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AC K N O W L  E D G M E N T S

Th is book was conceived in Berkeley, written largely in Caracas, and com-
pleted in Philadelphia—it bears the marks of each within it. Forever ago, 
it was not a book at all, but a dissertation, and before that a list of theo-
retical provocateurs. For helping guide and shape its metamorphosis, my 
greatest debt goes to my dissertation committee: Wendy Brown, Mark 
Bevir, Pheng Cheah, Kiren Chaudhry, and Nelson Maldonado- Torres. 
Wendy guided and pressed me to overcome my own limitations and blind 
spots, to think harder and to think better, and to prize commitment, all 
with a fi rm generosity that I can only hope to emulate. I arrived a pretender 
without much in the way of social graces, and she was kind even when I put 
my foot in my mouth. No single individual has seen more of what follows 
than she has, and even what she has not seen bears her indelible mark. 
Few of us are so lucky.

When I asked Wendy  whether my dissertation proj ect was a good idea, 
she  didn’t hesitate for a second— was I  really  going to do anything  else? 
No, I  wasn’t. When I deci ded to move to Caracas for no apparent reason, 
and then to write a diff  er ent book— We Created Chávez— when I should 
have been writing my dissertation, no one objected to such apparent lu-
nacy. Kiren even memorably suggested that it would be the perfect place to 
get into just enough trou ble; she was more than right, and I am more than 
grateful. Mark instilled in me a no- nonsense historical sensibility that has 
been consistently valuable. Pheng’s commentary always combined a lucid 
rigor with an only occasionally daunting bluntness.
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Nelson Maldonado- Torres welcomed me warmly into the fold of ethnic 
studies: by introducing me to Fanon and Dussel, inviting my participation 
in the Ca rib bean Philosophical Association and last- minute trips to Zapa-
tista territory in the Selva Lacandona, he helped to set me down the path 
I now tread. He brought me into a supportive community including Jorge 
Gonzalez, Ramón Grosfoguel, Roberto  D. Hernández, Richard Pithouse, 
Aníbal Quijano, Neil Roberts, Daphne Taylor- García, and many  others, not 
to mention the inimitable Jane Anna Gordon and Lewis Gordon, and the 
entire board of the Ca rib bean Philosophical Association— which remains 
one of the most welcoming and supportive intellectual communities in ex-
istence. Nelson further encouraged me to translate Latin American theory, 
a sometimes- thankless task but one without which this book would never 
have been what it is. Enrique Dussel has been a disarmingly kind collabora-
tor and supportive interlocutor along the way. 

Wendy’s dissertation group provided essential feedback in the early 
stages of this proj ect, and was the perfect ratio of comradely and challeng-
ing: Diana Anders, Libby Anker, Ivan Ascher, Ali Bond, Mona Bower, Matt 
Baxter, Yasmeen Daifallah, Jennifer Denbow, Tim Fisken, Jack Jackson, 
Asaf Kedar, Sarah Kendall, Annika Th iem, Zhivka Valiavicharska, Yves 
Winter, and  others I have inevitably forgotten. Se nior cadres— particularly 
Jimmy Casas Klausen, Robyn Marasco, and Sharon Stanley— led us by ex-
ample, as they continue to lead. 

While at Berkeley, I taught some of  these thinkers alongside Jeff rey Paris 
in the Prison University Proj ect at San Quentin State Prison. To our stu-
dents, whose insatiable taste for the concrete did not undermine the plea-
sure they took in abstraction: seeing some of you escape the gulag is more 
than I could possibly ask for.

As I was fi nishing my time at Berkeley, the upsurge came— and it is this 
same upsurge that we are still living  today. Th e murder of Oscar Grant on 
New Year’s Day 2009 was one of many, but one that thankfully came to 
 matter more than most. From the fl ames of Oakland came the occupations 
at Berkeley, from which Occupy was born as a strange progeny. I trea sure 
my friends and comrades from that period, in par tic u lar Nima Bassiri, Jas-
per Bernes, Joshua Clover, Robeson Taj Frazier, Satyel Larson, and Annie 
McClanahan, not to mention the original troublemakers at Reclamations 
journal: Chris Chen and Zhivka Valiavicharska. My appreciation as well to 
the University of California Police Department for its sheer incompetence, 
for never discovering my identity despite the fact that I worked right next 
door  every day.
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Th is book is inextricable from the context of Venezuela, where I moved 
in 2006 to begin teaching and learning, learning by teaching, struggling 
and being strug gled with by student- militants at the Venezuelan School of 
Planning. In many senses, Decolonizing Dialectics is a theoretical companion 
piece to We Created Chávez, since I read and thought with  these thinkers 
amid the combative heat of the Venezuelan crucible. It should be said, how-
ever, that from Venezuela I have taken far more than I have given, from 
 those revolutionary movements that have provided me not only inspira-
tion but also the concrete foundation required for any thought to become 
real.  Today, Venezuelans continue to teach what it means to not back down, 
turning defeat into new victories, one step back into two steps forward.

My colleagues at Drexel have been sympathetic and supportive, and the 
university has been both understanding and patient, despite the hate mail 
it has brought. Julie Mostov in par tic u lar has been unfailingly kind. At the 
University of Pennsylvania, Tulia Falleti, Jeff  Green, Andy Lamas, Anne 
Norton, Rogers Smith, and Bot Vitalis have been encouraging, as have many 
UPenn gradu ate students, Osman Balkan in par tic u lar. I am more than 
grateful for the recent support that many have shown for this proj ect: par-
ticularly Amy Allen, Linda Martín Alcoff , and Charles Mills, not to mention 
my theory comrades of vari ous shades of red: Paul Apostolidis, Anita 
Chari, Glen Coulthard, Andrew Dilts, Jeanne Morefi eld, Robert Nichols, 
Corey Robin, Jakeet Singh, and Antonio Vázquez- Arroyo.

Th e arguments that make up this book have been tested and enunci-
ated, in written form but just as often in the streets. In their clearer ex-
pressions, they have been presented at apsa, wpsa, apa, apt, and the 
cpa; Rethinking Marxism; the Sciences Po; the University of Pennsylvania 
Po liti cal Th eory Workshop; Ed Emery’s autonomist conference at Cam-
bridge some years back; the Georgetown University Institute for Global His-
tory; the International Association for Philosophy and Lit er a ture; and the 
International Congress of Americanists. Early versions of some arguments 
have appeared in Th e Commoner, Con temporary Po liti cal Th eory,  Human Ar-
chitecture, Listening, and Th eory & Event. Th e last of  these warrants special 
comment, since past and current editors of Th eory & Event— Jodi Dean, 
Davide Panagia, and James Martel, in particular— welcomed me immedi-
ately and warmly as a combative fellow traveler.

