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The following roundtable discussion took place via email between September 2
2010. The participantswitere on the basis of each having a unique disciplinary ba
D history, sociology and politPabuh@brippe same time enough in common to de
both the analytic and normative dimensions of transnational militandy. Faisal De
Reader in Modern South Asian History at St. AntonyOs College, University of C
recently booRhe Terrorist in Search of Humanity: Militant Islam and Globe
PoliticsProfKevin McDonald is Marie Curie International Felloweint thfe Depart
Sociology at Goldsmiths College, University of London. Humvistieretent book
World: Terrorism in Sogistypeing published April, 2010. Saul Newman is Rea
Political Theory, also at Goldsmiths College. Saul is lorovdpdstahisraistO
theory, but also recanthyooed a book with Bitide Most Unusual: Violence,
Sovereignty and Democracy in the War oifh€eroundtable was initiated and
chaired Bypurnal of Critical Globalisation &ediieNathan Coombs

97



Journal of Critical Globalisatidss&tuies))

1. Is transnational militancy imaginary?

Nathan Coombs (NQ@)iank you Saul, Kevin and Faisal for agreeing to take part in
this roundtable discussion on transnational militancy in the 21" century. Obviously
our topic is enormous and invites almost an infinity of different angles and
approaches, but to give us some sense of where to start I would like to begin from the
supposition that philosophy always arrives too late to point to the future; that we
can never, so to speak, ‘sneak up from behind’ on what is to come. Not that certain
types of crystal ball gazing necessarily always turn out to be incorrect, but instead the
relevant terms and emphases are always moving on, leaving behind our frame of
analysis. In this way, all those theorists that speculate on the emergence of world
society, cosmopolitanism, the de-centred capitalism of Empire and so forth, despite
their rather elegant formalisms, can in my opinion sometimes seem a bit detached
from reality. So instead of opening with elaborate speculation, what follows is my
partly empirical, partly intuitively derived, sense of where we are at today, to help kick
things oft.

There seems to be a number of trends that we need to take account of
when considering the global and its relationship to subjectivity: (1) as Saul has
argued in his recent work there seems to be an ultra-libertarian moment in
contemporary radical theory that sees freedom in stark anti-statist language, which
may be connected to a growing globalist imaginary, and possibly the rejection of the
nation-state as a political tool itself; (2) at the same time, there seems to be a broad
based collapse in self-interested militancy, the kind that Karl Marx speculated led to
the all-or-nothing potentiality of the proletariat, in favour of acting on behalf of the
other, or the subordination of militant political subjectivity to indeterminate
narratives such as the cause of the global South, or the environment etc.; (3) perhaps
as a result of the interplay of the above two factors there seems to a simultaneous
divergence of the political imaginary with reality: As there is the tendency for people
disengage from democratic politics, sovereign identities, selfinterested political
mobilisation, and so on, there is also a general acquiescence to the regime of global
norms determined for the most part by transnational elites: unelected UN officials
and agencies, medical professionals, NGOs, charities, the police-military security
complex, the political class etc. In broadly Hegelian terms, then, what I think we are
witnessing is the opening up of a gap between the imaginary and reality: An ever
more libertarian zero degree of theoretical radical politics, and possibly popular
aspiration too, combined with the general acceptance of a world run more and more
by unaccountable elites.

In this context, I would follow Faisal’s work in positioning al-Qaeda as a
remarkably contemporaneous phenomenon, not just in the well documented sense
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in which they utilise the technologies of global snoldeirndwn ends, but

more in the way in which they operate fully within the aporias of what it mean
a transnational militant in thee@tury: the grand, indeterminate universalism of
acting on behalf of humanity, the adoption of thenthmguaigesfahe global
sphereetc. But above all, | suppose where | am heading with all of this i
question of whetheQadda as the most interesting, even if not progressive
phenomenon of the last dePaeepresses a certain universal duith ab
globalisation?; and, to break the injunction against teleological thinking | laid
the start, ask whether they present a kind of foreshadowing of the militancy t
stateless, acting on behalf of the other, positioning themselhoegewithin the
resistance dialectic of elite driven global norms? And here to also referer
themes of some of KevinOs most recent studies: are the forms of militant -
associated witlQaed® to be frank, terror for mass cons@naptemiprocal

prodict of liberal norms of human rights, the collapse of the pursuit of Onoble
in favour of the construction and defence of Obare life,0 and the sacriliz
victimhood, which separate our time from, say, the world even twenty or thirt
ago?

Aware of the enormity of these questions, | excuse my long ope
remarks and questions, and ask you not to feel obliged to try to take on all «
but pursue the general problematic in the direction you feel is most enlighteni
productive.

Sall Newman (SN)Even if Slaeda are a contemporary, postmodern
phenomenon (rather than traditionally fundamentalist) that does not mean
they offer any sort of universal hope for emancipation, no matter how they d
their politics in the langohgavironmentalism, Third Worldism, etc. These are
merely cynical rhetorical manipulations. On the-Qawetarys aymptomatic of

a certain collapse of the imaginary of emBratipeditnin its modern ferm: al
Qaeda takes the place, facénsbd now defunct movements and ideologies of
national liberation and postcolonial struggles, using their labgiywge but
perverting their endQakda is an example of the way that postmodernity i
ultimately ambiguous, and can take a nwrheb &fofn new forms of
libertarian politics, to the worst kinds of obscurantism, nihilism and reactio
Qaeda is definitely an instance of thé lastemothing to offer radical politics
but an empty nihilism, the will to destructionisindadagmical violence.

Here, it is important to repudiate the associdflaadaf vath
anarchism: Tarig Ali has recently coined the temarCiséandd, a term which
would delight political elites in the West, who are doing theiendnbst to ex
Owar on terrorO (nbadged as the Ostruggle against violent extremismO) ti
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forms of militancy and dissent such as radical environmentalists, animal
protestors and @htibalisation activists. The spectre of anarchism is once ag
looming large in the imagisaof our political magteeschis® despite its
occasional terrorist ex@esaesever had any truck with this sorelifiquasi
nihilism. Indeed, the differences between them could not be more stark: on t
hand, a politics of egalitarieauthiotiitarianism which sought to realise the
highest aspirations of a free humanity; and on the other, a coenservative,
authoritarian movement(even if opposed to the current state form, they s
totalitarian ligious state) which instrumentalises violence. Here by the way, |
not necessarily reject the emancipatory possibilities offered by Islam or any
religio® Islam has the resources to invent new articulations of socialism, fen
(in fact we aeeing this more and more) and even anarchism (based on mys
and heretical elements of Islamic thought and practice which have nothing
with the politics eQakda). But these depend on drawing out the heretical at
heterogeneous momentsnn Isla

So for me, the only answer to the false sed'kdieds lfsaln the
invention of a new radical political intaginarghat draws on elements of
anarchism, which is broadly libertarian in its orientations and which, | belie
already beimyented in the form of social movements and struggles that are ¢
on around us today, that take place on and around the horizon of globali
from alteglobalisation activism, to autonomous movements of indigenous and
people in the Thittbitd. AQaeda, by contistven if paradoxically it takes a
hypeipoliticised forB is nevertheless apmtitics; it shifts the ground from
politics and economics to questions of religion, identity, the clash of civilisati
this it mirrored psety the evangelising ideology ofdbeseemtives under
Bush, and more broadly, is only the violent obverse (and therefore symptom)
capitalist, biopolitical and security project of the West; there is a deep str
complicity between thee signified by the intimate relationship between terrorisr
and counteéerrorism. The only alternative to this violent and destructive binan
as | have said, movements and forms of resistance that genuinely probl
capitalism and the state r(tathe just being shadowy, murky reflections of them
doesnOt the violenceQakdh, for instance, simply reaffirdegitichise the
sovereign state as being the only guarantor of security?). | prefer to see the
the transnational militaat we seek today not inQ@aedd operative, but in,
for instance, the indigenous peasant in Brazil, India, the Niger Delta or M
struggling against the incursions of corporations and the devastation of his/h¢
environment and livelihobd. tlansnational and global is refracted through the
local, and vice versa.
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Faisal Devji (FD): Since at least the age of empire in the nineteenth century it
been customary for scholars to define the African or Asian present by referel
Europeapadll but never the reverse. To assign praise as much as blame, in
words, political phenomena in the world outside Europe can only be compa
liberalism or fascism, totalitarianism or democracy. Whether or not t
comparisons are appropndtéhey might well be so, a scholarship that proceed
by invoking them can only be conservative, unable to recognize what is nev
world. Such has been the unsurprising fate of much-Qaitichg, avhiah
makes reference to nihilism, anarchisrohaelde that is thoroughly familiar, as if
in an effort to deny novelty to anything outside Europe, or so goes the arg
Dipesh Chakrabarty has been making for many years now.

