
across the country came in anticipation of what had
been termed the Constitutional Convention. From
the East Coast came council structure proposals,
from the Midwest a secretarial approach, and from
the Salish Sea came less structured, direct- democ-
racy proposals. It was a make or break moment for
the organization, everything was on the table.

In the halls of Wayne State University we gath-
ered together, unsure of one another’s motives.
Feeling out the competition, we looked for ideologi-
cal underpinnings. In the middle of a discussion on
vision, the auditorium erupted into song as one side
began singing Solidarity Forever while the other,
holding little red books, changed the tune.

After the first round of discussions, it seemed
unlikely that we would be able to compromise. We
feared that the organization could not withstand

sectarian divides. Slowly, it became evident that
these concerns were shared. Regardless of where
we were coming from, everyone seemed to agree
that SDS was greater than the sum of its parts.

Members began deliberating on the true mean-
ing of democracy. What did it mean to have a say in
the decisions that affect our lives? What did it mean
to participate? How would we go about creating
a structure? These questions plagued us as we
grappled with the task at hand.

Conversations ran late and sleepless nights
ensued, yet | had never felt so awake. These were
not apathetic individuals, but a group of committed
revolutionaries.

By the end of the weekend we were working
together on proposals, debating, and making com-
promises. This resulted in two major milestones.

A vision proposal put forth a provisional document
to be re-worked over the course of the next year,
where we would clarify who we were as an orga-
nization. This would then be finalized at the next
convention. Also, and most importantly, we came to
a compromise on the structure of the organization.
The less structured proposals and council propos-
als were merged and re-submitted as a final docu-
ment. When Monday morning approached the vote
was cast. SDS had a structure!

For a moment the infighting had subsided, we
had put the organization before ourselves. The
process had actually worked in our favor. The seem-
ingly endless conference calls and discussions had
allowed for us to listen to one another.

Michael Albert had been present throughout the
convention, observing the mini dramas, conclu-
sions, and breakthroughs. In a closing reflection he
addressed the new SDS. He stated, “The answer
isn't war,” the audience chuckled, “but it also isn’t
ignoring that these divisions exist. You should know
each other’s views.”

He seemed genuinely impressed by what had
taken place, and couldn’t help but compare the cur-
rent movement to that of his youth. He continued,
“Somehow, you have imbibed, from somewhere, a
degree of insight that we lacked at the end of our
activism, forget the beginning. That’s quite an
accomplishment.” |P

Taking issue with identity:
The politics of anti-gentrification

Laura Schmidt

THE PERCEPTION OF GENTRIFICATION in
Chicago mirrors would-be progressive groups’
social imaginations and the heterogeneity of their
goals. Gentrification is the reconstitution of a
neighborhood which occurs when lower-income
areas with lower land value are re-developed with
higher-value housing into a decidedly wealthier
neighborhood. During this process the class-
composition and character of the neighborhood is
changed;those already living in the neighborhood
cannot sustain the rise in property taxes and must
move elsewhere.

In Chicago, like other cities, the process oc-
curs along racial and ethnic lines, since many of
the lower-income residents that are displaced are
disproportionately non-white, and the “gentry” that
reoccupies the neighborhood is disproportionately
white. Gentrification’s socioeconomic implication
as a geographic shuffling of people and commu-
nity in the global context of capitalism makes it a
local-level rallying point for anti-capitalist practice.
Although groups opposed to the displacement of
residents frame this phenomenon as in keeping
with the laws of capitalism (understood as an ab-
stract force), the most immediate mode of prob-
lematizing gentrification is identity politics, since it
by definition involves groups of people.

Locating the politics of gentrification is difficult
precisely because to want something to happen
with respect to gentrification is to desire reform as
the end goal. In order to transform the inevitability
of gentrification, capital must be overcome. How-
ever, failing this, identity politics, which is reforma-
tive in that it doesn’t seek universal emancipation
but focuses on one interest group, is opted for.

