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The 3 Rs: Reform, Revolution, and “Resistance”  
The problematic forms of “anticapitalism” today

�Then she began looking about, and noticed that what could 
be seen from the old room was quite common and uninter-
esting, but that all the rest was as different as possible.�
�Lewis Carroll 
Through The Looking-Glass And What Alice Found There 
(1871)

LET US ASSUME, for a moment, the identity of Alice, the 
child protagonist of Lewis Carroll�s �Through the Looking 
Glass.� As we venture slowly through the mirror on the 
wall, we enter into a world that has been inverted. Yet when 
we glance back at the static and ordered room on the other 
side from whence we came, we notice cracks in the glass 
that serve as passage points between these two worlds. 
When we acknowledge these fractures in the mirror, our 
perceptions of what lies on either side suddenly shifts. 
  The purpose of this essay is to put forward a paradigm 
shift in regards to the progressive and radical left�s orga-
nizing in the United States. Using Alice�s looking-glass as 
a starting point, we will explore how our current organizing 
tactics need re-evaluation and how the idea of precarity 
can be fused into our everyday struggles against capital. 
 If we use the looking-glass as a metaphor for the 
struggles between capital and the working class multi-
tude, we see that both sides are connected to each other 
but that the perception of each is different. Marxist econo-
mist Harry Cleaver de�nes the working class as �not only 
industrial waged workers but also a wide variety of un-
waged workers, including housewives, children, students, 
and peasants whose work under capitalism consists 
primarily of the production and reproduction of the ability 
and willingness to carry out activities which contribute to 
the maintenance of the system� (Reading Capital Politically, 
p. 23). The things that working class people view as impor-
tant, i.e. their perception of value, is drastically different 
than those who control the message of economic, social, 
and cultural value.   Much working class struggle comes 
from these differing values of use versus exchange, where 
�What can I use this for� comes up against �How much 
can I get from this?�  The looking-glass can show us both 
sides��where struggle and dialogue constantly shift the 
side of the mirror we �nd ourselves standing on.
  Yet what of the cracks that we saw when taking on 
the role of young Alice? These breaks should be seen as 
individual points of resistance, and even though some 
are more expansive than others, each crack makes an 
impact upon the looking-glass. The larger cracks can be 
seen as strikes, protests, riots, autonomous zones, and 
other large scale forms of organizing and activism. The 
smaller cracks can be seen on an everyday level when an 
individual or group of individuals steals from their place of 
work, jumps a public transportation turnstile, �nds a way 
to use services like electricity for free, or any of the other 
countless ways we may engage in daily acts of resistance. 

 The issue of changing perception reemerges once we 
begin to consider that we only recognize the existence of 
such cracks once we crossed through the looking-glass. 
As Deleuze and Guattari explain, �there is another type of 
cracking, with an entirely different segmentarity. Instead of 
great breaks, these are microcracks, as in a dish; they are 
much more subtle and supple, and �occur when things are 
going well on the other side� (A Thousand Plateaus, p. 198). 
Capital uses both a stick and carrot to create the illusion 
that the system is orderly and without deadly internal con-
tradictions. The pristine/static side of the mirror shows us 
this intended order and proper organization. Yet the other 
side, the side where capital�s underbelly is exposed, reveals 
a world that is vibrant and full of creative expression. 
 Up until this point, we in the United States have mostly 
been viewing the cracks on an individual basis. Our strug-
gles to break through to the other side and �nd that one �-
nal crack to bring down the whole looking-glass have been 
misdirected. Hence I am proposing a broad organizing 
framework based around precarity. The idea of precarity is 
a way of looking at the system as a whole without ignoring 
the multitude of movements and individuals struggling for 
a better and more equitable society.  In fact, precarity can 
give theoretical direction to individual actions that may 
seem ineffective or pointless while broadening both the 
reach and scope of radical theory.
 Precarity is, to quote Maribel Casas-Cortes and 
Sebastian Cobarrubias, �the labor conditions that arose 
after the transition from life-long, stable jobs common 
in industrial capitalist and welfare-state economies, to 
temporary, insecure, low-paying jobs emerging with the 
globalization of the service and �nancial economy� (Con-
stituent Imagination, p. 115). Speci�cally, we are constantly 
wondering how we�ll pay our rent or mortgage, whether 
we�ll keep our job, how we�ll �nd a new job, if the public 
transportation system is working properly, whether the 
food we eat is safe, whether our friend or child will be 
sent to war, and countless other questions. Coupled with  
media that makes us question our security, our appear-
ance, our social associations, and our politics we are faced 
with seemingly insurmountable odds. Organizing through 
precarity is embracing the myriad of personal and political 
struggles that occur through every moment of our lives; it 
is taking the looking-glass in as a whole.
 While the debates about organizing across multiple 
constituencies have been going on in the United States 
since at least the Knights of Labor�the 19th Century 
labor union that attempted to organize across gender and 
race divisions�the intensi�cation of pressure has been 
mounting. Precarity represents a way to not only connect 
with other activists already working locally and beyond , 
but a way to explain capital and its exploitation and op-
pression to those not inside the movement already. In a 