Courtney Berger at Duke University Press has been unnecessarily sup-
portive of this proj ect from the outset. I thank her for reminding me,  gently 
but fi rmly, that Duke is where this book belongs—as usual, she was right. 
Moreover, both she and Gisela Fosado embraced my early suggestion for 
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a book series geared  toward our new hemispheric real ity, and the series 
that this volume inaugurates— Radical Américas—is the result. My appre-
ciation to comrade Bruno Bosteels for being willing to co- navigate  these 
 waters with me in the hopes of turning the tide. Th e entire Duke team 
has been a plea sure to work with, joke with, and tweet with throughout 
the years— Laura Sell in par tic u lar; I look forward to more of the same. 
Anonymous reviews from two diff  er ent presses improved the manuscript 
enormously, and Andrew Dilts and Jason E. Smith both read closely and 
gave thoughtful feedback. Participants in the Tri- College Po liti cal Th eory 
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As a dissertation, this proj ect was not about dialectics in name, but soon 
enough—in good dialectical fashion— its content outstripped its form 
through the tight spiral of theory- practice- theory. In the 1970s, the So-
journer Truth Organ ization (sto) began to train its militants in dialectics, 
through an intensive curriculum entitled, with a hubris that only Lenin 
could have inspired, How to Th ink. As a member of Bring the Ruckus—an 
orga nizational heir to sto—we continued to study and teach dialectics ac-
cording to their model, based on readings from Hegel, Marx, Engels, Lenin, 
Luxemburg, C. L. R. James, and W. E. B. Du Bois, alongside  those readings 
that grounded our po liti cal tradition in the centrality of white supremacy 
in the United States. In Bring the Ruckus, we practiced a self- consciously 
combative dialectics that we often described as drawing hard lines. Th e 
painful discovery that not every one draws  those lines in the same place 
doomed us, but not without strengthening the resolve of  those who still 
walk the crookedly dialectical path. To comrades past and pres ent, this 
book is an imperfect attempt to put what we have been  doing into words.

One comrade, Taryn Jordan, knows better than any other the pain of 
combat, but also that rage— while explosive—is the best fuel. Th anks to 
my Philly comrades for their patience above all  else, and for never backing 
down. In 2015 Philadelphia—as in 2009 Oakland— a small group of  those 
that Huey Newton would call “the implacables” helped to tip the balance 
and press an entire city in new and unforeseen directions. Joel Olson, po-
liti cal theorist and founding member of Bring the Ruckus, left us nearly 
fi ve years ago. A walking, talking double helix of militant theory and prac-
tice, Joel was completing a book on fanat i cism when he died. At our best, 
all we can hope is to be half as fanatical as he was. I count among my most 
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are of the pain that left them no choice but to do so. Th ey showed by ex-
ample why it’s impor tant to strug gle, and I’m sure they have occasionally 
regretted just how well the lesson stuck. My gratitude to the Ciccariello 
 family for lending me their name— I’ll give it back, I promise. My deep-
est thanks and mustache emojis to Andrew Dilts and John Drabinski— 
confi dants and sounding boards— and what the hell, to Sheela Cheong 
and Rich Porter too, whoever you are. Sina Kramer has been generous and 
patient in pressing me to think Hegel better, and Marisa Parham coached 
me best when I needed it. As always, Alicia, Jeff , and Lyla Bell are a refuge.

Fi nally  there is Oakley Francisco, who if he wants— and I suspect he 
 will— may one day suff er the painful dialectics of parenthood.  Th ere is noth-
ing worse than struggling against pristine young beings, setting before them 
the barriers they must overcome if they are ever to learn for themselves. In 
 every overcoming we take one step closer to self- consciousness, and nothing 
is more selfi sh than robbing them of that opportunity. My deepest gratitude 
to Abbey Irene for her patience with him and with me, crying, laughing, or 
more often laugh- crying, while we shake our heads to the same question as 
always: “what even is this child?”

Frantz Fanon once blamed the lateness of a book on his boiling blood. 
But having found in him a kindred spirit like no other, I  don’t believe 
that—in his brief life— his blood ever truly stopped boiling. Wary of zeal-
otry, Fanon was in fact the best kind of zealot. In any case, I have no such 
excuse. Th is book could have been written before, and the temperature has 
not dropped but only risen. I can only hope that in this world, which  every 
day proves itself unworthy of existence, this book may be useful, if only 
for the sharpening of weapons.





R U P T U R E S

ours is a newly dialectical age, the much- touted teleological resolu-
tion of the “end of history” having collapsed like the myth that it always 
was into fragmentation, division, and dynamic oppositions, new strug-
gles erupting over old questions. For too long, however, dialectics has not 
served to denote such moments of combative division that give its name, 
but instead the opposite: a harmonious closure often announced but 
rarely experienced. For this, Hegel bears as much responsibility as any-
one: driven by a profound anxiety  toward rupture and “intense longing” 
for unity, Hegel’s dialectical vision would enable conservative resolutions 
even as it opened radical possibilities.1

It is perhaps  little surprise, then, that the most famous recent attempt 
to recruit Hegel for the task of declaring history over— Francis Fukuyama’s 
Th e End of History— took much the same form as Hegel’s own preemptive 
dialectical closure nearly two centuries prior, albeit in a more transparently 
conservative way. Blind to the internal tensions of globalizing capital, Fu-
kuyama even more than Hegel fell back on a faith in the impossible: the 
resolution of the utterly contradictory, the reconciliation of humanity with 
its opposite, through the same vehicle: civil society.2  Today, more than two 
de cades  after the banner of civil society was hoisted to topple the Soviet 
Union and usher in a temporarily unipolar neoliberal world, that banner 
now dangles in tatters, its internal tensions bared and its complicities 
with power ever more apparent— the vehicle of choice for removing in-
transigent regimes from Yugo slavia to Haiti, Ukraine, and Venezuela.3



2 Ruptures 

By contrast, new strug gles are emerging, new ruptures throwing forth 
new and renewed identities that deepen contradictions and press  toward 
diff  er ent pos si ble  futures. I do not refer to what for years was off ered to 
disprove liberal optimism— namely, the resurgence of po liti cal Islam— 
although this too is a clear enough indication that history has yet to reach 
its terminus. I refer instead primarily to  those strug gles that have surged 
forth in opposition to the neoliberal onslaught and which pose the possi-
bility of a postneoliberal world: the Latin American “pink tide” (especially 
in its darker red variants), a veritable global wave of riots and rebellions 
returning like the repressed to the heart of the Old World (Paris, London), 
and more recently the broad upsurge comprising the Arab Spring, the 
Spanish indignados, and the Occupy Movement. New identities, new strug-
gles, and new forms of sociability, the novelty of each never expressed in 
absolute terms, but instead as an occasionally painful pro cess of strategic 
and tactical refi nement whose defeats and reversals are as pronounced as 
its victories and advances.