Gentrification occurs at the community
level, so the displacement of people occurs from
one neighborhood to another. Chicago is called the
city of neighborhoods, but it is also notoriously seg-
regated. This is also clear in gentrification; usually
(but not in all cases), the “old” neighborhood and
the “new” neighborhood are ethnically or racially
different. It is held that those gentrifiers, consis-
tent with the disproportionately wealthy, are white
yuppies, while those who are displaced are either
Latino or black lower-class families. From empiri-
cal studies, we can see that this is not the case. Yet
the pervasiveness of identity politics in the liberal
or progressive personality allows for anti-yuppie
paraphernalia to be found abundant in coffee shops,
cultural cornerstones of gentrification.

This translates into a falsely-political dichotomy.
Leftist groups—which here includes anything from
progressive community organizations to activists, to
college students with latent leftist leanings—tend
to come down on the “anti-gentrification” side. This
is misleading, however, because if there are such

things as sides, the “pro-gentrification” side con-
sists of either those yuppies who move to the new
area, or those who see a positive “urban renewal”
with the process of gentrification. This polarization
does not provide an articulation of the direction in
which we should all head. Opposing gentrification is
not a political judgment, and it is different than “be-
ing opposed” to displacement. The localized nature
of gentrification politics lends itself to the formula-
tion of immediate solutions to problems, reforms,
thus preventing an immanent critique of capitalism,
which would opt for social change at a mass level.

It makes sense that the contemporary progres-
sive stance associates the idea of anti-gentrification
with anti-capitalism; in progressive circles the mar-
ket is commonsensically conceived of as an abstract
villainous force. On par with such anti-capitalist
sentiment is the objectification of anti-capitalism
into identity, as though one group of people were
inherently emancipatory by virtue of their oppres-
sion. Hence, the solution to gentrification in West
Town/Humboldt Park boils down to to declaring the
space as naturally Puerto Rican, thus inviting all
Puerto Ricans, regardless of class, to settle in the
area. This political gesture results in gentrification
by middle and upper class Puerto Ricans. Pilsenites
can’t keep out yuppies and artists by arguing that
the space is for poor Mexicans without wanting the
place to remain Mexican.

The discourse of anti-gentrification politics does
nothing to suggest that poverty itself needs to be
undermined, but instead seeks to keep those who
are poor in their place, and those who are rich in
theirs. And if it is progressive to back these efforts,
one who doesn't fit the identity of either neighbor-
hood is excluded from arguing for its emancipation.
There is a tendency in Chicago to anticipate an anti-
capitalist character of those who are challenging
displacement via gentrification from the standpoint
of identity, as though those two plights were the
same. The problem isn’t that one should ignore
displacement or efforts to study and remedy it.

Nor should one write off identity. If there is one
thing to be leaned from how gentrification is ide-
ologized as a struggle for the urban soul, it is that
progressive political movements don’t know how to
handle the identity factor. reveal another short com-
ing for progressive politics: more affordable housing
should be had, but shouldn’t we aim at overcoming
the underpinnings of poverty, rather than apologiz-
ing for it on the one hand, or moving “it” away from
immediate sight (displacement] on the other?

In order to imagine this, the framework will have

to move beyond the confines of identity while clearly
defining a stance on that contradiction of communal
and general goals. In other words, they must
actually be the same. [P
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Vicissitudes, continued from page 1

As Adorno wrote, in Negative Dialectics (1966):

“The liquidation of theory by dogmatization and
thought taboos contributed to the bad practice. . . .
The interrelation of both moments [of theory and
practicel is not settled once and for all but fluctu-
ates historically. . . . Those who chide theory [for
being] anachronistic obey the topos of dismissing,
as obsolete, what remains painful [because it was]
thwarted. . .. The fact that history has rolled over
certain positions will be respected as a verdict on
their truth content only by those who agree with
Schiller that ‘world history is the world tribunal'.
What has been cast aside but not absorbed theo-
retically will often yield its truth content only later.
It festers as a sore on the prevailing health; this
will lead back to it in changed situations.”

