The alternative is communist organizing. The question is not about degrees of shared concern, but instead to engage in an impetus for organizing and producing ethical orientations to political research projects.
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 The Communist Hypothesis The debate on the ‘Idea of Communism’ that emerged in 2008 following Alain Badiou’s analysis of the electoral victory of Sarkozy, drawing upon a longer history of vindications of communism over the last 30 years, was quickly greeted with enthusiasm by prominent theorists from a wide range of leftist political traditions. This discussion also seems to have stimulated a renewal of the energy and engagement that had marked the most creative dimensions of the alternative globalization and anti-war movements straddling the millennium. After the impasses those movements confronted in what was sometimes seen as an ‘interregnum’ at the beginning of the global economic crisis, the affirmation of the ‘Idea of Communism’ – or perhaps even more so, the more precise notion of a ‘Communist Hypothesis’ – offered the possibility of a renewed collective research project into the viable forms of contemporary political struggle. Unexpectedly and audaciously, the positive programme of communism, and not simply negative resistance to capitalist crisis, became the horizon within which we could comprehend and meet the challenges of the present. As an ideological intervention, the merits of this discussion are remarkable: it has given rise to a wide ranging international discussion of the notion of communism that did not occur even at the height of the alternative globalization and anti-war movements, still struggling against the overdeteminations of the new world order rhetoric of the 1990s. What still remains more difficult to ascertain, however, is the nature of these discussions’ relationship to the organizational debates that have emerged in the wake of Occupy, international anti-austerity protests and the ‘actually existing’ revolutionary movements of our times. Some important contemporary theorists have argued that the discussion of the idea of communism should keep a distance from immediate organizational questions. In particular, Badiou has strongly resisted the notion that the affirmation of communism should necessarily be accompanied by a renewed consideration of the role of the political party, as decisive agent of that idea’s realization, which he instead regards as an historically superseded instantiation of ‘communist invariants’ that are today searching for a new mode of historical existence. By far the most widespread response, however, has been the proposal that a coherent investigation of the meaning of communism today necessarily requires a reconsideration of the nature of political power, of political organization, and, above all, of the party-form. Žižek, for instance, has long argued that a politics without the party is nothing more than a form of ‘politics without politics.’ More recently, Jodi Dean has emphasized that the reproposition of the party-form is the horizon within which the debate on communism can become intelligible to itself. Far from the caricature of homogenous or ‘totalitarian’ unity, Dean argues that the party – and the Leninist party in particular – should be understood as constituting a ‘vehicle for maintaining a specific gap of desire, the collective desire for collectivity’ (Dean 2012, 207). She further argues that such a dynamic has already been evident in the achievements of Occupy, whatever the ‘anti-verticalist’ claims sometimes made on its behalf. In a related vein, Jan Rehmann (2013) has argued that the nascent counter-hegemonic dimensions of Occupy, alongside regroupment processes on the European left, have prepared the ground for a serious reproposal of the question of the mass political party. In particular, Rehmann argues that a renewal of the party will involve experimentation in new party forms, including notions such as those of a ‘mosaic left’ (Urban 2009) or a ‘connective party’ (Porcaro 2012). These are positions close to those advocated by one of the original proponents of the debate on communism, the sadly departed Daniel Bensaïd, who repeatedly argued over many years that the concept of the party remains central to any coherent reflection on the nature and form of politics in the contemporary world, whether or not the word ‘party’ itself is used to describe those processes of unification, coordination and decision. For Bensaïd, it is the specificity of the overdetermined field of political relations and its irreducibility to the social that continually reproposes the question of the party-form – not as a solution, but as a problem that each upsurge of social and political struggle involving diverging and sometimes conflicting component elements inevitably confronts. This constitutive tension generates the need for continuous interpretative and analytical labor, in the attempt to discover the party-form adequate to the specificity of the social movements to which it gives expression, at the same time as it transforms them by translating their demands into the distinctive register of politics (Bensaïd 2002, 112 et sq). Above all, however, it has been practical experience of the contradictory processes of left regroupment on an international scale – from reconfigurations over the last decade on the Latin American left, to the varying success of coalition parties in Europe such as Die Linke in Germany, Izquierda Unida in Spain, Syriza in Greece and the Front de Gauche in France, to the tentative emergence of new political formations across