Not surprisingly, this newly combative moment has been accompanied 
by and intertwined as both cause and eff ect with a rebirth of dialectical 
thought.  Whether in recent attempts to rethink the Hegelian legacy, to 
renovate the Marxist and communist tradition, or to mobilize against the 
current po liti cal and economic crises racking the globe, the question of 
dialectics— the dynamic movement of confl ictive oppositions—is once 
again fi rmly on the  table.4 In this pro cess, the dialectical questions par 
excellence— what to preserve and what to discard, how to move forward 
without reproducing the errors of the past— are re- posed with height-
ened urgency. But in the context of strug gles that are powerfully global, 
at the intersection of the inverse but complicit dynamics of outsourcing 
and exodus- migration, white supremacist containment and suburban re-
bellion, we cannot escape the historically fraught relationship between 
dialectics and decolonization, one long characterized by mutual suspicion. 

On the one hand, while Hegel and especially Karl Marx have long served 
as go-to sources for strug gles emerging from the global periphery,  these 
same authors have been viewed with skepticism due to their shared Euro-
centrism and the linear, progressive, determinist, and teleological ele ments 
of their approaches. As a result, most postcolonial theory has “eluded en-
gagement with . . .  the reworking of dialectical thinking.”5 Viewed from 
the opposite direction, however, this postcolonial suspicion is not with-
out reason, since despite the undeniable resources that Hegel and Marx 
furnished for  later decolonial thought, many con temporary neodialec-
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ticians have done  little to alleviate the concerns of their would-be deco-
lonial allies. Reacting to poststructuralist and postcolonial critiques of 
the universal, thinkers from Slavoj Žižek to Alain Badiou have eff ectively 
bent the stick in the opposite direction, occasionally to a troubling degree. 
Where Badiou has assailed an “ethics of diff erence” that is complicit with 
cap i tal ist multiculturalism, his alternative is the unalloyed universalism 
of a “generic humanity” that is fundamentally “indiff erent to diff erences.”6 
Žižek, with a characteristic zeal for the provocative, has gone even further 
in urging the Left to openly embrace Eurocentrism.7 But as a boomerang 
eff ect of the poststructural politics of diff erence, much is missed in this 
precipitous return swing  toward the universal.

Troubling Unity

Despite the palpable divisions increasingly embraced in theory and incar-
nated in practice, po liti cal logics of the pres ent remain curiously trained 
on unity. In a maneuver that Michel Foucault describes as recentering and 
even recolonization, unitary logics stalk po liti cal oppositions, seeking to 
deactivate unruly movements in the name of power and sovereignty. Po-
liti cal leaders from Right to Left, Republicans and Demo crats alike, ma-
neuver and jockey less over substantive diff erences than over who can claim 
the mantle of speaking for every one and whose unity is therefore prefer-
able. Th us we unify against our enemies  under Barack Obama as we did 
 under George W. Bush, with the sole proviso that Af ghan i stan is a “good 
war” while Iraq was a “bad war,” a merely qualitative metric for determining 
who “our” absolute  enemy is.

So too in domestic aff airs, where the question is not “what price unity?” 
but instead, “who is the us that is unifi ed?” Obama’s famous 2008 “race 
speech” was accordingly titled “A More Perfect Union,” but four years  later 
his cynical pretensions shone through when he admitted that “the nature of 
this offi  ce is also to tell a story that gives them a sense of unity and purpose 
and optimism.”  Here Hegelian themes are clearly on display: totality (we are 
unifi ed), teleology (we have a purpose), and the promise of pro gress (we 
are optimistic). Th e inescapability of this logic of unity was clear as day just 
two months  later when Mitt Romney  violated this cardinal rule in a leaked 
video, scornfully dismissing the laziness of the 47  percent. Having acciden-
tally proven his unsuitability for “the nature of this offi  ce,” Romney paid the 
price for speaking the inverted truth of a class warfare he rejected in public.

Th e diff erences between the two candidates would prove more rhe-
torical than substantive as a result: Obama’s watered- down immigration 
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reform is a drop in the bucket compared with rec ord deportations; in 
terms of  human rights abuses abroad, one unnamed government offi  cial 
spoke of “no change at all . . .  an almost seamless transition from Bush to 
Obama”;8 Obama’s much- touted Aff ordable Care Act has left the private 
insurance sector fi rmly in the driver’s seat; and the long- promised integra-
tion of Black Americans into this unifi ed nation has been  little more than 
win dow dressing. Rather than the crowning resolution of strug gles past, 
Obama’s election has instead represented, as Glen Ford presciently pre-
dicted, “the antithesis of Black Power”— a dialectical identity if ever  there 
was one— its deactivation and incorporation into the status quo ante.9

If we had any reason to doubt this diagnosis in an age of mass incarcer-
ation and resurgent white fascism, then the names turned hashtags Oscar 
Grant, Trayvon Martin, Renisha McBride, Tamir Rice, CeCe Mc Donald, 
Sandra Bland, and Mike Brown— among thousands of  others— serve as a 
painful reminder. Th e nation remains fundamentally unchanged, albeit 
adorned with fewer Confederate fl ags. But even the most cynical campaign 
rhe toric and even the emptiest promises can produce social blowback: if 
theorists of revolutionary change have long emphasized how rising and 
frustrated expectations can spark social upheaval, we fi nd this confi rmed 
in the militant re sis tance that broke out at the dawn of the age of Obama 
and has only escalated in the falling dusk of his promised hope and change, 
in  those local names turned national symbols: Ferguson and Baltimore. And 
lest we dismiss the unitary rhe toric of sovereignty as simply a ruse, re-
ducing it to the disingenuousness of po liti cal power, such logics perme-
ate far more deeply, cutting into and across oppositional movements and 
discourses themselves, disarming movements from within and preparing 
them for reincorporation into the governing apparatus.

