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The following is a transcript of a talk delivered in Seattle on July 20, 2020, lightly-
edited by the author for readability. A video recording produced by Red May is
online here.

I want to begin with a shout-out to what happened here last night, and to the work-
ing class of the city of Seattle, to the rebels of the city of Seattle: I really liked what
I saw, that’s why I'm here, you know, to feel that vibe. I would also like to send
my solidarity to comrades in Greece. It was they who allowed me to experience
insurrection for the first time in 2008. The lessons I've learned and the experiences
I had there have been so valuable this time around, even though we are in a much
different social context. Moreover, a comrade was recently killed at the hands of the
police there. To the fallen comrade, Vasillis Maggos, I want to say: rest in power.

My title demands a little bit of explanation. It is a reference to Cherny-
shevsky,' and to the novel he wrote from inside a Czarist prison. Lenin borrowed
the title for his 1902 pamphlet, What Is to Be Done?? which provides answers
to what he calls “the burning questions of our movement”: what does it mean
to constitute a vanguard party? how do we spread consciousness from this
vanguard party to the working class? how do we move beyond strikes to a full-on
revolutionary political struggle?, etc. Later, in 2001, a text entitled “How It Is to
Be Done” appeared in the journal of the French collective Tigqun.* Rather than
stating what our goals or objectives should be, Tigqun sought to shift our focus
to the means and the techniques of struggle. Instead of thinking about ends, they
thought about the means that we should employ.

My aim here is far less ambitious. As for the grammatical construction, “might
should”, from the southern dialect—I tried to Blackify the title a little bit. Butit’s also
serious, because these are in fact tentative theses and proposals: I'm perfectly okay
with being completely wrong about every single thing I put forward today, just so
long as it creates a further deeper discussion on strategy. What I really want to do
is open up this discussion, and I want to leave it, for people to engage with it as they
want to, and to push it further. At the same time, I want the dialogue to be honest.
There’s a kind of prevailing posture of cynicism, nihilism, and democratic moralism
that holds back insurrection. And I think now is the time: we are experiencing an
uprising on a scale that many of us have never lived through. Even if we compare
present events to Greece, this thing has gone much further. There are far more
martyrs in this struggle than there ever were in the Greek uprising. The time has
arrived for strategic thought and reflection.

Uhttps://archive.org/details/cu31924096961036
Zhttps://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1901/witbd/
Shttps://voidnetwork.gr/2012/07/18/how-is-it-to-be-done-by-tiqqun/
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long list of martyrs who have fallen during this uprising deserve from us is nothing
other than the completion of the revolution.

Pasolini wrote an essay about a trip to America. What really took him was
one of the phrases that no one says anymore but was a big part of the Civil Rights
movement: “we need to throw our entire bodies into the struggle!

The dead of the struggle scream out for vengeance, and we must avenge their
deaths. AsBenjamin famously put it, “not even the dead will be safe from the enemy
if he is victorious™.!® Tonight is the night to begin to settle accounts once and for all,

to end their victorious reign upon the globe, and to allow the dead to finally rest.

5Pasolini, In Danger: A Pasolini Anthology
16https://www.sfu.ca/ andrewf/CONCEPT2.html
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What is at issue is more than just a momentary lapse of sanity: it is a strategy
of denial, a counter-insurgent strategy of reform par excellence.

Unconsciously, liberals do recognize that an insurrection occurred. They can’t
ignore the shattered glass that occurred in the streets of Seattle yesterday. But what
they want is to downplay the significance of these events that mean so much to us,
and that we are continually trying to push forward. They want to reassert and
reaffirm them, but in a different direction. Ultimately, what they want is to block
the possibilities that the revolt has opened up, to dissuade us from going further
in this uprising. As with all democratic liberal reformists, what they’re trying to
do is exploit the outburst in order to make it so that things change, but only just a
little—which is to say, not at all.

There’s a moral component to this as well, a deep ethical problem. This wing
of the counter insurgency is just one more way that those in line with the system
have found to manage and to exploit Black death. It must be recalled (and I will
return to this below) that there are scores of young Black children who lost their
lives in the uprising, and that activists, ‘woke’ journalists, progressive politicians
of all stripes, and even so-called BLM activists are profiting off their death. This is
a continuous narrative in American society, and it will not stop now unless we do
something about it.

By denying the event, they seek to obscure the revolutionary truth that was ush-
ered in through the streets. They want to extinguish the present that we brought
about. They want to sap our energy while they propose superficial palliative adjust-
ments to preserve the system. The history of America is the history of attempts to
reform race relations. If they haven’t gotten it right by now, they never will.