Despite such attempts to colonise even figures of monstrosity like
Qada, however, what has become clear is that its form of Islamic mili
represents the contradictions of a global arena more clearly than anythin
Planetary in its imagination and reach, disdainful of traditional political cate
and depriveflipstitutional groundin@aelda evades conventional classification,
not least by refusing to pose some QalternativeO to an established order.
inhabits such an order and destroys it from the inside, as if in an act of inte
suicide bdimg. As a practice of this kind militancy has become impossible
assimilate because it doesnOt even exist properly speaking. Let us pause t
one aspect of this practice in more detail.

In a video released after the invasion of Iraq, &sama@obited out
that the massive-@ati demonstrations preceding it, the largest known to histol
did not deter America, Britain and their allies. For whatever future lessons
global protests might teach us, they made no differencard thenkillimg
Iraq. From this he drew the lesson that no matter how enormous, such dem
manifestations no longer possessed any political effect, at least when it cam
serious matter of war. The only kind of dissent possible, Bin Lagen suggest
that which broke the law and with it the parliamentary sanctity of democracy
In saying this, of cour®aedinOs founding father was only adding his voice to |
recommendations of figures as different as Lenin and Gandhi, themgiestion be
of determining what form such a violation of the law might take.

For his part the Mahatma had recognized that as long as violence of
kind was legitimate, determining its limits was merely a relative issue and 1
distinguish one kind ddtaese from another in any principled way. This is wh'
criticizing -@QaedaOs violence is mainly an adjectival matter, since what is
rejected is not violence as such but merely Oirrational®, OexcessiveO or eve
violence, to which Osamd.diden can always respond by claiming that the
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violence exercised by his enemies is even more immoral, excessive and irrati
is not an outright rejection of violence, therefore, such a critique remains inet
a line drawn in the rhetsaicdl unless sheltered by the very law that has broug
an unwanted war into being. Despite the presence of Christianity, however
violence has never been taken seriously or even fully conceptualized as a pr
European politics.

Opting for neriolence means more than tolerating anotherOs violenc
for it even invites such violence in the hope that this toleration will convern
Nonviolence presupposes, in other words, an ethics of sacrifice that paradc
resonates more powerfullpl@iledaOs style of sacrificial militancy than with law
bound liberalism and democracy, both of which are after all devoted tc
preservation of life and the sanctity of the individual. What brings Gandhiar
violence together with militant Islanthandsazrificial movements is their
rejection of life as thepoénd of politics. But this is also a rejection of the libera
democratic order itself, whose sovereignty is premised not only upon the prol
give life, but also the threat toGakehy. rejecting this focus on life, though in
diametrically opposed ways, do Gandhi and Bin Laden accede to a Qe
subversion of the established order.

For this subversion to occur, however, sacrifice cannot be conceive(
temporary or transitiomahsure on the road to some utopia. Such an instrumen
view is characteristic of inherited forms of political order, from communisi
liberalism and despotism to democracy. Sacrifice must insteatbriieala trans
practice, one that is not a tneaome end because it has abandoned the
metaphysics of presence from which such utopias take their meaning. In thi
both GandhiOs Hinduism and Bin LadenOs Islam may be described as |
because these men do not think that morality vetipossilalepractice of
sacrifice that continually denies the reality and thus inevitability of the worl
exists in favour of a kind of moral praxis that itself has no political form. Fc
men, the moral actor is always and only a marselintetedied figure
claimed by communists as much as liberals.

Perhaps the term nihilism itself needs to be rescued from the accusa
has become, one we should remind ourselves derives its historical charge f
battle against anarchism a&nthef the nineteenth and the beginning of the
twentieth centuries. However today the word seems to possess a lir
applicability, so that the Pope recently felt quite comfortable describing Bud
and Hinduism as nihilistic religions. Thougbhably pid not mean this
description as a compliment, there is no reason why we should not take it
seeing the possibility of a new politics in their rejection of metaphysics as pre!
this why even the ideal of freedom seems not tozhaigmifitayegdole in the
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thought of men like Gandhi compared to that of duty as part of an ethics of se

If alQaeda has demonstrated one thing in its brief history, it is that sac
can indeed become an operative ideal without ahycodecimgié@m the
family, civil society or the state, all of which according to the Mahatma a
suppressed it. And without sacrifice, of course, no politics of dissent is possi
great problem today is that by colonizing the langumgeddrsaqritias in the
most egregious waQaatia has captured the very spirit of dissent, leaving its ot
forms looking like pale shadows condemned to vanish before the noonday st
fact that Osama bin Laden has no real plan to setivg ardattanthivill not
succeed in defeating his eneritlesriber® nor there, because he does not seemr
to want either of these things, only the OnihilisticO and in that sense pure
struggle of right and wrong that might achieve a ntiocedeesidlisolithout
being bound by any of them. He is happy as long as Muslims are willing to
their lives out of a sense of duty and not for any mess of pottage.

If faced with by this kind of militancy, | think GandhiOs aim would k
separatits sacrificial aspect from the practice of murder, to make of it a wea
the hands of Rgdalence. For as he pointed out, arguments about greater ¢
lesser violence could maintain no principled distance from the murderous na
militancy, andere therefore unable to claim any oppositional legitimacy f
themselves. Osama bin Laden is of course fully conscious of this, which is
claims kinship with his enemies (saying that he does only what they do) while
same time accusing thbgpotrisy. Whether or not it aims to be Gandhian, ther
the task of dissent is to recapture the language and practice @yaaddfice from
by abandoning the focus on life that ties resistance to oppression.

Kevin McDonald (KMWe arimm a period profoundly shaped by the gap pointed
to in NathanOs opening remarks, between experience and the categories v
make sense of it. As suggested, this is always the case, this is centre
incompleteness that makes us human. tBatissday at stake are so important
that we are confronted with urgent intellectual and ethicd mopdratives
render the world transparent (this is the basis of authoritarianism), but to fin
ways of living incompleteness in a globalizi®gl Vikelto intervene in relation to
two areas that have been raised thus far.

The first of these is the question of Omilitancy® as a concept to «
action and commitment. The origins of the term underline its association \
military conceptiofiaction, one where action is driven by intention, and where
collective acts through the individual: whether that be the army, the party, th
the union, the social movement. This leads to particular forms of organiz
which again empbatsis primacy of the totality, manifest in the primacy of vertic
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relationships within organizations, the primacy of function over experience, and
distrust of horizontal forms of organization. This manifests an ethical grammar of
action, one that attaches moral primacy to the collective, and was most evident
during the twentieth century in the structure and forms of solidarity of trade unions.
I think today we are witnessing a profound transformation of this grammar of action,
evident in particular in the alterglobalisation movement that emerged during the
1990s and is still present, in different forms, today. This is not driven by network
technologies or middle class personalism, but points to a radical, but fragile, shift in
culture, action and ethics.