 Here, the Occupy Movement provides a dire warning. While Occupy 
gained initial traction as a clarion call for social equality by re- posing class 
confl ict in the now- famous ratio of the wealthiest 1  percent against the re-
maining 99  percent, swirling immediately in and around the occupied camps 
was the sharp interrogation of this ratio, not from advocates of unity, but 
from  those posing division in diff  er ent terms.  Th ose criticizing the slogan 
of the 99  percent from a class perspective rightly worried that this ratio dis-
placed hostility from cap i tal ist exploiters to the recently popu lar ized cat-
egory of the “super- rich,” usually associated with high fi nance. Inversely, 
 others argued that  there was  little practical use for a category in which one 
could still earn over $300,000 annually and technically be a member of the 
“99  percent”: in this view, demonizing the super- rich simply acquitted the 
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just plain rich of their exploitative role.  Others shunned a strictly economic 
approach entirely, insisting that the fault lines racking  U.S. society have 
more to do with anti- Black racism, colonization (whose relation to calls 
to “occupy” is tense at best), or gender. Ultimately, the most militant of 
occupations—in Oakland, California— divided into two wings known as “Oc-
cupy Oakland” and “Decolonize Oakland,” although the question of  whether 
this par tic u lar division of one into two was a dialectical one, remains open.10

 Th ose who defended the idea of the 99   percent, and especially  those 
who enforced it in practice in the Occupy encampments, testifi ed to both 
the lure of unity and its dangers. For many, the strength of the slogan of the 
99  percent was its inclusivity, the laudable aspiration to gather rather than 
disperse our forces. But by asymptotically approaching the inclusion of 
every one, we run the risk of sliding into far more treacherous territory, 
moving from rupture, division, and opposition  toward the aspirational 
recasting of a near- total unity. If anything, this is the most ideological ges-
ture of all, one that seeks to reconcile rupture with its opposite, taking 
refuge in the comforting idea that we are all in this together rather than 
engaging in risky solidarity against. While dangerous in its own right, this 
slide  toward unitary logic also enacted- while- concealing concrete exclu-
sions as well: critics  were tarred as “divisive,” as a mortal threat to the unity 
of the 99   percent, and this label was reserved especially for  those who 
sought to establish  people of color or  women’s caucuses within the camps.

In banishing diff erence, this homogeneous universalism jealously re-
produced the unity it had once claimed to oppose, and demands for inter-
nal unity proved complicit with the even more dangerous openness that 
some camps demonstrated  toward the power structure itself: welcoming 
local mayors and police into the warm embrace of the 99   percent all the 
while silencing internal dissidents. In many places, Occupy thereby became 
a safe space for  those already safe, refusing to even exclude white suprem-
acists, anti- immigrant activists, and Ron Paul supporters, while embattled 
radicals drifted away. It was only a  matter of time before Occupy candidates 
began to make electoral bids, and large sectors of the movement  were re-
incorporated into the same power structure it had sought to oppose. As I 
write this, moreover, it is clear that such threats  were not limited to Oc-
cupy: observe the ease with which po liti cal opportunists and foundation 
funders are currently working to recolonize the oppositional energy of the 
Black Lives  Matter movement by exploiting the po liti cal naiveté of some 
of its leaders—we can only hope that the explosiveness of Ferguson and 
Baltimore  will not be bought  off  so cheaply.
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Beyond revealing the seductions of unity, such dynamics point  toward 
the contested nature of the identities in question and tenacious debates 
about the relationship between race, class, nation, and gender.11 How to 
negotiate  these dynamics,  these microdialectics that cut into and across 
oppositional movements themselves, while always keeping a wary eye 
 toward that dangerous lure that Cristina Beltrán calls “the trou ble with 
unity”?12  Whether in the theoretical chasm between Žižek’s universalism 
and postcolonial theory or the on- the- ground clash between “Decolonize” 
and “Occupy,” I argue that much is neglected in between. It is this vast and 
generative space— one constituted by the unavoidable judgment of where 
and when to draw hard lines, divide unities, and press oppositions— that I 
hope to probe in this book, with the following questions in mind.

First, against  those postcolonial thinkers who discard dialectics out of 
hand, is it pos si ble to subject the dialectical tradition to its own decoloniz-
ing Aufhebung, transcending its limitations by preserving what is useful 
and shedding what is not? Second, and inversely, is  there a dialectical un-
derstanding capable of accommodating the continuing proj ect of decolo-
nization, and the questions of race and nation that this pro cess inevitably 
confronts, or is the historical baggage of dialectical thought simply too 
heavy to be worth the trou ble? My response to both lies in the affi  rmative: 
just as any attempt to systematically grasp the confl icts and identities that 
structure our world requires that we rupture the bound aries of Eu ro pean 
thought, we cannot grasp the par ameters of decolonization as a profound 
and ongoing pro cess without recourse to some modifi ed understanding of 
that dynamic and combative motion that many give the name “dialectics.”

Decolonizing Dialectics

In this book, I approach the task of decolonizing dialectics by excavating a 
largely subterranean current of thought, what I call a counterdiscourse, that 
I argue constitutes a radicalization of the dialectical tradition while also 
opening outward  toward its decolonization. Th is is a dialectical counter-
discourse that, by foregrounding rupture and shunning the lure of unity, 
makes its home in the center of the dialectic and revels in the spirit of 
combat, the indeterminacies of po liti cal identities slamming against one 
another, transforming themselves and their worlds unpredictably in the 
pro cess. Th is is a dialectical counterdiscourse that, by grasping the momen-
tary hardening of group identities, grants weight to a separatist moment 
in dialectics—at the expense of premature reconciliation— but does so 
without succumbing to a hermetically essentialist separatism, be it of class, 
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race, nation, or other wise. Identities are forged in strug gle, and  there too 
are they reforged. Th is is a dialectical counterdiscourse that, as a result, 
tosses off  many of the shackles of a conservative dialectical tradition that 
traffi  cs  under the phrase, only dubiously attributable to Hegel: “the real is 
rational.”13 In confronting the antidialectical immobility of false universals 
that portray the pres ent as complete, the thinkers considered  here resist all 
teleology, determinism, linearity, refuse all comforting promises of inher-
ent pro gress, and defer all premature declarations that history has indeed 
reached its conclusion. Th eir horizon remains a horizon.14