Whatever they do, whatever slight changes they make, there will always remain
an insatiable drive to brutalize and kill Black people. Anyone who profits off this
change is complicit in that murder. If you block the revolutionary trajectory of the
rebellion, you have blood on your hands. Anyone who remains complicit with the
system is the enemy, tout court.

By contrast, the Right has adopted the opposite approach to the event. Besides
us revolutionaries, they are the only voices today that acknowledge that the rebel-
lion occurred. There’s an illuminating honesty to what William Barr says. Think of
it this way: before he can forcefully smash and eventually suppress an insurrection,
he must first acknowledge that one did, in fact, occur. In this way, there’s an hon-
esty to Trump’s words. Trump and his entire Fox News crowd, all those who are
calling for law and order, have no choice but to acknowledge the existence of the
uprising, precisely because they want to crush it. Just today, Trump declared on
the news that he intends to send federal stormtroopers not only to Portland but to
New York, Philadelphia, and Chicago.® To justify such a choice, he must acknowl-
edge that the uprising did in fact happen. These are the two sides into which our
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What I am advocating is a paradoxical ordering of disorder, an Organized Kon-
fusion (for those who remember the rap group). To do this, we must read up on
tactics: we must look into what exactly was smashed; what exactly was looted;
and how and why the occupations were effective or ineffective. We need to think
strategically about the chaos that we inflict in the streets.

What is more, we also need to anticipate new forms of tactics, struggles and
strategies that will emerge, so as to intensify these struggles and tactics. We can
anticipate that occupations and rent strikes are going to occur in the near future
due to the looming threat of eviction that is occurring in all of our heavily gentrified
cities. But I think we need to go beyond these defensive struggles and to be more
creative and to initiate tactics that go on the offensive. In fact, what I am advocating
here is employing the whole arsenal of proletarian strategies and tactics—from riots,
to strikes, to blockades.

But we need to be creative in our tactics and strategies. As we have seen in the
recent Twitter hacks, these are just as important. What’s important is that we be
creative in how we deploy these strategies and tactics.

What is the modern equivalent of the telephone exchange in Barcelona that was so
savagely fought over during the May Days in 1937? What is the modern equivalent
of the St. Petersburg rail line that the insurgent workers fought so hard over in revolu-
tionary Russia? We have a unique problem, in that we live in a huge country. We
need to figure out creative ways to break this distance and utilize it for our own
ends, i.e., as pure means.

9. Materialize the ever-present specter of a second, more balkanized,
civil war by fragmenting the fragments of a crumbling empire.

At least since Trump was elected and took office, the archetype of civil war has
been looming over this country. There are historical reasons for this. Since Amer-
ican Civil War was for some the most traumatic experience this country has ever
collectively undergone, and for others the most liberating, it stands as a figure that
is continually recalled within the collective imaginary. But, I think there are also
structural reasons. The fundamental operation of the state works by warding off
the ubiquitous threat of civil war. The State as such can be thought of as that which
blocks and inhibits civil war. What is unique about this country is our singular
emancipatory tradition, which is itself bound up with our understanding of civil
war.

I would otherwise here cite Kenneth Rexroth’s excellent autobiography, where
he explains that the radical abolitionists who took part in the Civil War gave birth to
children who became the first era of the American socialist, anarchist, and commu-
nist labor movement.!* But I think the best example comes from Du Bois’s classic
book, Black Reconstruction.!* It was the proletarian general strike of the ex-slaves
that truly put the final nail in the coffin of slavery. It is precisely this lineage of
an emancipatory, liberatory, but nonetheless violent, civil war that needs to be up-
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this truth is erased. If you were out on the streets, you know you saw people of
all different kinds. Different bodies, different shapes, different genders, manifested
themselves in the streets together.

There’s a lot of talk about how to end racism, especially within corporate and
academic circles. We saw how to end racism in the streets the first weeks after
George Floyd was murdered.

It was only after the uprising began to slow down and exhaust itself that the
gravediggers and vampires of the revolution began to reinstate racial lines and im-
pose a new order on the uprising. The most subtle version of this comes from the
activists themselves. Our worst enemies are always closest to us. You’ve all been
in these marches, these ridiculous marches, where it’s, “white people to the front,
black people to the center”—this is just another way of reimposing these lines in a
more sophisticated way. What we should be aiming for is what we saw in the first
days, when these very boundaries began to dissolve.