Tim Sarrantonio

Cracking the looking-glass
Perception, precarity, and everyday resistance

�Crisis� continues on page 4

their business beyond the core activity of asset transfor-
mation. So-called off-balance sheet activities such as 
currency and derivatives trading and brokering services 
surged from comprising a negligible part of bank pro�ts to 
approximately half.  
 The process of securitization was among the central 
techniques of the neo-liberal banking project. Applied 
to mortgages, banks essentially packaged and sold 
mortgage payments as bonds to investors. Speci�cally, 
collateralized mortgage obligations (CMOs) were designed 
that sliced up mortgage payments according to factors 
like FICO credit scores (�prime�/�sub-prime�) into tranches, 
allowing investors to hold higher or lower yielding as-
sets according to credit risks posed by the underlying 
mortgages (risk of default statistically determined by 
class factors). Securities backed by sub-prime mortgages 
(mortgages of borrowers with FICO score lower than 660 
on a scale of 800) in particular found demand among 
bourgeois in pursuit of high pro�ts. Banks were happy to 
oblige. They could now limit the interest and default risk 
they faced from holding loans, as well as earn off-balance 
sheet fees for selling them to investors. With markets 
now available for the sale of CMOs and other loan-backed 
securities, banks appeared to have expanded their lending 
activities in new and riskier ways, knowing they no longer 
faced the primary risk from loan defaults.
 Thus what might have appeared as the democratiza-
tion of credit must instead be viewed from the other side 
of the ledger as an expansion of debt consistent with the 
classed hierarchy of capital. This is the profound truth 
expressed by Rosa Luxemburg to which Platypus returns. 
For Luxemburg credit not only reproduces the antago-
nisms of capitalist classes but accentuates them: its 
sudden extension, not its shrinking, is the cause of com-
mercial crisis (Reform or Revolution?). In the last twenty 
�ve years, the extension of credit to Americans at high 
interest rates has occurred in the context of stagnant real 
wages. The rising proportion of debt payments to capitalist 
lending agencies as a percentage of total income must be 
viewed then as an intra-class transfer; as a consequence 
persons without �nancial stakes in these institutions have 
actually lost ground.
 Now the bourgeoisie up the ante by increasing the 
costs to the public by bailing out investment banks 
exposed to CMOs like Bears Stearns -and this may be 
only the opening move. Bourgeois are actively lobbying 
for further bailouts and are likely to get them. As Myron 
Scholes�Nobel Laureate, famous for helping create the 
Black-Scholes formula for pricing options, infamous for 
having his own hedge fund bailed out by a consortium of 
Wall Street investors organized by the Federal Reserve�
recently told the Wall Street Journal: �They [the govern-
ment] should at least be thinking about it. If you�re going 
to do it anyway, why not do it sooner?� (March 13, 2008) 
To echo Marx in Capital Volume 1, it is characteristic of 