I begin with the turn- of- the- century French syndicalist Georges Sorel to 
distill the basic contours of a radicalized dialectic of Eu ro pean class strug-
gle. Confronting the false promise of social unity that had deactivated 
the class strug gle, Sorel concluded that working- class conditions (class- in- 
itself)  were no guarantee of an oppositional working- class identity (class- 
for- itself) and that the latter must be actively constructed and subjectively 
projected in an openly combative strug gle. In part through Sorel’s peculiar 
attentiveness to the importance of ideology— and thereby the centrality 
of class identity—he is able to glimpse at a surprisingly early moment the 
contours of a broad Marxist dialectics of history stripped of all determin-
ism and teleology, in which the identitarian intervention of the working 
class serves as the fundamental but not invincible motor force. Despite, 
or better put, as a result of his intransigent class- centrism— one that fore-
grounds ideology, identity, and active intervention— Sorel’s immanent 
critique of Eu ro pean Marxism provides not the origin of decolonized 
dialectics, but a radically combative baseline that is open to subsequent 
decolonization

I then turn to the Martinican- born and French- trained psychiatrist 
turned Algerian revolutionary Frantz Fanon, who serves as a bridge be-
tween Eu rope and the colonies and thereby from a Eu ro pean to a more 
openly decolonial dialectics. Not unaware of Sorel’s work, Fanon never-
theless took an ostensibly diff  er ent approach, engaging race (rather than 
class) in the Eu ro pean context and  doing so through a critical engagement 
with the Hegelian master- slave dialectic (rather than the Marxist dialectic of 
class strug gle). Surface diff erences conceal substantive similarities, however: 
where Sorel saw a dialectic frozen by the ideology of unity, Fanon saw one 
short- circuited by white supremacy, in which the basis for reciprocity— 
which Hegel took for granted— did not yet exist. Like Sorel, he advocated 
subjective, identitarian strug gle to jumpstart dialectical motion, but by 
injecting subontological racial diff erence into Hegel’s formulation, he also 
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crucially “decolonized” the master- slave dialectic itself.  After shifting to 
the revolutionary Algerian context, Fanon confronted a similar context, al-
beit one characterized not by frozen unity, but by the congealed opposition 
that he famously diagnosed as Manichaean. In response, he would proj ect 
this radicalized dialectic onto the global scale, posing a broad opposition 
between the decolonial nation as a complex, shifting, and dialectical en-
tity and  those (neo)colonial forces intent on freezing its motion both from 
within and from without.

Fi nally, I turn to the exiled Argentine phi los o pher of liberation Enrique 
Dussel Ambrosini, who poses what would appear to be a direct challenge 
to both the coherence of this counterdiscourse and to the possibility of 
a decolonized dialectics more generally. Infl uenced by Emmanuel Levinas’s 
ethics of alterity, Dussel is sharply critical of dialectics and instead embraces 
what he calls an analectics rooted in the embrace of the Other as exterior-
ity. However, as I show, Dussel’s break with dialectics is far from complete, 
and rather than refuting a decolonized dialectics, his insistence on incorpo-
rating the category of exteriority into a dialectics of national and popu lar 
identity provides an essential ingredient for my own proj ect that— through 
a sort of productive parallax—is vis i ble in Fanon’s work as well.

It is this dynamic fusion of internal oppositions and decolonial appeal 
to excluded exteriorities that, I then argue, we see playing out in the com-
bative dialectics and multiple subdialectics swirling around and coalesc-
ing in Venezuela’s “Bolivarian Revolution.” In the last chapter, I test the 
traction of this decolonized dialectical approach through a reading of the 
dynamic movement of “the  people” (el pueblo) in a moment still  shaped 
by the combative specter of the late president Hugo Chávez. While some 
Eurocentric critics dismiss popu lar identity as inherently unitary and ho-
mogenizing, I show how its contextual function in Venezuela— and much 
of Latin Amer i ca— tends instead to be combative and divisive. Th e dynamic 
movement of the Venezuelan  people in recent years has done more than 
simply draw together diff  er ent sectors in strug gle; it has marked for many 
the overcoming of ontological exclusions discernible only through a decol-
onized dialectical lens, their entrance into being itself.

A word on terminology and categories: the thinkers that I draw together 
 here write in markedly diff  er ent registers. Th us Sorel, a more unabashedly 
po liti cal and practical thinker, speaks scornfully of unity and “social har-
mony.” Fanon, who oscillates between po liti cal and ontological registers, 
takes aim instead at false universals,  whether at the foundation of Hegel’s 
own system or in the politics of formal emancipation. In Dussel, fi  nally, 
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the philosophical register takes center stage with his frontal critique of 
“totality,” which he nevertheless translates into the categories of coloniza-
tion and exclusion. To smooth such terminological disjunctions, I use the 
language of the authors themselves, while anchoring the discussion con-
ceptually to Martin Jay’s typology of the category of totality: specifi cally, 
the distinction between descriptive and normative totalities, as well as 
the more power ful conceptions of expressive totality (history as the uni-
fi ed expression of a single princi ple) and longitudinal totality (a temporal 
unity in which that singular history moves progressively forward).15

Why Dialectics?

Each of the thinkers considered  here is a sharp critic of the dialectical 
tradition in its diff  er ent manifestations. Sorel goes so far as to denounce 
dialectics as illusory, Fanon aims his sharpest theoretical barbs at Hegel’s 
dialectic of recognition, and Dussel turns to exteriority against what he 
reads— transposing concepts with geopolitics—as a sort of dialectical im-
perialism. Each rejects ele ments so common to dialectical thinking as to be 
considered by some its essential ingredients: teleology, determinism, pro-
gress, class- centrism, and two- sidedness, among  others. If dialectics—or 
better, “the dialectic”—is necessarily totalizing, deterministic, or teleologi-
cal, one could argue that the thinkers in question  here move, each in their 
own way, and perhaps without knowing it, irreversibly beyond anything 
that could be called properly dialectical. More precisely, one might argue that 
what passes for dialectics in this book, especially a decolonized dialectics 
that foregrounds the category of subontological diff erence and exteriority, 
has crossed the crucial Hegelian threshold that divides diff erence (an inter-
nal relationship) from diversity (the indiff erent diff erence of a purely exter-
nal relation).16 Without the ties that bind opposing ele ments by necessity 
to one another— without, in other words, the unifi ed ground of totality to 
grant meaning to oppositions— nothing remains but unrelated multiplicity.

Why then attempt to unite such a motley band of theoretical heretics 
 under the banner of dialectics in the fi rst place? Is it not fairer and safer 
to circumvent thorny philological and Marxological debates by simply opt-
ing out? While tempting in its simplicity, I believe that to evade dialectics 
entirely would be a cop- out, for at least three reasons: two theoretical rea-
sons that point, from inverse directions and at opposite extremes,  toward 
the danger of bad dialectics on the one hand and bad multiplicity on the 
other.  Th ese two theoretical reasons then ground the potentially too- 
obvious practical argument for a dialectical approach that nevertheless, in 
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its simplicity, conceals its own theoretical rationale: that the thinkers in 
question considered themselves to be  doing the same.

