THE REALITY OF DESTITUTION IS
THE DESTITUTION OF REALITY:
PRELIMINARY MATERIALS FOR A
GENEALOGY OF DESTITUENT POWER 1
Jose Rosales
During the 1970s, in Europe, a disenchanted but not
hopeless generation came to the fore to lay claim to the
political not as an autonomous and totalitarian sphere,
but as an ethical community of singularities; history
not as linear continuity, but a history whose realization
has been deferred too long; not work as economically
finalized toward the production of commodities,
but an inoperativity deprived of end [priva di scopi]
and yet not unproductive.2
Communism is the real movement that
destitutes the existing state of things.3

Introduction
On the 19th and 20th of December, 2001, 1 million people took
to the streets of Buenos Aires to protest the collapse of
Argentina’s economy—a collapse set to the tune of 150 billion
The writing of this article would not be what it is, if it were not for the feedback of
Iman Ganji, whose unrepentant commitment to revolution has been nothing short
of inspiring, and Mariana Silva, whose comradely patience and critical eye taught me
what it means to think with cautious rigor. It is for them and our comrades that we
continue to struggle, think, and live.
2
Giorgio Agamben, “Nota alla prima edizione,” in: Paolo Virno, Convenzione e materialismo: L’unicità senza aura, Rome: DeriveApprodi, 2011, pp. 8–9, here p. 9. My translation.
3
Invisible Committee, Now, Los Angeles: Semiotext(e) 2017, p. 89.
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It was in light of the emergence of these new social movements and their corresponding forms of struggle that the militant research collective, Colectivo Situaciones, developed the
concept of counterpower or de-instituent power; a category of
political theorising that has now come to be known simply as
destituent power:

The Reality of Destitution is the destitution of reality

[A]t long last we have learned that power—the state, understood as a privileged locus of change—is not the site, par
excellence, of the political. As Spinoza stated long ago, such
power is the place of sadness and of the most absolute impotence. Thus we turn to counterpower. For us, emancipatory
thought does not look to seize the state apparatus in order
to implement change; rather, it looks to flee those sites, to
renounce instituting any centre or centrality.5
Despite the eighteen year diﬀerence that separates the present
moment from that of the early days of Colectivo Situaciones,
the current cycle of struggles appear to have found themselves
in a similar situation.
Approximately one month into the gilets jaunes uprising, the
French online magazine, Lundi Matin, published an editorial
entitled, “Next Stop: Destitution,” wherein one encounters the
following passage:
The question is as follows: what does it concretely mean to destitute the system in practice? Obviously, it cannot mean electing new representatives, since the bankruptcy of the current
regime issues precisely from the bankruptcy of its representative system. To destitute the system means to take over
locally, canton by canton, the material and symbolic organization of life. It is precisely the current organization of life
that is today in question, that is itself the catastrophe. We

Louis Althusser, “Feuerbach’s Philosophical Manifestoes,” in: idem, For Marx, London/
New York: Verso 2006, pp.41–48, here p. 43.
48
“But the human essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual. In its
4
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(19:13)

Colectivo Situaciones, “On the Researcher-Militant,” http://eipcp.net/transversal/0406/colectivosituaciones/en (accessed 27/1/20). Additionally, and while it remains
beyond the scope of this present article, it should be noted that there is a genealogy
yet to be written that traces the philosophical lineage that was brought to bear upon
the Argentinian situation by the militant-research work undertaken by Colectivo
Situaciones; a lineage that begins with Bataille’s letter to Kojeve and his concept of
‘unemployed negativity,’ through Maurice Blanchot’s reflections on May ’68 and his
notion of ‘organising the rupture,’ where rupture is tantamount to a ‘nothingness in
the process of its realisation;’ and then through the work of Agamben and the Invisible
Committee, respectively.
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It was in light of the emergence of these new social movements and their corresponding forms of struggle that the militant research collective, Colectivo Situaciones, developed the
concept of counterpower or de-instituent power; a category of
political theorising that has now come to be known simply as
destituent power:
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p. 140.
Semiotext(e) 2015, pp. 235–281, here 243f.
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tion, it is clear that, for the Committee, any figure that identifies as the ‘revolutionary
autonomy
of the(whether
political
is founded,
innew
thisand
sense,
onexperience
a divi- of precarious
subject’
founded
upon some
shared
labour or otherwise) would still aim towards re-unifying the ongoing fragmentation;
a gesture that necessarily leads struggles back into the dialectical dead-end of constituent/constituted power.
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a characterisation
of Agamben,
for appeals
in his 2013
Agamben
In other
words, such
tolectures
humanity
are possible only
goes on to provide
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Ibid, p. 138. Moreover, it should be noted that this is not intended as a novel insight
on the part of the author and is rather a recapitulation of Marx and Engels’ tripartite
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Vol. I. Moscow: Progress Publishers 1969, pp. 81–97, p. 95
30
Gilles Dauvé, “Leninism and the Ultra-Left,” in: idem and François Martin, Eclipse
Ibid, p. 72. and Re-emergence of the Communist Movement, PM Press: Oakland, CA 2015, pp. 101–108,
Ibid, p. 73. p. 107.
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Ibid, p. 74, emphasis
mine.
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