CRISIS IS THE cONDITION of everyday life in capital. 
Capitalism kills in silently effective ways without neces-
sary recourse to spectacle, through institutional mecha-
nisms like patent controls on life-saving drugs. This is why 
everyday squalor in the Middle East is equally, if not more, 
�tting a symbol for Marxists than Muslims in the �state of 
exception� on Guantanamo Bay.  
 In this respect, calling the current wave of defaults 
in sub-prime mortgages and the collapse of the second-
ary market for securities underwritten by mortgages a 
�crisis� is politically misleading. For whom, exactly, is this 
a crisis? Certainly turmoil among the bourgeois carries 
consequences for all of us. And no doubt,  many �rst-time 
property owners from working and lower-middle income 
classes (�aspiring bourgeoisie�) will �nd themselves fac-
ing greater indebtedness.
 But this is above all a possible crossroads for the bour-
geoisie and their neo-liberal banking project. A very rough 
historical context helps. Prior to the dawn of capitalism, 
banks as we know them did not really exist. What existed 
were moneylenders and depository institutions though 
not the combination; moneylenders lent on interest but 
did not take deposits, while depository institutions made 
loans only as brokers between parties entering personal-
ized contracts. By the nineteenth century, capitalism had 
created the bank as an institution for pooling the resources 
necessary to launch global enterprise and to support the 
debt of governments protecting it. Legal limits on the rate of 
interest (usury) were substituted for prior, and more radical, 
religious prohibitions on interest tout court. Most signi�cant-
ly, the arbitrage activity of taking deposits at a lower rate 
of interest than charged on loans (�asset transformation�) 
crystallized as the core activity of capitalist banks.
 Starting in the late 1960s, capitalist banks changed as 
a consequence of spiraling in�ation in OECD countries, a 
problem partly created by the monetary mismanagement 
of Central Banks. More than a decade of in�ation reduced 
the real return on loan assets held by banks and the real 
rate of interest paid on deposits. With deposit interest rate 
ceilings and usury laws restricting banks in various OECD 
countries from raising nominal rates, many depositors 
withdrew their funds and put them into newly created, 
higher yielding institutions (e.g. money market mutual 
funds) and instruments (e.g. derivatives). A crisis in bank 
pro�tability resulted. 
 The restoration of bank pro�ts above and beyond their 
pre-crisis level beginning in the 1980s was one of the 
great achievements of neo-liberalism. The two key fac-
tors affecting this outcome were (1) regulatory changes 
successfully lobbied for by the banking industry and (2) 
changes in the composition of banking practices. First, 
repeals in usury laws and the development of contracts 
like adjustable-rate mortgages freed banks from restric-
tions on interest, giving them greater �exibility in the face 
of changing macroeconomic conditions. Additionally, other 
regulatory changes allowed banks to expand the scope of 

David M. Bholat

The sub-prime crisis

Writing from Kenya after 10 years of what he calls �inter-
national exile,� former Kenyan-Chicagoan Oketch Onyango 
told us that he intended on going back in late 2007 to �raise 
a little bit of hell in the political scene,� but went �run-
ning away from the commodity and bang full circle into it in 
the savanna!,� and so in response he�s been immersed in 
�reading critical theory like mad� and �doing some writing 
which papers here don�t want to touch.� This is one article 
submitted.

THEY ARE YOUNG. They are angry. They are articulate 
and sophisticated. Nearly three quarters of them live in 
the sprawling slums of major Kenyan cities. These are a 
new generation of youths, mostly male, educated, jobless, 
idle and restless. It is a highly politicized generation, with 
nothing to lose and much anger to vent. They are the new 
Intifada.
 The ruling elite and middle class Kenyans do not 
understand this bombshell. Putting their faith in the 
truncheon-welding, Robocop-looking, live bullet-�ring 
apparatus of state, the well-fed class goes to sleep wish-
ing for business as usual. This new generation of youth 
that uprooted miles upon miles of  hundred year- old, 
narrow gage, colonial relic rail track at will, got shot to 
death for it, tear-gassed, bludgeoned and cordoned-off 
in their slums to starve to death, will still limp back and 
come up for more - leaner, meaner and dangerous like a 
catamount. That is, unless we address their anger, their 
frustration and their feelings of hopelessness.  