One of the most important of these is a shift away from models of
instrumental action, driven by goals and ends, to forms of action and organization
that are more structured as narratives. Here action is not grounded in a paradigm of
autonomy, but in spaces of experience shaped by the tension between autonomy
and vulnerability — perhaps captured by the fragility of the puppets that played an
important role in this period, and by the importance of embodied experience and
the senses — all or which open up the question of the place of human vulnerability in
action and the encounter with the other. This opens out as well the question of the
place of religious experience and subjectivities — not as an expression of
contemporary multiculturalism, but pointing, as Talal Asad suggests, to the limits of a
paradigm of action understood as a linear movement to increasing autonomy and
self-empowerment. My sense is we have witnessed very important transformations of
‘militancy’, but which have not yet been strongly integrated into the ways we think
about the political.

The second question relates to thinking about contemporary violence,
and the significance of al-Qaeda. I have researched globalizing movements and to
some extent contemporary violence, but much less al-Qaeda as such, so what I have
to say may be less clear. The question of contemporary violence is a major issue
confronting us when thinking about the translational and the global, but I tend to
think that framing this in terms of ‘al-Qaeda’ is probably not the most helpful way to
do it. Researchers like Olivier Roy argue that al-Qaeda is not significant in strategic
terms, and I have the impression he is right. Specialists in Afghanistan argue that the
international brigades that were there played no significant role in the outcome of
the war; the eventual defeat of the Soviet-backed regime the result of other actors.
Bin Laden of course claims that his brigades not only brought down the Afghan
government, but also the Soviet Union. This is rubbish.

What specialists do point to, however, was the emergence of a mystique of
armed struggle that was produced in the camps (most people who passed through
them did little or no fighting), and as the strategic irrelevance of the international
forces became clearer, their violence began to mutate into what we would now call
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extreme violence, where Killing is less a means to some other goal than an «
itself. Such extreme violence typically involves manipulation of the corp
attempts to make the biathe @ictim OspeakO.

IOm not convinced that contemporary violence is best approached wi
theory of sacrifice. A number of sociologists and political scientists have att
to analyse this in terms of Ofrustration® and Ostrain ithedhi® oldeating
theories of Othe fanaticO, locating it within a framework of the rational ve
irrational. More recent theories link such violence to identity, arguing
contemporary war and violence aim at killing all those who ahes different.
paradigm emerged in relation to the Balkan wars, but it seems to me that i
adequate to make sense of the kinds of violence that are globalizing today.
one hand, it seems clear that violence is significantly dependent upon the i
of the actor it opposes: the Red Brigades mirrored the bureaucracy of the
state, while the practice of massacres in Algeria undertaken by Islamists in t
clearly mirrored the scorched earth policy pursued by the French during
liberatiorwar. If we explore the contemporary Palestinian experience, we
profound changes in grammars of violence, obvious in terms of the decline
older fedayeen or the civil violence of the first Intifada, and in the emergence
of violence irethecond Intifida where change can only be brought about by dy
This sort of violence collapses temporality into the moment of the explosion,
highly personaliBeak is also evident in the types of risk engaged in by militias.
problem ofolence is also posed where violence becomes directed inwards il
attempt to purify the actor and remove traitors: in the 1970s most obvious in
in the United Red Army, a group that killed over half its own members in atter
purify itself, today in the extent to which Palestinian violence is directed inwa
from torture and summary execution to attempts to root out isquat.

Something is happening today that is perhaps outside older categ
such as identity and imagined communithadteatiovey used to think about
action. Some analysts point to the importance of the unimaginable ani
inexperiencable in contemporary violence, and this may help us under
contemporary mutations and the increasing importance of extreme violen
contemporary global flows. Understanding and responding to such violence
intellectual and ethical imperative, above all within the Osecuritizatio
contemporary social life. Over the past decade global military expenditul
increased an extiamary 47%, while war is becoming increasingly demilitarize
with states of peace and states of war blurring into a new chronic condition 1
have yet to name.

SN: I think that despite our differences, we can agree that there is the ne
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reinvensome sort of alternative radical political horizon through new practict
transnational militancy. And this means contesting the logic of biopolitics that
the current horizons of global capittlisnprinciple whereby the biological

capacitiesf the individual body and the population (to say nothing about t
natural environment) must be infinitely regulated, controlled and instrumenta
in the name of life, for the purposes of productive exploitation. However,
resistance to the pi@cdf biopolitical life (which finds its ultimate realisation ir
the figure bbmo sacas Agamben would contend) mean a fetishization of dea
and suicide, a cynical sacrifice of young bodies? Or is this simply the other
biopolitic® somethgnwhich legitimises its inexorable security project? Other we
must be soudhaind this requires the patient elaboration of collective projects
freedom, autonomy and equality in which new ways of living beyond biopolit
experimented with. Tbefisel destruction of life is not any sort of answer, in
view, to lifeOs instrumentalisation. Rather it is life itself that needs to be redisc

2. Militancy and orgsational forms

NC: Thank you all for your thoughts on the topic. Vinhpikké&ad up
something very important for our discussion with his questioning of the 1
Omilitancy®, which he links to the military and hierarchical forms of orgar
However, | think we should also acknowledge the other sense in which the
used. For instance, a union that consistently strikes and holds managem
account is considered militant more because of their actions than the de
making structure of the organisation (ironically, it is actually the most demac
organisatiombich are most likely to strike). Militancy, then, should also be thot
as a form of collectivasseltion, and a direct foaftlewer involving the
willingness to take responsibility for governingdatdfarisatfion. Thought as
such, | thk it is entirely right to counterpoise militancy and the disperse¢
horizontal forms of political organisation that seem to dominate the imagin:
what a radical 2&ntury politics should look like. At the same time, this antino
points to the dapdicated in the opening remarks: a libertarian zero degree of
radical politics, combined with a reality in which active political subjectivity a|
weaker than ever, and in which power is increasingly willingly handed ove
bureaucratic, saational elite.

If the connection is not altogether clear, let me provide an example
very recent history. After the elections in Iran, the prot&Ohwneea@atmy
vote?® was characterised by employing all the technologies associated
haizontal organisatioogdl Twitter,-cientred orgaatisn of street protests etc.

Yet what also characterised the protest movement was the fact that it di
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fundamentally seek to challenge the Islamic Republic, but rather threw its
behind ggmeinsider Mir Hossein Mousavi in an attempt to gain moderat
liberalisations. Despite the fights between some of the bravest protesters ¢
heavily armed Basij mildia (apparently recently merged with the Revolutionary
Guards) it is hard tdemethis form of political organization could be considere:
militant when it lacks the fundamental capacity for political change: that is
determination and the willingness to take power. Positioning a mass mov
behind the cynical figure of Measms to exemplify the reality of-these de
centred organisational mé&delsich often absolve responsibility for figuring
change to the establishment itself. It is almost a form of exchange: we pro\
protests; you take care of the businesmefhgawel actually effecting change in
some responsible manner. It also reminds me of the Urlmryenedyy sec
MilibandOs plea for popular mobitsttioa the governmentOs hands on climate
change!