North Africa and the Arab world – that has firmly placed the question of the party back on the contemporary agenda. The communist horizon thus now confronts its own horizon of intelligibility not simply in a discussion of the party-form, but in the dialectical relation between such theoretical debates and the organizational innovations of the real movements of today, to paraphrase the now oft-quoted words of the German Ideology, that aim to abolish the present state of affairs (MECW 5, 49). The Horizon of the Party-Form In this text, I want to explore some of the consequences of the notion of a communist hypothesis in relation to these organizational debates, and in particular, to the emerging debate regarding the adequate party-form for radical politics today. First, I will argue that the sometimes obscure organizational implications of the generic affirmation of communism become clearer when we situate this discussion historically, as a transposition and continuation ‘by philosophical means’ of some of the central debates of the alternative globalization movement. For despite the exaggerated claims to novelty of both friend and foe alike, the debate on communism did not emerge from nowhere. Rather, I argue that it should be understood as representing the displacement into a theoretical register of central themes of the previous sequences of struggles against the ‘new world order’ in the late 1990s and early 2000s. In the same way, the new movements that have fortuitously coincided with the debate on communism – student movements across North America and Europe from 2009 onwards, the global wave of Occupy, the ongoing Arab revolutions and growing anti-austerity movements around the world throughout 2012 – represent not a return or rebirth of history, but its revenge. They should be understood as expressions of the accumulation, displacement and transformation of tendencies from the previous cycle of mass struggles that that have been surreptitiously burrowing away, like Marx’s old mole, under the surface of what we can now see was only an apparent and decidedly temporary pacification of the ‘interregnum’ of the middle years of the last decade. The ‘spontaneous rediscovery’ by the moment of Occupy of the aporiai that plagued the alternative globalization and anti-war movements, however, indicate a substantial continuity of unresolved problems across the different conjunctures of the ebbs and floods of the social and political movements of the last 15 years. As a formalized response and proposed resolution to some of these themes, the discussion of communism can help to clarify both the strengths and limits of these debates, particularly those that are still strongly operative in the post-Occupy conjuncture. Second, I then aim to explore some significant models of organization that emerged in previous periods in which the renewal of communist politics was closely linked to attempts to rethink the party-form. For from the Manifesto of the Communist Party onwards, communism, as word, idea and hypothesis, has always been inseparably tied to the forms of political organization necessary for its realization: in the terms of the classical Marxist debates, the ‘question of organization’ [die Organisationsfrage]. The models that I will consider are, first, the notion of the ‘compositional party’ derived from the experience of Italian operaismo, recently – and perhaps surprisingly – reproposed in Hardt and Negri’s Commonwealth; second, the conceptualization of the party as a ‘laboratory’ in which a unitary ‘political subject’ could be forged, theorized most coherently in the work of the early Lukács; and third, Gramsci’s call for the formation of a ‘modern Prince’ as a harnessing of the inherent conflictuality of political modernity in a constituent party-form. Each of these models can be regarded as a mirror in which we can see reflected some of the challenges of the organizational questions that have marked both the alternative globalization movement and the rebellions and revolts of today. Hardt and Negri’s notion of a compositional party composed of ‘insurrectional intersections’ of irreducible singularities responds to the problem of thinking the party-form in a period of the proliferation of demands and movements grounded in diverse experiences of capitalist exploitation and oppression. Lukács’s proposal of the party as a laboratory for the forging of a totalizing political subject poses the question of the party-form as one of the unification and coordination of political initiatives. Both of these models, I will argue, ultimately confront the limitations of a political formalism, which runs the risk of invoking a political party-form as the resolution of the contradictions of the social practices that are thereby interpellated as its subaltern content. Gramsci’s modern Prince, on the other hand, integrates both compositional and totalizing dimensions, while avoiding the temptation of a formalistic resolution of the contradictions that are the necessary preconditions – and enduring challenge – of political organization. Rather than the elimination of difference, the assertion of identity or the dominance of political form over social content, the modern Prince represents the outlines of a party-form that would be capable of valorizing contradiction and conflict, harnessing them as the motor of its totalizing development. In these sense, the modern Prince can be understood as a proposal for a type of ‘expansive’ party-form that might be able to respond productively to the challenges of contemporary movements.
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