 In the meantime, they will not go away. And like the fe-
rocious cats that live in the vast tourist infested parks that 
dot this country, these youngsters are battling for survival 
and very unlike the Mara dwellers, they are not faced with 
extinction; they are here to stay and far outnumber the 
ruling classes, their well-oiled children and the multiples 
of security apparatus. And while they might not hit a top 
speed of seventy miles an hour, they are a formidable 
quarry. You cannot wish them away, tear-gas them into 
oblivion, shoot all of them dead or bludgeon them into 
zombie states. Even if we stalk and gun them down like 
big game hunters, they are going to outlast and outlive 
most of the belligerent and intransigent, chest thumping 
government talking heads and that government motor-
mouth.
 Unlike their western counterparts who are caught up 
in the innards of YouTube and the highway super traf�c of 
the Internet, where users roam, talk and pass gossip only 
to like-minded cyberdwellers and need never come out 
to engage in dialogue with non-surfers, these youngsters 
walk the solid earth, congregate on street corners, shop-
ping centers and narrow alley ways with their ultimate 
weapon: idleness and uncongealed fury.
  Their space is amorphous and expansive, full of un-
friendly, pedestrian streets with no street lights and fero-
cious policemen, �lth, over�owing open sewers, muggers, 
rapists, murderers, con men and women, deprivation and 
plain hard life. They have neither the apparatus nor the 
time for gimmicks like MySpace. For them, life is one big 
Serengeti all over; survival, eat or be eaten. They neither 
want to understand nor want to know the great pros and 
cons of a free market or the Nairobi stock exchange. You 
can quote the price of �sh there all day for all they care. 
They just want to ful�ll their dreams, put food on the table 
and live their lives like digni�ed human beings � not slum 
dwellers.
 And yet when they get angry, we react with conster-
nation and lament at how age old African traditions that 
stress humility and respect for elders has gone the way 
of everything else. Yet not a single one of the elders apply 
the same tenets of the traditions they froth at the mouth 
over as they consume rapaciously everything in sight � 
both nailed down and loose, �oating or yet to be produced. 
Safe within the sanitized and smug life of the glitter, the 
super malls, the mega-marts, the beefy vehicles, and the 
walled and gated communities that sickeningly dot our 
landscape, we roll our eyes and resort to liberal empa-
thies and �nger pointing and rant about civilized behavior.
 Why should we assume that these youngsters were 
going to accept this marginalization and class apartheid 
without a struggle? Why would we not expect the unex-
pected; that at some time there was going to be a violent 
reaction, a hatred of both their situation and that which 
they perceive to be responsible for that violation of their 
humanity and dignity? 
 While we bicker and try to out-glare history, to outdo 
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Move over Grandpa
Oketch Onyango

Kenya’s new Prime Minister, Raila Odinga, as of April 13, 2008

For issue #2 (February 2008), Chris Cutrone wrote, in �On 
anarchism and Marxism: a response to Mayday magazine 
(UK),� on behalf of Platypus, that the principal difference 
between anarchism and Marxism lies in the way �history� 
�gures in any present estimations of ideology, conscious 
political program and organization, at the levels both of the 
historical speci�city of struggles for emancipation beyond the 
modern society of capital, and in the history of capital itself, 
of which a Marxian approach considers the history of the Left 
as an essential and not extrinsic part. 
	Platypus focuses on redeeming the problematic history of 
the Marxist Left, �against the grain� (Benjamin) of its more or 
less contingent or necessary outcomes, in order to discover 
and provoke conscious recognition of the historically ob-
scured necessities for social-emancipatory political struggle 
in the present. 
	Political organizations and parties and their
programs need to be understood both as forms of action
and as forms of memory.
	The Platypus critique of anarchism is in its inability to 
grasp and act upon the speci�cities of the present as a 
moment in the history of capital�and what it would take to 
move beyond and not continue to repeat this history. 
	Addendum: Platypus recognizes anarchism both histori-
cally and at present as symptomatic of the failures of Marx-
ism, as the bad conscience of the history of the Marxist Left, 
to be overcome only by working through and redeeming this 
history. 

In the following, Trevor Bark writes in further response to 
Platypus for Mayday. 

PlATYpUS IS A NEW GROUp in Chicago that is rethink-
ing the Marxist tradition, and they were quoted in Mayday 
issue #1. Chris Cutrone, for Platypus, has written a re-
sponse to the Mayday issue #1 �Introduction: Open letter� 
in their February 2008 newsletter [The Platypus Review is-
sue #2], raising many important questions, some of which 
will be addressed now. 
 Trying to force clear red water between an anarchist 
and a Marxist approach, Cutrone describes that a �key 
distinction is the relation of political organisation and 
historical consciousness.� This historical consciousness 
is primary for Platypus, and we hope Mayday addressed 
enough concerns with political practice and memory to 
be useful. For Mayday experience is a crucial factor, with 
a concentration on struggles. This is planned to result 
in praxis, which includes dynamic consciousness, which 
is grounded in the conditions of our time rather than the 
past, and has lessons for political organisation. In short, 