But to return to Iran, when probed on tbé dagk credible
revolutionary organisation in the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI), most Iranians |
spoken to here in London point to the level of oppression in Iran as a reas(
such an organization would be impossible today. Yet coralieleofntihehe sc
executions and the thousands of prisoners who languished in the ShahOs
chambers before 1979, it is not obvious that the IRl is actually any more b
police state than the country was under monarchiélsoniethivg else
seemso have changed between then and now. We could of course point t
collapse of really existing socialism and the global revolutionary movement,
entrance into a purported era of the Oend of ideology,O as a reason why mil
waned. Thesecertainly truth in this explanation. More interesting, perhaps, wc
be to consider whether the global, or globalism, is also responsible for this co
militancy? Or to put it another way, with the devaluing of the capture of the
state as revolutionary target, what if there just is no obvious political goal ir
global era? What if the aspiring militant is torn asunder by the triviality of the
but unable to meaningfully engage at any global level? To borrow an expre
AlainBadiouQs: is our world in the era of globalisation sBriplyth@ationalO
provides no obvious points around which the concatenation of clear militant
no decisions can enter the political? What if there is a paradox betwee
Otransnatiormal® OmilitancyO on a strict formal level? As Faisal observed with
to alQaeda: OAs a practice of this kind militancy has become impossible to as
because it doesnOt even exist properly speaking.O | would thus like to as
whether orohyou agree that there is a contradiction in the idea of transnati
militanc particularly at the political conjunction of thieeminly\22L
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SN: What is perhaps needed is a new conception of militancy which is no longer
based around the desire to seize and utilise state power, but rather around the desire
for its transcendence and abolition. I reject the neo-Leninist position adopted by
people like Zizek, in which the revolutionary seizure of the apparatuses of the state
and the willingness to exert power ruthlessly against one’s opponents becomes the
sign of revolutionary authenticity — a sign of a real political Act, in Zizek’s terms. This
sort of position, whose perils we have witnessed over the course of the 20" century, is
now outmoded and defunct, and basically amounts in Zizek’s hands to a kind of
stylised fetishization of vanguardism and state violence. If the Leninist model is the
only possible model of militancy, then I think we should reject this term and seek a
new one. However, I would suggest that the same sort of militant commitment to a
certain political cause or ethical position can be articulated in different and less
authoritarian ways. Movements and struggles associated with the alter-globalisation
movement — fragmented and sometimes tentative and fragile as they are — would be
an example of this. What we are seeing today are forms of politics that are
decentralised rather than hierarchically organised, and which have as their aim — and
indeed embody in their very form — the desire for autonomy from state power rather
than its seizure and control. A sort of politics of anti-politics that I see as being
essentially anarchist in orientation. We can see this in transnational movements
against global capitalism and war, as well as in various struggles for local autonomy
and self-determination — for instance in indigenous groups like the Zapatistas in
Chiapas. It is difficult to measure the success of these movements in the sort of
concrete terms that Nathan suggests, precisely because this sort of strategic, means-
ends approach is no longer appropriate to this new forms of politics. Nevertheless,
they often have a substantial impact in both a symbolic sense — look at the way that
the alter-globalisation movement has politicised globalisation and disrupted the
assumed consensus surrounding the neoliberal agenda — as well as at a more local
level: the way that, for instance, indigenous and poor people in Latin American and
African countries have reasserted control over water and other resources. I do not
see any real gap here between the transnational and the local - one is refracted
through the other — and the effects of capitalist globalisation can be contested and
disrupted at alocal level.

Nor should we imagine that the nation state can any longer operate as a
sort of bulwark against globalisation, so that the central aspiration of militant politics
must remain the revolutionary (or democratic) capture of nation state power. This is
the nostalgic dream of certain people on the Left. Despite important experiments
such as Chavez’s Venezuela, the radical nature of militancy today lies in a break with
both statism and nationalism. Once again, the alter-globalisation movement, as well
as for instance, activist networks that aim to disrupt draconian border control,
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security and anti-immigrant measures, thus problematising the very idea of national
sovereignty in the name of an alternative globalisation — that which presupposes the
free movement of people and the abolition of borders — are paradigmatic here.

FD: Admirably horizontal in form, Iran’s ‘green revolution’ serves as an example of
globalisation’s soul in search of a body. Transnational movements are forever being
depoliticized because they occupy an arena with no institutions of its own, only an
administrative network with little political authority. And so by grounding itself in
the opposition party led by Mir Hossein Mousavi, the green movement attaches itself
to a political “reality” at the same time as it evokes another one more congruent with
its own form but that is yet to come. For trans-national movements are sometimes
puzzlingly conventional in their intent precisely because they have been deprived of
politics in a planetary arena where none exists. This absence of politics at the supra-
state level, however, is due not to the reduction of individual or collective agency
there but rather to its generalization, so that everything becomes and nothing
remains “political”.

In the aftermath of the First World War, Carl Schmitt was perhaps the first
to recognize that once it could no longer be confined to a juridical or institutional
category like the state, but had become a bit of flotsam in a world dominated by
phenomena like class conflict seen as a global civil war, politics required another kind
of foundation. This he thought could be provided, at least conceptually, by the
famous friend-enemy distinction, which made of politics both the most minimal and
excessive of practices, dispensing as it did with an institutional framework to
foreground the possibility of death and killing in every political relationship. While
Iranian protesters and others who operate within horizontal movements are unable
to actuate this friend-enemy distinction, and therefore to accede to the political,
because dying and killing remain merely utilitarian exigencies for them, militants like
those who act in the name of al-Qaeda appear to have recognized Schmitt’s
predicament, trying hard to create such distinctions in a depoliticized world by a use
of violence that is so egregious as to possess little instrumentality of a traditional kind.
In this way they want to make Islam or the global Muslim community, something
that doesn’t have an institutional existence, into a political actor, if only by turning it
into a global victim. This is a desire impossible of fulfilment, though one that does
achieve some kind of reality every now and then in the media-led mobilization of
multitudes across the planet, generally in response to some apparently arcane insult
buried in a papal speech or Danish newspaper. Though they may be dismissed as
epiphenomenal, such mobilizations tell us that the old vocabulary of political
interest, which once united capitalists and communists, will probably not form the
language of tomorrow’s activism, within whose planetary dimensions this category is
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annihilated. However much of a failure the militant enterprise, in other words, it has
produced the most innovative if temporary forms of collective consolidation and
action on a global scale outside the instrumental logic of a dying politics.

KM: It is clear that we agree that an older form of politics is dying, and with it older
models of political organization and action. I think productive disagreements lie in
how to interpret what is emerging, from the alterglobaliztion movement, the events
in Iran, or the type of movement and action referred to as al-Qaeda. Nathan insists
on the importance of self-assertion and a willingness to take power, and regards a
movement like that which emerged in Iran around Mousavi as exemplifying the limits
of de-centred organizational models, proposing that the alterglobalization
movement and the events in Iran suggest a ‘collapse in militancy’. Certainly
provocative animation of our debate!

I'd like to respond in terms of two themes. As is well known, the birth of
modern political culture was shaped by transcendent religious monotheism, with
power shifting from God to the King and ultimately to the state or the people — as
Tocqueville observes in the United States, we have a model of sovereignty where the
American people is God. The act of representation, that of creating a group through
the act of representing it, as Bourdieu notes, has its origins in the religious dimensions
of modern law, and we see this radicalised in Hobbes” assertion that the multitude
becomes one through the act of being represented by its leader. There is a grammar
of modern political action here, radicalised by the French revolution and its model of
citizenship that extended through Europe over the 19" Century. It is still being
globalized in often surprising ways: Hizb ut-Tahrir, for example, insists that one can
only live as a Muslim within a Muslim state, drawing on Mawdudi’s appropriation of
the model of citizenship and sovereignty constructed by the French Revolution,
with its assertion that citizenship is constituted by the relation to the state — a model
that remains very alive in France today, in different revolutionary traditions as well as
groups like Hizb ut-Tahrir.