The most devastating example of how the racial lines and boundaries are reim-
posed comes from the example of Rayshard Brooks’ long-time partner, Natalie
White, who offers the most blatant example of this racial policing seen so far. White
was called out by so-called “woke” Twitter activists for her involvement in the
protests in Atlanta over her dead partner. Eventually, they implicated her in the
burning of the Wendy’s where Rayshard was killed. It is up to us to never reinforce
these sort of bourgeois constructs of guilt or innocence. Whether she had a hand in
the destruction or not, I don’t judge her either way. That is not up to us, we stand
in solidarity no matter what. But I do hold accountable, I do place blame on the
wanna be do-gooders, these “woke” Twitter activists who implicated her in what
occurred. I lay the blame solely on those activists, and Rayshard Brooks lays the
blame on them from the grave.

Order neatly defines collections of people — these are the prerogatives of prison
guards, of the police. We should remember the example of John Brown, who was
often criticized by his so-called allies and friends for relating to Black people in a
way that they deemed unacceptable. If you saw the way John Brown related to
Black people in his time, you might think he was being criticized for relating to
Black people as human beings. Every time we cross over those racial boundaries
and meet each other as human beings, this is when we will be criticized, especially
by the most advanced parts of the counter-insurgency. John Brown was heavily
criticized for his advocacy of militant tactics, and Frederick Douglass was among
his most vocal critics of his advocacy for insurrection. Douglass would come around
later, but history would prove Brown right: the only way to abolish slavery is through
violent insurrection. History has now redeemed him to some extent. But what I
want us to think about is this: if John Brown was alive today, what would he be
like? How would he behave? John Brown would be in jail alongside Natalie White
for crossing over those boundaries.

11

The most recent regime of biopolitical control is what is known as “security”.
What “security” does is it allows an event to happen, so as to then manage that
event. These events are varied. They can be something like pandemics, like the
COVID-19 pandemic we’re going through today; these could be famines, or disas-
ters like Katrina; and they could also be insurrections like the one we are hopefully
fomenting right now. What the state does in these instances is to make a statistical
calculation and try to find acceptable terms within which it can allow events such as
pandemics to occur, while keeping them within neatly circumscribed boundaries.

In addition to the paradox of the state that we see in the state of exception,
there is also a strange biopolitical paradox of preparedness that we are experiencing
right now. The paradox typically goes like this: after a disasters—say, a pandemic
or a famine—there is a drive within the security apparatus to begin preparing for
the next disaster to come. After SARS in the 2000s, there was a big push to be
prepared for the next coming pandemic. This over-preparedness then is put on the
back burner when it comes to light that the next disease is not going to appear
when we expect it to appear. The famed medical anthropologist Andrew Lakoff
drew attention to this paradox, which we have seen again recently. There has been
preparedness for pandemics, but the preparedness was then put on the back burner,
so that when the COVID-19 pandemic came we were still not ready for it. We are
dealing at once with two different types of paradox here: one that must venture
outside of itself in order to found itself, and the other a cycle of preparedness that
consistently generates unpreparedness.

There is the legal side and the statistical side of the state, the nation state in its
classic form and this more global operation of security. I would like to argue that
these two directives are colliding with each other and forming some sort of crisis.

Legal means to an ends have been in a constant state of crisis: Trump just can’t
do anything right. Whatever he does seems to backfire, and it does not seem to
always be the worst thing. Trump and his own deluded mind has become an agent
of anarchy.!® Now of course he doesn’t think he is—it is up to us, when this chaos
reigns, to utilize this for our own ends. What I'm saying is that we need to inhabit
this chaos that the state is inflicting upon itself.

Unlike liberals and reformists, we are not here to reaffirm and reassert law and
order. We are not here to transform America into one big safe space. We are here
to make the chaos and the disorder more terrible than it has ever been.

We must do what revolutionaries have always done: we must make the contra-
diction intolerable.

7. As the rebel-slaves did with the periodic outbreaks of yellow fever in
Haiti, there is a hidden partisan knowledge to be uncovered surrounding
the novel coronavirus pandemic that also can be exploited and weaponized

10gee, Marten Bjork, “Phase two - the reproduction of  this life”
https://www.tillfallighet.org/tillfallighetsskrivande/phase-two-the-reproduction-of-this-life
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any static identity imposed upon them. Of course they are something more. And if
we look at the history of Black folks in this country, we’re always something more
than what has been hoisted upon us.

Identity politics, intersectionality, and social privilege discourse: all are modal-
ities of the police.