Mayday�s aims are similar to those of Platypus. 
 We entirely agree that revolutionary organisations 
should be able to justify themselves, but they are over-
whelmingly arrogant and uncritical in the UK. There is little 
serious discussion of politics, no regular forums, and so 
on. The serious questions about how political action en-
ables transformative action, �how does political organisa-
tion enable transformative, emancipatory, and not foreclos-
ing action? How can the Left �live� and take form not deadly 
to itself?,� are serious ones for us, even if the UK Left and 
anarchists ignore them. Speci�cally the danger of Left 
organising as a cult is a huge problem in the UK. 
 A recurring problem is the distinction and the differ-
ences between anarchism and the Left; for Mayday, we 
have dissolved the distinction as an impediment to theo-
retical and practical endeavours. For us the historical bag-
gage either does not matter or is an impediment to greater 
unity and better politics; those who insist on hard lines 
effectively have created a sealed little bubble for them-
selves. Despite this argument new and interesting articles 
from both sides continue to appear on 1917 and after. But 
largely it is a debate for purists and not those looking to 
develop politics for now and tomorrow. The practices and 
methodology of Platypus however, are entirely correct for 
rethinking the Marxist tradition; we wish you well with your 
project. 
 We have some toes in the anarchist pool and some in 
the Labour movement. We are also conscious that a third 
pool needs to be built, and that is the area of autonomy, 
but that is already a few decades underway as the New Left 
already (in the UK at least) has inspired and contributed to 
the theory of existing autonomists (e.g. Harry Cleaver, Uni-
versity of Texas). Already autonomist practice and theory is 
very relevant to these discussions, and it is this hybrid, with 
others perhaps, which Mayday hopes may result in new 
liberation politics for our time. 
 One starting point for us has been the ultra volun-
tarism of anarchism, which demands anarchic responses 
to virtually all issues, but which is unsustainable because 
of the resulting arrest rates. That is not to say that con-
frontation and direct action have been relegated to unim-
portance for us. They have not; struggles are still our focal 
concern. This is similar to Platypus and their criticism (vis 
à vis Nicholas Spencer) of the anarchist tradition. 
 Platypus�s highlighting of the writing of history as being 
urgent for emancipatory politics is very worthwhile, and 
there are others before us who have thought this. In the UK 
the Communist Party Historians Group � Andrew Morton, 

�After the failure of the 1960s New Left, the underlying 
despair with regard to the real ef�cacy of political will, of 
political agency, in a historical situation of heightened help-
lessness, became a self-constitution as outsider, as other, 
rather than an instrument of transformation. Focused on the 
bureaucratic stasis of the Fordist, late 20th Century world, 
the Left echoed the destruction of that world by the dynamics 
of capital: neoliberalism and globalization.
	 The idea of a fundamental transformation became 
bracketed and, instead, was replaced by the more ambiguous 
notion of �resistance.� The notion of resistance, however, says 
little about the nature of that which is being resisted, or of 
the politics of the resistance involved.
	 �Resistance� is rarely based on a re�exive analysis of 
possibilities for fundamental change that are both generated 
and suppressed by the dynamic heteronomous order of 
capital. �Resistance� is an undialectical category that does 
not grasp its own conditions of possibility; it fails to grasp the 
dynamic historical context of capital and its reconstitution of 
possibilities for both domination and emancipation, of which 
the �resisters� do not recognize that that they are a part.�
�Moishe Postone 
 �History and Helplessness: Mass Mobilization and 
Contemporary Forms of Anticapitalism� 
(Public Culture‚ 18.1: 2006)

THE FOllOWING are excerpts from the transcript of a 
moderated panel discussion and audience Q&A on prob-
lems of strategies and tactics on the Left today, organized 
by the Platypus af�liated society. Panelists: Michael Albert 
(Z Magazine, author of Parecon: Life After Capitalism), Chris 
Cutrone (Platypus), Stephen Duncombe (Gallatin School of 
New York University, editor of Cultural Resistance Reader), 
Brian Holmes (Continental Drift and UniversitØ Tangente), 
and Marisa Holmes (new Students for a Democratic Soci-
ety). The event took place in the Columbus auditorium of the 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago on November 6, 2007. 