For all its problems (which we can’t explore here), I think that present in
the alterglobalisation movement is a model of action that breaks with transcendent
understandings of sovereignty and representation. To that extent, this movement
breaks free not only of the borders and temporality of the nation; it also involves a
refusal to embrace a model of representation where the imagined community
becomes sovereign. This shift in grammars of action is perhaps not unrelated to
wider social and cultural transformations, something that sociologists of religion
suggest involves a shift from transcendent to immanent forms of religious experience.
In this shift ‘the other” is not the transcendent, but increasingly ‘within’. This is
evident in the extraordinary growth of religious movements such as Pentecostalism,

110



Transnational Militancy, Coombs, Devji, McDonald & Newman

and the development of movements centred on healing, from gigong movem
China (responding to the trauma of the cultural revolution) to tfF
transnationalisation of religious movements resp@sdsgipto from Africa to
Brazil.

These movements express and respond to contemporary forms of ¢
suffering. They are one of the most important expressions of contemg
globalization. Body practice is central, where we encounter pleasure and v
fear and death, madness and the extraordinary importance of QOelsewhereO.
perspective of ¢@ntury secularism, which seems to be experiencing something
rebirth in Britain as a response to multiculturalism, these movements a
expreson of social strain. But if we explore what is happening here we enc
the distance between contemporary expressions of social suffering and al
political language grounded in the transcendent

I know little more than the average persoe abentstm Iran, but
they clearly are relevant to the questions we are exploring. The Iranian soc
Farhad Khosrokhavar argues that that what distinguishes the movement
emerged before and after the election is its rejection of bottholistence and
utopias, constituting a break with traditional Iranian leftism and also contemy
forms of Iranian Islamism. Over the past few years power in Iran has b
increasingly concentrated in the hands of the Revolutionary Guard and the Si
Leaér, AhmadinejadOs rule involvBygteanatic attempt to liquidate any
republican dimensions of the IRI, through brutal oppression of opposi
movements of women (in particular the imprisonment of the women involved i
Ocampaign for a million sig@ytistudents and journalists, combined with populi:
measures such as financial handouts to potential supporters. Despite the brt
this strategy, its failure became evident in the election.

The events that followed do suggest sometHorghaloduaction
today. The mobilization around Mousavi (orfeuopemhjtted candidates)
emerged in the period of television debates leading up to the election, at a tin
politics once again was allowed. The movement that emergsieafter the 1
electoral fraud was not a movement seeking to overthrow the regime, t
democratise it. It did not build an organization, but was constructed arot
media personality. And despite the RegimeOs measures such as slo
disconnecting intersetvices and the expulsion of foreign journalists, the
circulation of images and stories within and beyond national borders mirrol
extraordinary presence of digital cameras at the G20 in London.

These types of action do not solve the questineaoinghatforms
of political mediation might look like. For some analysts the shift from bu
organizations to creating events is a cultural sideshow of little importance. Bt
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case of Iran, it is clear that the regime finds itsetf asdyatenhn society, but

from the majority of the clerical class that originally came to power throug
Revolution. Khosrokhavar suggests that the-lkimtingf melfement we see
today in Iran has important parallels with Solidarnoseitim thelaagime no

longer simply isolated, but no longer believable. What will happen now is u
but the current attempts in Iran to construct an Internet archive of millior
photos and short films of the events point to something tpuiaditiéegse

in militancyO.

3.Militant demands - a transnational (im)possibility?

NC: Thank you all. We have already dealt with issues of the state ant
transnational, and organizational models of militant groups, | now want to mc
to the quisn of making demands (none, some, infinitely many?), which has |
the subject of contention around certain activist and student groups lately.
am drawing on my own interests and areas of research, but please feel free t
whichever exdespyou like to address this problematic.

To begin, | want to draw your attention to one of the more interest
analyses of the Greek December uprising 2008/09: the fact that the despi
protesting, riots, and running street battles withhbe podisdittle effort to
attempt to articulate anything like a set of demands. At the same time, neitl
there any attempt to take the state and seize power in the revolutionary sens
almost like a replay of May 1968, except thiswiasepfahndained from the
start. There was nothing inevitable aliimrtigsants were protesting, the
unions were threatening to hold a general strike, and too late, after t
institutional communist party procrastination, the Greek Com{diii¥t Party
came out in support of the movement. At the very least there was a large g
leverage on the state, but instead nothing more than a diffuse dissatisfact
exhibited. Students and young people occupied public buildings, universitie
held them for only a short time. In any normal political analysis it would be h
read the uprising as anything other than simply a momentary emancipatory o
(following Fanon, | donOt think we should deny the proximity of a certain dest
vioknce to emancipatory movements) leading into something akin to poli
disastdd a sharp cultural swing to the right wing, the siegautdnioensei
Exarchia district of Athens, and the election of a princilelitlesditteaitre
dynasty.nlterms of concrete reBulthether redressing police brutality, or
measures to change the situation of the 700 Eur® geaenatismg has
basically nothing to show for its efforts.

Of course, it would be easy to inscribe this intooathanalysisf
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realism inherent to anarchism (the OvanguardO of the movement were gen:
more militant types from GreeceOs multifarious anarchist collectives) but p
there is a more general problematic here? In any case, it was not long
governments in Western Europe were fretting about a repeat of the uprisi
France this translated into the witchhunt against the tiny anarchist collective
in rural town of Tarnac, whosehtegtoming Insurrestiensupposed to herald
and pvoke a return to autonomist -Bhedleof style violence on the
continent. In the UK ahead of the G20 the police seemed to be actively see
provoke some sort of street clashes, with talk of the Osummer of rageO a
protesters to Obringn!®® dNeedless to say, the December uprising remain:
essentially a Greek phenomenon grounded in the particulgralasadf the
situation: decades of network building amongst anarchist networks, a large se
the population subscribed to widtimohe UK be considered Oold fashionedC
ideological paradigms, and so on. Yet considering the uprising somewhat in
failed to spread, it is surprising that various autonomist communist and an
movements hafmindinspiration in the eveRts instance, the text of the
burgeoning Occupy California movement in Ghlfo@oa)muniquZ from an
Absent Futwedorses this strategy of rejecting demands as the only way to inst
full scale, longer lasting insurrectionary moventbatstgt@rend capitalism. In
the large student occupation movement in Austria there is not quite the
absolutism in regard to making demands, and interestingly in an interview | r.
conducted with one of the activists they admitted thagitirépcate see the
limitations of making utopian demands. Obviously this could&yim ¢itber way
direction of making the kind of horse trading compromise with the establisk
indicative of most single issue campaigns, or the far moodenskjly and p
pointless, absolute rejection of all demands by the Occupy California moveme
From this analysis | think we return to the contours of the very public
between Slavdek and Simon Critchley. As you probably know, Slavoj gave a
critcal review of CritchleyOsnfinidly Demandiogmost for ddvocacyf
making infinite demands upon th2dsatends which the state cannot fulfil. In
this Slavoj sees an endemic cynicism he associates with contemporary !
movements,here the militant is locked in a tacit relationship with the
establishment. Against this he advocates making Oconcrete demandsO
establishment is given no choice but to fulfil; and | think his recent wading ir
healthcare debate in the Bidtss shows the extent to which this streak of
realism (in the absence of a revolutionary Leninist party) determines his rejec
idealistic autonomist movements. But the elephant in the room in this deb
surely this growing posture of maléngandd a purely nihilistic resistance and
ground holding, which seems to characterise many radical movements today.
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I would therefore be interested in your take on the question of ma
demands, and how, if at all, it relates to militafiagritutih@ RBlthere really a
transnational dimension which can elucidate this rejection of demands, ol
perhaps simply indicative of a return to nihilistic anarchism, which seems t
survived the end of the Cold War with a more loyal basmrthamstthe co
movements?