[T. W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics
(Continuum: New York, 1983), 143-144]

Platypus is concerned with exploring the improb-
able but not impossible tasks and project of the
reemergence of a critical Left with emancipatory
social intent. We look forward to making a critical
but vital contribution towards a possible “return to
Marx” for the potential reinvigoration of the Left in
coming years. We invite and welcome those who
wish to share in and contribute to this project. |P

Left History. continued from page 2

an oppressive capitalist society. And the politics of
the 60s? Well, let’s not think about that too closely.
Let us rather focus on the spirit of the 60s which is
so much more edifying. Hilary Clinton it is rumored
to have once had posters of Yasser Arafat and Che
Guevara up in her dorm room. Of course, this may
only be one of the pornographic fantasies of Fox
News, but surely one wishes it to be true! For it
speaks so much of the ironic truth about our time.
It is against the common sense conception
of contemporary “Leftism” that seeks, at worst,
“unconsciously,” in its blind “Bush hatred,” and,
at best, with a kind of “honest bad faith,” the
election of Hilary Clinton, that this series on the
history of the Left is intended, and Platypus itself
as a project conceived. We will of necessity seem
archaic because we still believe in a potential future
for humanity which we identify frankly with the
task of abolishing capitalism—and with enlighten-
ment towards that end. We will not shy away from
“meta-narratives.” Nor will we shy away from the
crucial word “defeat”. We must not be afraid of this
word. Without admitting the possibility of defeat,
we deny ourselves the possibility of victory. It is only
in the context of past defeats that the present can
be understood. At times like the present, if one is
not completely numbed, a great animal-like cry of
pain, a howl from the depths of one’s being, might
seem the only appropriate response, but that would
be a mistake. A great man, one of the fathers of
the Enlightenment, which was the ground out of
which the Left grew, chose as his motto “Humanas
actiones non ridere , non lugere, neque detestari, sed
intelligere.” ("We should with human actions neither
laugh, nor cry, nor curse but seek to understand.”)
With that motto, let us too go forward. [P

Lukacs, continued from page 1

This, Lukacs argues, is the purpose of working-
class politics—it is the reason for which the Hege-
lian term “identical subject-object of history” can
be applied to the working class and its political con-
sciousness. While remaining a product and a neces-
sary part of modern capitalist society, the working
class, its demands, and the theoretical elaboration
of these demands into a system of political thought
are placed at the same time in immanent opposi-
tion to it. For this reason, the working class stands,
in Lukacs account, both within and against society.
Leftist politics—understood as the politics of the
working class—is thus this society’s self-knowledge
and self-criticism, both the subject and the object
of historical change. Politics is seen in this way as a
form of knowledge that understands the world not
as static, but as historically bound and in a constant
state of becoming.

A Problematic Legacy

Unfortunately, by the time Lukacs published Reifica-
tion and the Consciousness of the Proletariat in 1922,
the Hungarian Soviet Republic, in which he partici-
pated as minister of culture and military official,
had already been defeated by right-wing forces—
likewise, other socialist revolutions of the period
were defeated or simply self-destructed. The late
twenties and early thirties witnessed the Staliniza-
tion of the Soviet Union and the general dismantle-
ment of the project of world socialism which only