 Brian Holmes: I�m Brian Holmes, I�m a writer, a theorist, 
and I don�t represent anyone, I don�t belong to a party, 
but through my work I try to maintain a dialogue between 
artists, activists, philosophers, sociologists and econo-
mists. I work at a journal called Multitudes in France. This 
is involved with a sort of second life of an Italian formation 
known as Autonomia, or autonomy, which is de�nitely a 
post-party political formation, where people try to ad-
dress the condition of workers in a �exibilized knowledge 
economy. That is, workers who no longer resemble in very 
many ways the condition of a proletariat, with a proletar-
ian identity or a proletarian class consciousness, but who 
nonetheless �nd themselves subject to exploitation and 
even severe exploitation in the �exible economy. It�s a 

condition which clearly has its reality, a reality in a way 
pre�gured over the last ten years, by what have become 
hundreds of thousands of activists using, broadly speak-
ing, the vocabulary of Autonomia, known best in America 
through the writings of Tony Negri, but actually quite 
larger than that. 
 In all the activities that I�m involved with, I �nd that 
the fact of resistance is fundamental�so I don�t really 
recognize myself in the Postone quote. It seems that a 
left politics always begins in the concrete experience 
of resistance, growing out of two basic causes: one is 
necessity, when people are pushed up against the wall, 
when they have no other recourse they �nds themselves 
in the position of resistance, which is a defense of one�s 
actual life, one�s vital energy and it�s a vital response to 
conditions of urgency and oppression. These conditions 
allow somebody to experience solidarity, and solidarity 
is fundamental to any leftist position and is really what 
distinguishes the Left from the Right. The Right is based 
on individualism, competition, and the desire to accumu-
late more. The Left has always been based on solidarity. 
There�s a second thing that comes in, it�s very important 
and will bring me back a little bit towards the theme of the 
Platypus group, and that�s a revolutionary desire. Why do 
you desire to resist, even if you�re not directly threatened? 
Even if you feel an urgency that is more abstract, that is 
something that you�ve come to feel through the way that 
you see the world�where does this desire to resist come 
from? One source is immediate solidarity, and the other 
source is philosophical, or aesthetic. It can come from 
experiences of a kind of pre�guration of utopia, and here 
I think that Stephen Duncombe and I could agree on a lot 
of things because we�ve been involved in similar types 
of use of aesthetic means, of surprising organizational 
forms, of unusual slogans, of new ways of converging to 
do direct actions in cities. All of which can be extremely 
fun, extremely interesting, and which can be successful, 
also. It can also come from more deep rooted processes 
of thought, where one considers for example the kind of 
ecological damage that�s being done to the Earth, where 
one uses scienti�c discourses to examine the causes of 
this ecological damage and where one can also correlate 
the ecological situation with the social situation, where life 
is increasingly fragmented. And I think these basic philo-
sophical issues are wrapped together with resistance, I 
don�t think that we should see a break between concrete 
resistance and more long-term projects on the Left.

Stephen Duncombe: I�m Stephen Duncombe, I was an 
organizer of the New York City chapter of Reclaim the 
Streets for about �ve years, a group that tried to combine 
cultural and aesthetic resistance with political campaigns 

and political movements. I�ve thought a lot about the 
politics of resistance and even written a couple of books 
on it, but before I talk about resistance, I want to brie�y 
dispense with the other two Rs. Reform may be possible, 
but I�ve always held that the only way one gets reform is to 
threaten revolution. However, revolution in this country at 
this moment is not in the of�ng, and if it was, the Left is in 
no place to imagine or guide it. It would not be a revolution 
of our own making. This leaves us with a paradox, which 
brings me to resistance. The politics of resistance are pro-
tean, which gives resistance its power, but also its prob-
lems. One way to try to get a hold of resistance is to think 
about its character historically and think about how it 
came to play such an important part in post 60s left-wing 
movements and culture. One of the things I would argue is 
that its political beginnings in the West are conservative; 
this helps to explain some of the politics of resistance. 
It�s Edmund Burke, the British conservative, who actually 
counsels resistance against the radical change of the 
French Revolution in 1790. About 75 years later, the same 
call was taken up by Mathew Arnold, who essentially ar-
gues for culture as a means of resistance against the tides 
of anarchic progress. It�s useful to remember that, around 
the same time, Marx and Engels, when they are writing 
the Communist Manifesto, actually single out resistance 
in the form of reactionary socialism as a major stumbling 
block to any sort of revolution. In fact, it was capitalism 
that was �resisting� this inexorable movement towards 
revolution and communism. Resistance has this sort of 
conservative cast in the 18th and 19th centuries. 
 Where resistance gets its radical tinge is with the 
anti-colonial movements in the early 20th century, for 
example, the Indian independence movement. Here 
what is being resisted is not revolutionary progress, but 
progress as de�ned by the West, which is racist, destruc-
tive and exploitative. And so it takes on a radical moment 
there. When it returns to our part of the world it becomes 
adapted by the Left with the western radical identi�ca-
tion with third world liberation in the 1960s. Within this 
new context its fault lines begin to show, because what 
is being resisted is no longer conveniently identi�able as 
outside and other, that is, the British, so one must resist, 
in part, yourself, that is, the part of yourself that is the 
oppressor. Also what one hopes to return to in our world 
is a little bit sketchy, and that is the traditional goal of 
resistance: to return, or to keep away progress. As such, 
these resistance politics, I would argue, fail. They result in 
either, one, self-destruction, in which you have to destroy 
the oppressor which is yourself, and which leads to things 
like the Weather Underground and the Black Liberation 
Army, or, self-delusion, in which you have to create an 
imagined past, a sort of return to the land a la communes 