FD:Is it possible to say that making excessive demands is equivalent to makin
AlQaedaOs demands that the OWestO immediately leave the OMuslim w
example, make a mockery of political realism, if only bechesslyheythefer
largest aspect of a problem, leaving barely any room for gradualism, mediat
the arts of negotiation. Like those student and other movements that a
nihilistic because they dispense with concrete demands and objectives, ir
words, the impossibly large aims of militant Muslims can also be accused of
any sense of reality. On the other hand both such excessive and, if you will,
demands exit the ObourgeoisO logic of bargaining and contract that charact
more concrete objectives of traditional workersO movements, themselves p
vanished historical period. But if those who make too many demands, or too -
not interested in making deals, can they be judged by the standards of trades
Perhaps &ore instructive distinction is between those who maki
OreasonableO demands and OsymbolicO ones, which allows us to link today
with a very respectable history of protest indeed. Consider, for instance, the 1
GandhiOs most impottaggkes had all to do with OsymbolicO issues that were
even at the time to lack any tinge of political realism. Thus the MahatmaOs de
1920 that the Ottoman sultan, as caliph of the world®s Sunnis, should
deprived of his claim to tgecities of Arabia after TurkeyOs defeat in the Fir:
World War. Or his great march in 1930 to protest, of all things, a i1
inconsequential tax on salt. And finally the demand Gandhi made in 194.
Britain should Oquit India® immediately. Timaubm QsalenOs peremptory
demand for the West to leave Arabia can be compared to the Quit India mov
in some ways, closer to Gandhian methods are the Muslim protests a
OsymbolicO insults to the Prophet beginning with the Rushdie affair in 1989.
Like their unsophisticated Muslim descendants, the Mahatm:
mobilizations resulted in much disorder, many arrests and numbers of deaths,
cannot think of IndiaOscadmial struggle without them. Yet it is only
retrospectively, or by creditnmthiGeith the most cynical calculation, that they
can be seen as OsymbolicO gestures appealing to the politically befuddled ¢
of Indians in order to strike at imperialism. Such a view only brings us back
themes of false consciousness @anthihg of reason. For while it is undoubtedly
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true that these ostensibly irrational demands had the effect of delegitimizing a
form of governance, their aim, as voiced by the Mahatma, was precisely to gc
a politics of derking and cradt, which he described as resulting in nothing
more than an armed peace, and that too a temporary one. What Gandhi as
was voluntary sacrifice, whether at an individual or mass level, whose purpos
invite a change of heart among othéos. thindonly the most Oirrational®
demands, or indeed none at all, were the most appropriate, because delink
the politics of bargaining.

| am not, of course, suggesting that militants, students and others
make OunreasonableO demands all acmé¢oabe identified as Gandhians, only
that a history of protest does exist that, however fitfully, managed to exit the
deaimaking without at the same time falling into the lap of revolution. Perhag
nihilism of so many of todayQerpristes consequence not only of the global
challenges that face them, but also of the passing away of working class poli
bourgeois form of bargaining. What remains is the language of sacrifice and ir
that once characterized the MAkatmhilizations, though it is today separated
from the nationalist cause that Gandhly veillpported. Whatever its future,
however, this language has not yet perfected either its acts of sacrifice or its
of invitation.

KM:1 very much agrwith the last comment made by Faisal regarding action ¢
communication, but possibly would frame the theme in another way. The i
and creativity of social movements is both more complex and more fragile th
choice between Omaking demandsOniglistic anarchismO suggests. Whil
provocative, | think framing the question in this way traps us in a world th
longer exists.

Movement action and creativity is structured around a tension betw
multiple dimensions of experiencevelfhidésr in the labour movement, where
historically two very different experiences of work converge: on the one hand
skilled workers for whom work is an experience of creativity, and unskilled v
who experience work as subjection tdestmyifeg demands of the assembly
line or other systems they do not control. Separated, they action these v
engage in is very different: skilled workers creating corporatist defences of
unskilled workers involved in sabotage and athengtunes Skilled workers
will never, for example, destroy their tools, while there have been many c
unskilled workers striking without making any demands, lacking any image
transformed workplace and work experience. These énttygjdaeativiel
and defensive, come together in actual social conflicts and struggles, prod
labour movement that transformed industrial society. Historically the lal
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movement changed the meaning of the word OexploitO (giving 4o @thical me:
term that had previously been understood as making use of an object, wh
locating it within a social relationship). The workers struggle created an imag
solidarity grounded in an ethic of work that sustained the morahbasis of so
These movements were almost always led by skilled workers, as the shipyarc
who led Solidarnoc in Poland in 1981.

Over the #&nd 20centuries a model emerged where social actors wou
seek to be represented by political partiesp arehskein tsocieties through
the political system or more precisely the state. In the north of Europe, this
was largely realised, through social democracy. In other cases political par
actors instrumentalized social actors, regaadiffrt@sOview championed
by LeninOs well known contempt for what he called Otrade unionism®, and
the negation of the very idea of social actors that is at the centre of the ¢
groups that emerged in South America afterEl8®feamiterrorism. One of
the lessons we learnt inttloer®@ry is that revolutions only occur where social
movements are weak, whether Russia in 1917 or Iran in 1979.

These various models are behind us. Societies are complex
disarticulated ttee point where it is no longer possible to think of political syste
as representing defined groups and their interests. At the moment politics s
function through attempting to shape and steer public opinion, while democt
less about repmeston of interests than the extent and way politics responds
that opinion. Creation of new forms of political mediation would appear to
central challenge over the next decades, and these will extend beyond the b
nation states.

But thee is more at stake. Today not only are societies disarticulated
state is disenchanted. Revolutionary politics regards the state as sacred, a
of its debt to monotheistic transcendence, where sovereignty passed from ¢(
the King to tB¢ate or the People. Today we are experiencing a civilizational
from transcendent to immanent forms of religious experience, evident acr
major religions, and this not only signals the decline of religious authority bi
the transcendentharity of the state and the redemptive imaginaries associa
with revolutionary movements.

Clearly many forms of collective action are best understood as expre
of crisis and dysfunction more than attempts to transform the world. The pa
yeas have seen more students on strike in France than during May 1968, abo
provincial universities and among social groups who are most vulnerable to th
concentration of risk on young people. A southern European educational
appears te generalising, one where elite institutions guarantee access to ecc
success, while the rest of the education system seems aimed at manal
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increasing population of young people who find themselves experiencing
socially produced insecufTibys crisis is amplified by modes of policing where th
majority of police recruits come from rural areas and increasingly find themst
paramilitiary organizations engaged in a kind of postcolonial policing of new z
exclusion.

One the othbiand, when we look at social movements today, we find
extraordinary array of campaigns, mobilizations and action. What is striking
shift from meetings, resolutions and organization building to the extraord
importance of embodied expesaiedcevents. In these | think we encounter
experiences that may be changing what we understand as constituting Othe
in the world, a transformation more evident in cultural productions than pol
demands. What is at stake is the abilisytofrecte forms of suffering and
human possibility, and to locate these within social relationships. If ethici
moral imaginaries can produce other ways of being human, while struggling t
and contest forms of power, they have the patesfaahtthe political field.