First, to surrender the name dialectics would be to hand dialectical think-
ing over to its more conservative proponents, as a phenomenon oriented 
 toward internal closure or centered too stringently on the internal nature 
of oppositions. If we hold too tightly to what binds the two sides to one 
another in a predetermined logic, we foreclose on a radicalized dialectics by 
succumbing to what Fredric Jameson describes as “the possibility that dif-
ference might vanish altogether in some premature identity.”17 Th is threat 
should not be a surprise, since the question of unity constitutes a funda-
mental tension and perennial temptation for even the inaugurators of the 
tradition.  Whether it be Hegel’s own anx i eties  toward dialectical rupture 
and desire to theorize systematic reunifi cation, or Marx’s posing of a less 
systematic but still reconciled logic and end of history, master dialecticians 
past  were not immune to  those ele ments so scrutinized in the past  century: 
teleology, determinism, linearity, progressivism, and the lure of totality.

Th is is not and cannot be a book about Hegel or Marx however— about 
 those who draw them together or oppose them— for space limitations, 
for the interminable debates this would provoke, and above all  because 
we must set such questions aside if we are ever  going to get where we are 
 going. What can and must be said is that the power ful ambivalence both 
Hegel and Marx display  toward unity bespeaks radical kernels of possibil-
ity at the very least, kernels that the thinkers discussed in this book seize 
upon, transform, and exploit in more unabashedly combative directions.18 
Th is is not to suggest that  there have been no previous eff orts to decolo-
nize the dialectical tradition, and much less to strip that tradition of its 
more conservative residues.19 Suffi  ce it to say, however, many attempts 
to liberate the dialectical tradition from such fetters have ended up inad-
vertently reproducing ele ments of the same, with even the best examples 
showing just how far epistemic decolonization still has to go.20

My approach, and that of the thinkers— not to mention the po liti cal 
pro cesses and movements discussed  here— will be more directly trained 
on the dual task of radically rethinking dialectics in a manner faithful to 
the combative dialectical spirit and decolonizing dialectical thought in the 
pro cess, insisting all the way that this ostensibly dual task is in fact but a 
single one. If radicalizing dialectics to the very point of incommensurabil-
ity runs the risk of moving beyond dialectics entirely, it has the virtue of 
bringing into the dialectical purview oppositions that are too often ob-
scured. If radicalizing dialectics means attempting to strip away all tele-
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ology, decolonizing dialectics underscores how the telos of Hegelian and 
Marxian conceptions of history emerges from a par tic u lar location (Eu-
rope), and assumes forms of dialectical resolution specifi c to it (Sittlichkeit 
through civil society for Hegel, the resolution of the industrial proletariat- 
bourgeoisie class opposition for Marx).

If a radicalized dialectics resists the idea that the dialectic moves inexo-
rably and deterministically according to its own internal oppositions, a 
decolonized dialectics recognizes both the historical source of that motion 
outside Eu rope in the colonies as well as the brutal real ity that for colonial 
subjects, history often seems to move backward rather than forward, if it 
moves at all. If a radicalized dialectics questions the fi xed linearity of dia-
lectical movement and recognizes the subjective capacity to set relations 
into motion and change course, a decolonized dialectics sets out from the 
historical experience of  those who have been instructed to  either catch up 
with Eu rope by completing the necessary “stages” or to await “objective 
conditions” that are pos si ble only  under a full- fl edged capitalism.

Although it is pos si ble to radicalize dialectics without decolonizing, as 
Sorel does, I argue that it is not pos si ble to decolonize without radicalizing. 
Any pro cess of decolonization that shies away from incessant dialectical 
tensions, the contingency of strug gle, and the indeterminacy of the  future 
risks reiterating the history of actually existing decolonization that Fanon 
unceremoniously dismissed as the “dead end” and “sterile formalism” of 
bourgeois nationalist rule.21 To the extent that we refuse this straitjack-
eted view of a dialectical diff erence that refuses or subsumes diversity— 
foregrounding instead division, rupture, and dynamic opposition—we  will 
always be confronted with a subversive and unpredictable remainder that, 
as we move  toward decolonization, gains a distinct valence in what Fanon 
calls “nonbeing” and Dussel calls “exteriority,” that which lies beyond the 
realm of division and which by appearing makes a more profound rupture 
manifest. And to the extent that the turn  toward this remainder pulls us 
from internal to external diff erence, our dialectics  will lose all the com-
forts of predictable motion or inevitable pro gress.

Second, if we do not put up a fi ght for the name dialectics, we risk abandon-
ing the fi eld of dynamic oppositions— especially  those macro- oppositions 
that cut across society and globe—to the many theories of multiplicity so 
prevalent  today, theories that would see us willfully neglect or deny the 
broad swing of motion such oppositions often entail. In what follows, I re-
sist this danger not only by reclaiming dialectics, but also— si mul ta neously 
and from the opposite direction—by reclaiming Foucault’s conception of 
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counterdiscourse as itself dialectical, thereby robbing uncritical theories of 
multiplicity of a caricatured Foucault reducible to the micropo liti cal. It was 
against such bad multiplicities— and that of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz in 
particular— that Hegel sought to fold diversity immediately into dialecti-
cal opposition, and while mindful of this concern, I hope to instead slow 
this folding, to sit with and inhabit the category of diversity and the exter-
nal relation it poses as a key to decolonizing Hegel himself.

Th ird: it is between  these two reasons— bad dialectics on the one hand 
and bad multiplicity on the other— that we can then walk the practical 
line set out by the thinkers considered  here, not to mention an entire tra-
jectory of decolonial organic intellectuals. In other words, this is a dia-
lectical proj ect in part  because the thinkers involved took the dialectical 
tradition— however critically understood—as a central point of reference. 
 Th ese are thinkers who saw Hegel, Marx, or both as power ful and neces-
sary interlocutors, and in this they  were not alone: for more than a  century, 
for better or for worse, the dialectical tradition has served as a go-to 
weapon in the strug gle for not only class liberation but also— all ambigui-
ties and tensions aside— for racial and national liberation.