or through the new age. This is one of the ways to look 
at the implosion that happened in the 1960s in attaching 
itself to the idea of resistance. Resistance returns to the 
scene again in the 1970s in the form of cultural resistance. 
When, after the failures of the 1960s, radical scholars be-
gin to look to subcultures like punks, rastas, mods, skins, 
for pre -political forms of resistance that might ignite the 
next wave of revolution. However, as the best practitio-
ners of this school of cultural resistance understood, this 
cultural resistance is deeply problematic because it can 
easily be co-opted by the dominant cultural system as new 
styles for new markets. This has been written about a lot 
lately and was noticed as early as the 1920s by Malcolm 
Cowley. This problem points to a far larger problem of 
resistance, not only that it can be co-opted by the system, 
but that its very existence is dependent on the system. By 
this I mean that practices of resistance are parasitically 
wed to the dominant culture, which it relies upon for its 
very identity. If I am a resistor I have to have a system to 
resist. Perversely that means that the health of the system 
is in my interests.
 But I don�t want to end here. I could end with �resis-
tance is futile,� but I actually don�t think that it is. I think 
what we have to do is recast resistance, to start thinking 
about what both 18th and 19th century conservatives 
and 20th century independence leaders understood, that 
resistance is a means to an end and not and end in itself. 
We need to think of resistance as a tactic and part of an 
overall strategy to bring about social change. Resistance 
is uniquely valuable in this way because it is performative. 
As such what it does is constitute a visible thread to bring 
about reform. It also creates a lived imaginary, a space 
to open oneself and experience revolutionary moments, 
creating a stepping stone to realizing revolution. It is only 
in thinking about resistance in this way, as a means rather 
than an end, that we can supersede resistance�s depen-
dence on the dominant system. In sum, we need to raise 
the stakes on resistance, asking a new, but also very old 
question: not resistance to what, but resistance for what?

Chris Cutrone: When we in Platypus conceived the topic 
of this forum on �Resistance� and the Left, we had in mind 
the title of a pamphlet written over a hundred years ago 
by the brilliant Marxist radical Rosa Luxemburg, titled 
Reform or Revolution?, which sought to argue for the 
necessity of revolutionary politics on the Left, not against 
reforms, but against a reform-ist perspective that was 
developing on the Marxist Left at the time, in which it was 
regarded that only reforms were possible�and hence that 
political and social revolution was not only unlikely and 
unnecessary, but undesirable as well.  
 We in Platypus seek to respond, in the present, to the 
development of the perspective on the Left that assumes 
that only �resistance� is possible.  We �nd this to be a 
symptom of the degradation and degeneration of the Left 
over the last 40 years, since the 1960s �New� Left�and, 
indeed, for much longer than that.  We �nd the current 
self-understanding of the Left as �resistance� to express 
despair not only at prospects for revolutionary transfor-
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April-May 2008

04/26 SATURDAY 12PM 
United Front Protest for 
Mumia Abu-Jamal
Sponsors: Partisan Defense Commit-
tee, Labor Black Struggle League, 
many others
� Federal Plaza
   http://www.partisandefense.org/

05/01 THURSDAY 10AM
May Day March & Rally: 
�Together, we are the new majority�
Justice For Immigrant Workers!
Chicago May Day
� Union Park, march to Federal Plaza
   http://www.chicagomayday.com/

04/19-20 1PM-3AM
NFO XPO (pronounced �info expo�) 
Bringing art groups, community 
organizations and artists together 
to exchange information and ideas. 
Described as a trade show for ex-
perimental art, emerging spaces, and 
radical exchange.
� Viaduct Theater
   3111 N. Western
   http://www.versionfest.org/
   $8 ($10 for 2-day pass) 