a few years earlier seemed to be within reach.
Through these, and subsequent changes, Lukéacs
continued to participate in politics, even serving as
a member of parliament in the Stalinist regime of
post-World War 2 Hungary. Throughout this period
he remained, for the most part, uncritical towards
the further developments that devastated the Left
on a world scale. In the writings of the 1960s meant
to repudiate his work of the 20s, Lukacs summoned
up all his rhetorical brilliance to engage in pre-
cisely the kind of thinking that, decades before, he
had criticized. These writings are an affirmation of
things as they stood—for the Lukacs of this period,
the “actually existing socialism” of the eastern bloc
was human freedom in the process of working itself
out. His earlier critique of the very foundation of
modern subjectivity had become, to him, mere “ul-
tra-leftist” idealism—as he puts it, “an attempt to
out-Hegel Hegel". These writings demonstrate less
some kind of degeneration of thought than a bitter
capitulation to the failure of the project he dedicated
his life to. They are the sad testament of the tragic
history of the decay of Leftist politics throughout
the twentieth century, a century that has now begun
to recede into the past, becoming historical. Today
it is up to us which version of Lukdcs—the radical
dialectician or the bitter party official—we are will-
ing to remember, keeping in mind that regardless of
our own need for an “objective” assessment of this
thinker's life, this memory—this knowledge of the
past—will necessarily be of a political nature. |P

Iranian Friends, continued from page 2

The letter is signed by some of the preeminent
intellectuals and writers in the world (Jirgen
Habermas, Orhan Pamuk, Noam Chomsky, JM
Coetzee and, appropriately enough, Zizek].

It's dangerously easy to become distracted by the
circus surrounding Ahmadinejad’s visit, a disfigured
drama in which rightwing political figures and their
stenographers in the media feverishly attempt to
whip up jingoistic feelings. That rightwing assault
can run an interference pattern on our thinking,
where we react by protesting Ahmadinejad’s shabby
treatment at the hands of a bellicose political and
media establishment.

And - make no mistake about it - bellicose it
most certainly is. But let’s not allow the right-wing
warmongers to do our thinking for us. What if we
looked at Ahmadinejad not through the (inverted)
prism of the American media, but through that of
Iranian dissidents, trade unionists and women'’s
rights activists?

If we did that, we might discover how certain
other Iranians (including religious ones) feel about
the meetings between American religious lead-
ers and Ahmadinejad. (Their meeting this week
follows one in New York last year, and another one
in Tehran earlier this year. Some of those American
religious leaders have had admiring things to say
about the Iranian leader)

“Given the current situation we're facing,” Ganji
says, “these meetings with Ahmadinejad do not
help to promote democracy or human rights in Iran
but rather contribute to the further subjugation and
oppression of the Iranian people...Back in Iran,” he
continues, “the regime will exploit these meetings
to enhance its legitimacy by claiming that Ahma-
dinejad was warmly received by American religious
groups. These meeting are counterproductive and

make our struggle more difficult.”

Upon leaving New York, Ahmadinejad will go to
Venezuela to meet with Hugo Chavez, who last year
honored the Iranian president with the Collar of the
Order of the Liberator (the country’s highest dis-
tinction bestowed on foreign dignitaries). Chavez's
strong affection for Ahmadinejad has been a major
contributor to the widespread confusion among
many of the Venezuelan leader’s leftist admirers
around the world. And it has infuriated many in
Iran’s democratic struggle.

Echoing Ganji, a group of Iranian leftists issued a
statement lamenting that the Chavez-Ahmadinejad
love fest would “weaken the mass movements in
Iran.” “To us,” they wrote, “it is possible for the Ven-
ezuelan government to have close diplomatic and
trade relations with the Iranian government without
giving it political support - particularly where do-
mestic policy is concerned.”

As Chavez receives Ahmadinejad in Caracas and
the two leaders deepen their ties, let’s receive (or at
least think and learn about] certain other Iranians:
the trade unionists and student activists imprisoned
by Ahmadinejad’s government, the women'’s rights
campaigners whose demonstrations are crushed by
the Islamic Republic’s security forces, and the hu-
man rights activists and democratic dissidents who
are endeavoring, in the face of grave danger,
to bring about a more free and just Iran.

These other Iranians are a lot less likely to be
in the headlines. But their struggle is ours.

Or should be. |P
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