What’s more, and above all, is that each of these discourses ignore the morbid
and terrifying libidinal politics that undergirds race in this country. It took someone
as courageous as James Baldwin to say this, and everyone is still afraid to repeat it.
If you read his phenomenal short story, “Going to Meet the Man,”® you can see the
dynamics of racism in this country acutely. To briefly summarize the story: it starts
in the bedroom of a white heterosexual couple. The white man is struggling with
impotence. How does he get over his impotence? He remembers back to a time as
a child where he was brought to a lynching. At that lynching the corpse was not
only mutilated, it was sexually mutilated, and he was given the genitalia. Once he
remembers being handed the genitalia, he is able to become erect.

This is deep stuff. No one likes talking about it. But this is the core of racism
that we need to reach. What’s more, I think no one wants to touch this part of the
race problem because we are all implicated in it. It is obvious that white liberals get
off on videos of Black murder. It is even more obvious that there are Black liberals
who are more than happy to sell these videos of Black death for their own careerist
goals. So long as we fail to take into account these libidinal drives within racism,
we will not be able to explain how and why Ahmaud Arbery was killed. It had
nothing to do with the police. It had to do with what is driving American society
as such.

4. The insurgency cannot be confined within any well-circumscribed
sociological category. By necessarily exceeding all classification, it is an ex-
cluded remnant detaching itself from all that binds together the American
wasteland. Consequently, this combatant formation can only be defined
in terms of its movement and its development, as that which emerged dur-
ing the first weeks of the revolt and which will dissolve itself upon the full
completion of the revolutionary project.

As I said earlier, every conceivable kind of person participated in the revolt.
This can be confirmed by anyone who participated in the revolt itself. There is no
category that can sum up all of who was there. The best we can say is that what
we saw was the inclusively-excluded, or the part of America that has no part in it,
and that wants nothing to do with this place. Such a formation can only be grasped
by how it is moving, outside and against the current state of things, that can only
be traced by way of its trajectory: against the state and capital, against American
society. What is now up to us is to deepen and strengthen this spontaneous orga-
nization, so that we come up with something together that is even more terrible,

8https://www.cristorey.net/uploaded/Academics/2019-2020/Summer_Reading/James_Baldwin_Going_To_Meet_t

even more powerful, than what we saw last night. Something that splits American
society in half.

5. The so-called the Black leadership, therefore, cannot and does not ex-
ist. It is a chimera to be found exclusively in the white liberal imagination.

You hear it everywhere. I've heard it from every city, every friend who texted
me. If I called a friend and said, “Hey, what happened in NOLA?”, or “What hap-
pened in Chicago?” If there were riots, if people got busy, there was no mention
of a Black leadership. If things stopped, if things were stultified, all we heard about
was a Black leadership.

The thing is,  have never in my life actually seen a Black leader. Why? Because
they don’t exist. If there are Black leaders, they’re dead like Martin and Malcolm.
If you’re worth your salt, you will be killed. If there are Black leaders, they are in
jail with Mumia and with Sundiata. If there are Black leaders, they are on the run
with Assata.

There is only one category of people who speak of Black leaders, and we know
them as white liberals. The Black leadership is nothing other than a figment and
hallucination that exists solely in the imagination of the white liberal’s mind. The
odd thing about it is that somehow white liberals have more contact with Black
leaders than I have ever come across in my entire life. It is as if a channel extends
from the Black leadership directly into their head.

There have been reasons proposed as to why the classical formation of Black
leadership no longer exists. One argument, which can be derived from many of
the new sociological studies (there was a big report about this in the New York
Times as well), asserts that to develop a firm hegemonic leadership of the sort we
saw in the past typically requires a substantial middle class. But if you look at the
data from the past 40 years, the Black middle class has been under constant threat.
Hopefully it stays like that, honestly. But it is very hard to define what exactly
the Black middle class is. If you do say there is this well-defined group, and if
you’re able to circumscribe this well-defined group, they typically exist within the
white community. Just to speak a little bit more personally from my experience in
New York, I am hard pressed to think of ever meeting a Black middle-class person
growing up, or of ever even hearing their rhetoric and their nonsense. But it’s not
really a thing anymore.

Why does the white liberal need to hallucinate and invent a Black leadership
for him or herself? Ultimately, it is because whitey loves property. Property enjoys
a special prestige in American life, it has a special kind of sanctity. We always get
these calls for the Black leadership from white liberals whenever the windows start
to crack. There is a very important reason that property has this particular kind
of sanctity in America, as many historians are starting to confirm and argue.” For
most of its history, the most important property in America was human property,
shackled and chained. We need to weaponize this argument, and say that whenever