05/08 THURSDAY 6PM 
40 Years of 1968
A panel discussion and audience Q&A, 
with distinguished veterans of the 
1960s New Left, organized to re�ect 
critically upon the social and political 
necessities of the present and the 
obstacles to an adequate emancipatory 
imagination expressed in the inappro-
priate masks of the �60s that continue 
to be worn in contemporary politics.
The Platypus Af�liated Society and 
new Students for a Democratic Society
� School of the Art Institute
   Auditorium
   280 S Columbus Dr.
   www.platypus1917.com

Submission guidelines 
Articles can range in length from 
500�1,000 words. We will consider 
longer pieces but prefer that they be 
submitted as proposals. 
Please send articles, event calendar 
listing submissions, and any inquiries 
about this project to:

platypus1917webzine@yahoogroups.com

04/18-20 FRIDAY–SUNDAY
Finding our Roots Anarchist conference
Finding Our Roots is a yearly confer-
ence held in Chicago to to discuss 
anarchist theory and action. The next 
FOR conference is planned with the 
theme of �Anarchist Organizing in the 
Midwest.�
� Roosevelt University
   430 S Michigan
   chicagoanarchisttheory@riseup.net
   http://mayfirst.wordpress.com/work shops/

05/01 THURSDAY 5PM
Centering the Margin: Chicago Theory 
and Practice in Action
Topic: What is precarity? Can Chicago 
activism bene�t from it?
Centering the Margin is a new and 
irregularly held series that will explore 
and crystallize the Chicago progres-
sive/radical community�s formulation 
of theory, strategy, and application. 
This event is co-sponsored by Finding 
Our Roots.
� Quenchers Saloon
   2401 N Western Ave
   A $5-$10 suggested donation is  
   asked.
   PrecarityChicago@gmail.com

04/21 2008 7PM
Brother Outsider
The Bayard Rustin Story (2003)
Film screening and a discussion with 
John D�Emilio author of Lost Prophet: 
The Life and Times of Bayard Rustin
� University of Chicago
   Stuart Hall, room 101
   5835 S. Greenwood Ave.

05/03 2008 7PM
Palestine and Self Determination
Panel Discussion with Atiya Khan
and Tomis Kapitan
This lecture series has been organized 
by the Platypus Af�liated Society in 
conjunction with the exhibition �On Naji 
Al-Ali,� curated by Haseeb Ahmed.
� Around the Coyote Gallery
   1935‰ W. North Ave.

The Platypus Review  

Taking stock of the multifaceted 
universe of positions and goals that 
constitute Left politics today, we are 
left with the disquieting suspicion 
that perhaps a deeper commonality 
underlies this apparent variety: what 
exists today is built on the desiccated 
remains of what was once felt to be 
possible.
 In order to make sense of the 
present, we �nd it necessary to 
disentangle the vast accumulation of 
positions on the Left, and to evaluate 
their saliency for an emancipatory 
politics of the present. Doing this work 
implies a reconsideration of what we 
mean by �the Left�.
 This task necessarily begins from 
what we see as a prevalent feature of 
the Left today: a general disen-
chantment with the present state of 
progressive politics. We feel that this 
disenchantment cannot be cast off by 
sheer will, by �carrying on the �ght,� 
but must be addressed and itself made 
an object of critique. Thus we begin 
with what immediately confronts us.
 The editorial board of The Platypus 
Review is motivated by a sense that the 
very concepts of the �political� and the 
�Left� have become so inclusive as to 
be meaningless. The Review seeks to 
be a forum among a variety of tenden-
cies and approaches to these catego-
ries of thought and action�not out of a 
concern with inclusion for its own sake, 
but rather to provoke productive dis-
agreement and to open shared goals 
as sites of contestation. In this way, 
the recriminations and accusations 
arising from political disputes of the 
past might be elevated to an ongoing 
critique that seeks to clarify its object. 
 The editorial board wishes to pro-
vide an ongoing public forum wherein 
questioning and reconsidering one�s own 
convictions is not seen as a weakness, 
but as part of the necessary work of 
building a revolutionary politics. We 
hope to create and sustain a space for 
interrogating and clarifying the variety 
of positions and orientations currently 
represented on the political Left, in 
which questions may be raised and 
discussions pursued that do not �nd a 
place within existing Left discourses, 
locally or Internationally. As long as 
submissions exhibit a genuine commit-
ment to this project, all kinds of content 
will be considered for publication.
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