SN: The making of demands certainly has an ambiguous status in radical politi
the one hand, it problematises the state, exposing its inadequacies, incons
and injustices; on the other hand, it reaffirmsath¢hstaigency to which
demands are addressed and which responds to them. On the one hand,
demands can be a radical gesture of transcendence; on the other, it can ofte
the OpragmatistO or OrealistO game of negotiatinegueitio pewerich

take place on the terms set by the state. Obviously, mBlkiatcde orarlces
environment, labour rights, human rights, equal access to resources, respec
autonomy of minorities, ending draconian border @pitcistyl etax the

basic gestures of radical politics. While | accept KevinOs argument abo
importance of embodied experiences, | still see the making of demands as im
perhaps demands are now experienced in a diffecchiingary as concrete
demand®r reform which can be implemented by thedstai@ndsubs Oempty
signifiersO as Ernestowaalduput it, a kind of-epdad horizon which Oquilts®
together a whole series of different interests, causes and struggles. There i
importanttopian element to radical demands which should be affirmed rather
disavowe® making demands which cannot be easily fulfilled or implement
without causing major dislocations in the system of power, already presupf
kind of utopian momenealfsation. For instance, the demand for an end to th
harassment of Oillegal® immigrants or of vicious border policing and secu
strategies is an impossible demand in which the whole principle of nation
sovereignty is called into quastioim, which the inconsistency between border
control and globalisation is highlighted. It is a demand in which is alr

117



Journal of Critical Globalisatidss&tuies))

presupposed the vision of the free circulation and movement of people beyond the
control and surveillance of the state; it already presupposes the idea of a post-
national terrain, a transnational civil society. So for me there is no problem with
making impossible demands — they not only have a powerful rhetorical impact, but
they also prise open cracks and inconsistencies in the ideological edifice of power,
contributing to its destabilisation and to the opening of a world beyond.

4. Gaze into your crystal ladis!the future of transnational militancy

NC: Thank you everyone for your thoughts. Now, for the fourth and final round of
this discussion I want to return to where we first began — but from the opposite
perspective. In light of everything we have discussed, I want to ask you all to make a
compromising gesture — to share not your analysis of the present; instead to gaze
into your crystal balls and speculate about what the future of militancy
(transnational, or otherwise) might look like for the rest of the 21* century? Making
predictions is not generally thought of as a respectable academic approach — more
associated with news-media punditry and the foreign policy analyst profession. At
the same time, though, if we want these insights as have fleshed out in this discussion
so far to have a use value beyond the analytic our conceptions must be guided by a
certain anticipatory sense of what is to come. Often these can dissolve into flights of
fancy; I think back to a talk I attended recently where one speaker claimed that he
could ‘feel the coming revolution of the global South.” Rather, I would take
anticipatory sense in the way that Badiou discusses ‘conditions’ — what the possibility
of possibilities might be. This could take structural path, or the tendential.

Feel free to approach this challenge in any way you might see fit, but the
following questions might help guide your thoughts: Does the 21* century herald an
era which, after the turbulent, ‘hot” 20" century, might be a ‘cold’ era for militant
politics, in which certain outfits like al-Qaeda are simply the last gasp of a modality of
ideologically driven insurgency on the wane? With structural forms of political
representation such as the party increasingly looking tired and unattractive, is the
network (despite its many problems) able to step into its role and translate into a
properly effective politics? And who and what causes might constitute the militancy
and points of rupture in the future?

FD:Those who follow the web forums and other sites where militant conversations
occur have noticed their steady diminution and even collapse over the past year.
This is due not to the success of the “war on terror” so much as to the fact that
radical Muslims seem to have lost interest in global militancy of the al-Qaeda variety.
What worries security agencies around the world, of course, is whether this erstwhile
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community of militants will reconstitute itself in some other incarnation. Vanishing as
mysteriously as it had arisen, globalized militancy represents, I think, a transitional
form in the emergence of a planetary politics, briefly occupying an arena that
possesses as yet no institutions of its own. This does not mean that bombings and
other terrorist attacks will go away, only that they will no longer mobilize a global
community or indeed represent a politics of the future.

In places like Pakistan and Afghanistan we already see the decline of al-
Qaeda as a rhetorical model and the rise of regional patterns of militancy, though
even as they take up the inheritance of movements like the Taliban, such outfits are
far from throwbacks to the past. If anything they follow a non-governmental model,
calling for transparency and social justice, both of which they would deliver by
managing bits of territory through implementing what legal theorists would name
ADR, Alternative Dispute Resolution. This is neither a conceit on my part nor a far-
fetched comparison, since militant outfits as distinct as the Pakistani Taliban and the
Indian Maoists have both abandoned the old language of revolution and the
ideological state to concentrate on the “alternative” management of territories within
existing states, as if following the example of NGOs and Special Economic Zones,
which might be seen as each others alter egos.

Militancy both Muslim and Maoist, then, has returned to the present and
occupied a familiar vocabulary of improvement through privatization, though in a
global arena where nationalisation seems to have returned as the defining mechanism
for economic growth. This also allows us to suggest that if al-Qaeda’s collapse
occurred at the same time as that of the financial system, it was perhaps because they
were intertwined, with Osama bin Laden’s militancy informed by the same pattern of
media-driven speculation as what Arjun Appadurai has recently called a “faith-based
economy” with planetary ambitions. Indeed it is even possible to say that al-Qaeda
represented in some way the political aspect of a financial system that had departed
the “real” world for a vision of infinity. But rather than serving merely as an
epiphenomenon of an economy that was itself nothing but epiphenomenal, al-
Qaeda’s militancy revealed some of the possible future hidden within it, and in
particular the possibility of a global politics that is able to break through the
institutional carapace of states, parties and revolutions.

In this respect more interesting than al-Qaeda have been the great protests
sweeping the Muslim world over a set of perceived insults to the Prophet. Temporary
and resolutely “irrational” as they were in the abandonment of any conventional
claims, these mass uprisings around the world not only dispensed with traditional
forms of institutional mobilization, they also managed to evade assimilation into a
conventional politics of bargains and deals. If militancy, then, is focussed on the
individual as a potentially political actor, then such mass protests were all about the
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collective as a future agent of politics. In both cases what you have is
experimentation in the nature of a politics yet to come, comparable in this sense to
what Marx and Engels saw in the Paris Commune. It is worth pointing out that these
great upsurges in the Muslim world upstaged the protests of anti-globalization, anti-
war or environmental activists by their sheer egregiousness, which exited all the
bounds of ‘constitutional’ politics to create something quite new.

Having moved past a politics based on life, and liberated sacrifice from the
logic of means to become, as it was for Gandhi, an end in itself, Muslim dissent has
left behind the carnival as a form of protest, something seen most recently in the
demonstrations at the climate summit in Copenhagen. Obsessed by life and therefore
unwilling to engage in sacrifice as anything but a means to secure it, such protests
have become dispensable and are only of concern to politicians if they influence
voting patterns, thus illustrating their complete assimilation into the inherited
structures of the state. But if those participating in ‘new social movements’ are
unwilling to die, will Muslims involved in militancy be unwilling to kill? In some form
it is this question, I think, that has come to the fore in the wake of al-Qaeda’s demise.
It is a question that can be broken into two: what kind of politics is possible in a
global arena with no institutions of its own? And how is it possible to develop
political practices that are sacrificial because unattached to selfinterest and life
without resorting to violence? Of course it is not inevitable that answers to these
questions will emerge from the Muslim world, but given its recent history they might
well do so. What becomes of militancy after al-Qaeda is therefore of crucial interest,
not only in order to see if its ability to mobilise individuals and collectives globally
and without the help of institutions will survive, but also to see whether it takes the

form of dying or killing. I opt for death.