 Th ese ambiguities and tensions are not to be set aside entirely, how-
ever, but are instead a central part of the story. An entire litany of radical 
and decolonial thinkers— George Padmore, Richard Wright, and Aimé 
Césaire, to name only a few— were even members of offi  cial communist 
parties before breaking with  those parties precisely amid sharp debates 
over race and colonialism.22  Th ese are thinkers who found in Hegel and 
Marx values of autonomous selfhood and liberation, tools to diagnose 
and critique global capitalism, methods that began—as they knew they 
should— not from negotiation but from strug gle, and weapons to sharpen 
against the “slavery and social death” left in the wake of colonization.23

But  these are also thinkers who often found Hegel and Marx unable, 
and their po liti cal heirs unwilling, to grapple seriously with the legacy of 
 actual slavery. Once we add  those such as Frederick Douglass, who as I 
 will argue in the conclusion puts forth a decolonized dialectics without 
having read  either, it becomes clear that to argue, as Timothy Brennan 
does, that “the parentage of the postcolonial is, ultimately, a communist 
one,” is misleading at best, and furthermore evades entirely the central 
tension posed  here.24 Rather than skirt the questions that this tension 
raises on both sides— and losing in the pro cess  either the importance of 
communism for decolonization or its failings, why so many  were members 
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but also why they left—my goal  here is to confront the tension head on as 
one to be grappled with.

Which is another way of saying that we must walk in theory the same 
fi ne line that decolonial militants have often walked in practice: neither 
rejecting nor uncritically embracing the dialectical tradition, but instead 
attempting to rescue a theory of dynamic oppositions from being recolo-
nized by logics of unity or dispersed into meaningless multiplicity.  Th ese 
are thinkers who, while stubborn in their insistence on the rupture of 
the existing order, are si mul ta neously and for the same reason deeply hostile 
to the recuperation of dialectics into unitary logics. As a result, the radical-
ized dialectical approach they produce, with its combative oppositions and 
refusal to see divisions subsumed into the  whole, is arguably more faithful 
to the dialectical spirit than even some who gave the approach its name. 
Viewed this way, the thinkers considered  here, as a result of their liminal 
position that straddles the very border of dialectical thought, might just 
be the best defenders of any dialectics worth its salt.

 Here again, Jameson is productive for his nuanced mapping of the ter-
rain to be traversed between the uncritical unity of conservative dialectics 
and the uncritical multiplicity of deconstructive temptations, between 
which lay the terrain of a radicalized dialectics:

the dialectic moves jerkily from moment to moment like a slide show, 
where deconstruction dizzily fast- forwards . . .  both work to bring up 
into the light the structural incoherences of the “idea” or conceptual 
“positions” or interpretations which are their object of critique. But 
where the dialectic pauses, waiting for the new “dialectical” solution to 
freeze over in its turn and become an idea or an ideology to which the 
dialectic can again be “applied” . . .  deconstruction races forward . . .  
devour[ing] its own tail, and thus itself in the pro cess. One of the out-
comes thus devoured and unraveled is of course the dialectic itself, 
which paused too long, and became an ideology in its own right, yet 
another object of deconstruction.25

It is in this generative space between the stalled hesitancy of a dialectic that 
waits too long and the ravenous appetite of a deconstruction that, in the ab-
sence of sustenance, is content to feed on itself, that my proj ect also moves.

In lieu of off ering a preemptive defi nition of dialectics that might violate 
the spirit of the term, I begin provisionally from Jameson’s own method-
ological insistence that “any opposition can be the starting point for a 
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dialectic in its own right,” allowing a proliferation of local dialectics and 
dynamic oppositions, and I follow him in generally shunning the defi -
nite article denoting “the” dialectic.26 However, my approach is diff  er ent 
in two ways: fi rst, I trail slightly closer to deconstruction in the degree 
to which contingency, indeterminacy, and an open hostility to totality 
imbue the multiple and local dialectics of the thinkers considered  here. 
Furthermore, I move  toward a dialectics understood above all as a prac-
tice, or what C. L. R. James aspired to do in his Notes on Dialectics: “not 
explanations of the dialectic but directly the dialectic itself.”27 Th e think-
ers considered  here are more organic intellectuals than world- historical 
phi los o phers looking down with a bird’s- eye- view from above, thinkers 
who do theory on the basis of actors pressing the dialectic forward them-
selves through collective solidarities and combat. If this sounds like a 
strange way to speak of dialectics, this is precisely  because the closer we 
trail  toward a conservative dialectics, the less often we hear of one acting 
dialectically or engaging in dialectical strug gle. In this caricatured view— 
certainly more Hegel than Marx, and a conservative Hegel at that— the 
dialectic (and  here it is almost always the) is something that happens to us 
and acts upon us, in which we are enmeshed  whether we know it or not, 
unconsciously  doing the  grand work of history.28

Th e thinkers considered  here are  doing something diff  er ent, and to ap-
proach dialectics as practice helps to partially allay the dangerous fl ights 
that have characterized some previous attempts to think dialectics beyond 
its conservative forms: to take refuge in paradox or incommensurability 
in which  there is no motion but the (not inconsequential) whirring of the 
phi los o pher’s  mental gears.  Actual strug gles, ongoing and permanent, 
can thereby recede into the background, or worse still, be unilaterally dis-
missed by master dialecticians. If dialectical thought is instead localized 
and embedded in concrete material practice, however, to be a dialectician 
gains a wholly new meaning: that of pressing subjectively forward in col-
lective combat, embodying Lenin’s “leaps, leaps, leaps!” without any cer-
tainty whatsoever that a better world  will be the inevitable result.29

Why Counterdiscourse?

As should be clear by now, we cannot decolonize dialectics solely by prying 
open the cracks of immanent critique— although this is crucial, and the 
thinkers that make up this volume embody such cracks each in their own 
way. Rather, radicalizing dialectical oppositions to the very breaking point 
at which internal verge on external diff erences, and opening such opposi-
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tions  toward the substantive exteriority of a decolonial critique, requires 
that we step to the very limits of dialectics—or even beyond— before 
casting our gaze back. If this involves stepping beyond the geo graph i cal 
bound aries of traditional dialectics, so too with methodological bound aries, 
and it is  here that Foucault off ers some useful tools. I turn and return to 
Foucault more than simply to reclaim his theories for a radicalized dialec-
tics, but also  because he provides concrete cues for both the method and 
content of this proj ect. However, as  will become clear, Foucault— like the 
thinkers that constitute this book—is more liminal to than outside of the 
scope of the dialectical, and while he would locate the incommensurable 
oppositions he identifi es as being beyond dialectics, I see  these as instead 
marking and opening its outer limits.