SN: Personally, I opt for life. While the idea of sacrifice and martyrdom might be
aesthetically appealing, it has little to offer progressive politics; it is more like a
renunciation to the seeming hopelessness of the situation we face today. Nihilism is
always a temptation of militant politics, and indeed, I see selfsacrifice and martyrdom
as simply the other side of the cynical sacrifice of the lives of others. On the other
hand, the assertion of life does not mean, as might be suggested, that we are trapped
in the mechanisms of biopolitical state capitalism, with its drive towards the total
surveillance, control and exploitation of populations; nor does it mean the
constraining of politics into narrow selfinterest. Rather, it enjoins us to rethink life
and, especially, political life, beyond this biopolitical paradigm. Here I do not believe
that we have reached the point of the exhaustion of global social movements. On the
contrary, with the structural inability or unwillingness of states to restructure global
capitalism, or even to substantially ameliorate its effects, or to slow down and reverse
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the process of environmental devastation (no onedved®stithestilure of

the recent Copenhagen summit) it witbbawvilpsociety networks to not only
exert pressure on states through making demands, but primarily to create alt
sites of political and economic life.

| agree that this is an enormously difficult process, fraught with m
obstacles; transmel movements and networks are usually fragmented ai
vulnerable. However, their persistence and their ability to adapt to
circumstances and experiment with different strategies, points to the inevitat
this shift | am talking fromcstate forms of political expression to more
autonomous sites of politics. There is no other way.

Despite the challenges that face radical politics today, | believe that
not a time for pessimism. We are in a moment where we can see the very
gbbal capitalism, or at least of the neoliberal form that has been hegemonic ¢
past three decades. With the recent banking crisis, which is endemic and wil
reemerge, what seemed to be the eternal horimamkef@feenomics now
looks like a contingent, temporary and historically limited form of econo
organisation. Along with this is the crumbling credibility of Western democ
governments, wbeoegardless of whether they were left or right (an ideologic
distinction which la#isbut collapsed in any Basee utterly complicit in the
global neoliberal project, and who now have no answers to its failure. This
legitimacy, characteristic of otdemostratic, ppstlitical regimes, can be
evidenced in the magdisengagement from party politics and electoral
participation. However, as | have suggested, this signifies not so much an ind
to politics, but rather a shift to alternative forms of pobitiba ectixgétpent
rather than the party, tbheréoon rather than the election, the construction of
alternative forms of political life and collective sensibilities, rather than partici
in the alienations of the establishmenmpdidicpectacle.

At the same time, we are faced withgaelmdronmental catastrophe,
and, once again, the cynicismiatedestlbf the governments of developed (and
developing) capitalist countries has been highlighted. The sense of disempow
that many activists feel about inaction over ghgbansatine realisation that
governments lack the will to make any real changes, will turn increasingly
political rage and insurrectionary desire. Of course, the problem remains of tr
build links with and mobilise ordinary people sentazetiviot always been
successful at this. But as the world runs out of resources and small islands
the sea, people will be forced to radically transform their way of life and their |
of consumptidd the conditions which will, hopédstigr a new ecological
politics (and maybe a new political ecology).

The current conditions of a capitalist economic system, which will at ¢
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point realise it is already dead, coupled with a rapidly deteriorating nz¢
environment, with all thelseffects that this will dbefded and water
shortages, high costs of resources, huge waves of migratidhwiibr exampl
obviously produce massive upheavals. There will be new fasbisms emel
paranoid nationalism, increasingly vitrighomignatt racism, massive
ressentiment, the selfish desire to protect the spoils of the rich world from the
desires of the poor; you can see this happening already. The state will try to
these fascisms, as it always does, by essenditifly ihemnpin a more sanitised
form - and therefore weOll see a continuous elaboration of the security
surveillance state, and an intensification (and internalisation) of borders. At th
time, there will be a renewal of radical politiss] idwehsaid, will most likely
take the form of movements and networks rather than political parties (on this
| think there is little disagreement between us).

The challenge of these movements will be to form and expand |
between the globattiNaand South. The great nineteetithy anarchist
Mikhail Bakunin dreamt of an international mass &ganiaapiolitical party,
but something like an International (he described it as a Ouniversal intern
social organisation® whichsmashi state power). | think finally we have the
conceptual language to properly articulate this aspiration: the transnat
movement. The Global Justice Movement, who some say has come and
(although 1Om not convinced of this) was but a mistteattemypteto realise
new forms of politics whose conditions of possibility are emerging all arou!
However, the goal of smashing state power is perhaps too instrumental, and
harder to imagine today, when compared with the crudefgmyveeatinsds
confronted the militants of the nineteenth century.

Today, | believe, the breaking and transcendence of both the state
capitalism is more likely to take the form of a massive withdrawal fron
mechanisms and practices of powemdHbletiriarefer to this as the Exodus;
while it may not take on such biblical dimensions, and while it is more lik
happen imperceptibly and take different forms, | see the future of militant ac
the withdrawal of la@wr the invention of femns of labour beyond the
control of capitalBracts of sabotage, forms of direct action, and the refusal of
everyday mechanisms and rituals, such as voting, by which political au
symbolically legitimates itself. The only way outtdrgwsendtude is through
a micropolitics of refusal, and the invention of alternative political forms and, i
ways of life, through which our dependence on power is continually interro
There is nothing nihilistic or passive alitt ishesher an active, militant
withdrawal and the invention of autonomous sites of the political.
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KM: The 20century was the century of the state and the model of sovereigr
inherited from monotheism, and perhaps more fundamentally of a model of t
aency and morality where autonomy was understood as -ncreasing
determination and overcoming of limits, possibly reaching its final experssion
identity politics that dominated the last part of thAtidemtttyry perhaps
fittingly, beingetiproduct of postr American social science.s'demtAty
confronts us with a new set of gbdstijpat evident in ecological movements,
although we need to recognise the power of a new type of authoritarianism
these movements. | havemgression that the shift in grammars of religious
experience that we are witnessing today, evident in the shift from transcent
immanent religious experience, points to a similar transformation, with simila
To grapple with what militagty took like over this century, | think we need to
return to the question of ethics, and here | think some of the work of thinke
Judith Butler is useful, in particular her argument that the source of ethical ac
not in our transparencytsetves, but in our opacity to ourselves. | think nev
forms of militancy will be grounded in the shift from an ethics of autonomy
ethics of vulnerability. How might we imagine what forms of solidarity could g
and sustain such ethics, in ayhabwid this be conflictualized? What are the
social spaces of such conflicts, what are the temporalities, who are the actors
| referred to the role of puppets in the alterglobalization movement. Such p
are fragile, they may only lastsaopapsed to the trade union banner that lasts ¢
century. They combine beauty and grief, they are silent in spaces of noise,
still in spaces of movement, they break down the bibuodhies oTlseif are

part of new grammars of publier®ge They might not mean much in the short
term, just as the Paris Commune was a failure. But they may also signal a
rupture and recomposition, as did the Commune.

The closer we get to social practice, as opposed to the ptimity of anal
more mixed and messy things become. Finally social science is beginning to
that this is a condition for the production of knowledge. Today we encounte
might first appear political zombies, corpses that have in some way &
reanimad. Facile celebrations of revolution, the authoritarianism evident
surprising number of political groups, and the vqrvimlgrenticular terror
still serves as a shiorffor actors to commune with a principle greater tha
themselvésdl these seem to me to be the political equivalent of the zombie n
But at the same time we are witnessing very significant recompositions of s
political life. The rise of the movements that would'sbamp@ithevad clearly
linked wh cultural shifts in music, art and temporalities. Today we encol
increasingly personalised actors and increasingly globalized systems. What d
forms of militancy, | believe, are the forms of action that create mediation bet\
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personalised and the global, while constructing new spaces of experience between
autonomy and vulnerability. Constructing languages to name and explore what is at
stake here is urgent. But just as we have to feel and hear music, and cannot reduce
this to a text, in our encounter with the conflicts and struggles shaping this century we
need to construct new ways ofexperiencing.
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