Th is claim might seem a scandalous aff ront to Foucault, the avowed 
antidialectician, not to mention  those who understand Foucault’s genea-
logical method as a purely critical proj ect. But while tracing the surface 
and mea sur ing the mass of Foucault’s oeuvre certainly reveals more cri-
tique than positive construct, lying beneath and slightly to the side of 
Foucault’s critical genealogies are subjugated counterdiscourses, counter-
histories, and countermemories to be excavated and set into motion.30 To 
bind counterdiscourse to genealogy— the form of discourse to the mode of 
its recovery—is moreover but a single gesture, as the two are utterly in-
separable from one another and from the subject  matter of this study. Cri-
tique, for Foucault, aims “to dig” subjugated knowledges “out of the sand,” 
but it is the very existence of  these knowledges— grounded in “strug gles 
and the raw memory of fi ghts”— that makes critique both pos si ble and ef-
fective.31 Th is is more than mere excavation, and the fi ght is not limited to 
memory: the goal is instead one of “reactivating” combative memories 
 toward “con temporary tactics,” “to set them  free . . .  to enable them to 
oppose and strug gle.”32 Th e result of this reactivation of oppositional coun-
terdiscourses and their setting into combative motion is, I argue, dialecti-
cal in both form and content. Genealogy, through the counterdiscourse it 
 frees, presses  toward dialectical motion.33

With regard to content, counterdiscourses stand against the unitary 
pretensions of what Foucault calls “science” (traditional dialectics included). 
Genealogies are thus “antisciences”  because they incite an “insurrec-
tion of knowledges” against the “centralizing power- eff ects” of scientifi c 
discourse, which legitimizes some knowledges and disqualifi es  others, es-
tablishing the ground of what does and does not count.34 Th e prob lem 
with Marxism, for Foucault— and indeed with dialectics tout court—is not 
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that it lacks scientifi c rigor, but that it aspires to be a science in the fi rst 
place (this is a sentiment that Sorel shared). Hence genealogy as method 
is doubled in terms of the very content that renders it eff ective: what is 
recovered is not just any historical discourse that has been occluded from 
sight, but rather  those discourses that pose a challenge to prevailing log-
ics and practices of unity.35 Nowhere is this coincidence of method and 
content clearer than in Foucault’s excavation of what is arguably the para-
digmatic counterdiscourse: what he calls, revealingly and provocatively, 
the “race war.”

 Toward the end of the sixteenth  century, according to Foucault, Eu ro-
pean states consolidated their mono poly on vio lence and “war was expelled 
to the limits of the State,” to the border, exiled from society to interstate 
relations.36 But a counterdiscourse to this milestone in sovereign unity 
emerged almost immediately, according to which “a battlefront runs 
through the  whole of society, continuously and permanently, and it is this 
battlefront that puts us all on one side or the other.”37 Such a “binary” 
view has clear epistemological implications: if society is divided, then no 
subject can be “universal, totalizing, or neutral,” and all knowledge is 
“perspectival . . .  interested in the totality only to the extent that it can 
see it in one- sided terms, distort it and see it from its own point of view.” 
“Th e truth is, in other words,” he writes, “a truth that can be deployed only 
from its combat position.” Th e idea of the “race war” as absolute incom-
mensurability stands against not only ruling discourse but all unitary dis-
course, “tears society apart and speaks of legitimate rights solely in order 
to declare war on laws.”38

But the immediate danger that confronts all radically oppositional 
discourses is that they “ will be recoded, recolonized by the unitary dis-
courses.”39 Th e counterdiscourse of the race war was no exception, and as 
a result, Foucault shows how this formerly “decentered” counterdiscourse 
was eventually “recentered” to “become the discourse of power itself.”40 
While one path this recentering took was the biological reifi cation of race 
in Nazism, less noted but equally insidious for Foucault was the dialecti-
cal recentering of the “race war”: “the dialectic codifi es strug gle, war, and 
confrontations into a logic, or so- called logic, of contradiction . . .  ensures 
the historical constitution of a universal subject, a reconciled truth, and 
a right in which all particularities have their ordained place. Th e Hegelian 
dialectic and all  those that come  after it must . . .  be understood as philoso-
phy and right’s colonization . . .  of a historico- political discourse that was 
both a statement of fact, a proclamation, and a practice of social warfare.”41
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In his attempt to reject all dialectics, however, Foucault provides potent 
guidance for how best to rescue and reclaim a radicalized dialectical vision. 
If the fundamental danger is that combative discourses  will almost inevita-
bly suff er reincorporation, recolonization, and recentering into governing 
doctrines of unity, it is precisely this danger that we must resist. To do so 
also obviously means to overcome Foucault’s own unambiguous hostility 
to dialectics and the mistakenly sweeping generalization, “all  those that 
come  after it must . . .” Such reverse totalization— a perennial diffi  culty of 
poststructuralist approaches that slide too easily from critique to the in-
sistence that nothing exists beyond the object of that critique— seems to 
openly contradict Foucault’s own methodological sensibilities. But it also 
comes on the heels of a long list of qualifi ers— totalization, rationality, 
irreversibility, universal subject, reconciled truth—to be added to a con-
spicuously singular term, the dialectic. What if  there  were to exist many 
dialectics that do not carry  these pernicious attributes of the dialectic and 
that instead prioritize oppositional combat over unity?

Despite being frequently associated with the micropo liti cal, itself a much 
abused term, Foucault’s own critiques of logics of unity go hand in hand 
with an arguably dialectical account of the strategic (macro)unifi cation 
of the tactical (micro)moments of power. As he puts it, “No ‘local center,’ 
no ‘pattern of transformation’ could function if . . .  it did not eventually 
enter into an over- all strategy,” and as a result, power relations “form a 
general line of force that traverses the local oppositions and links them to-
gether.”42 While certainly incompatible with what Foucault most loathes 
about  dialectics, such a view is nevertheless compatible with the radical-
ized and decolonized dialectics that emerge from the thinkers considered 
in this book, for whom the subjective moment of combative, one- sided 
rupture (Foucault’s “social warfare”) is jealously maintained at the expense 
of any fi nal resolution, any determinist progression, in short, any foresee-
able horizon for reconciled unity. Again, it is only with the help of Fou-
cault and  others who similarly walk the fi ne line between dialectics and its 
opposites— and  here I count Sorel, Fanon, and Dussel— that we can ap-
proach the task of truly radicalizing and decolonizing dialectical thought.43

In a crucially diff  er ent time and place, Foucault would grant dialectics 
the same indeterminate duality he ascribes to other discourses, the abil-
ity to serve diff  er ent and even opposing purposes. Th is time the dialec-
tics  were Marxian and the place was Tunisia, where “every one was drawn 
into Marxism with radical vio lence and intensity and with a staggeringly 
power ful thrust.” “For  those young  people,” he continues, “Marxism did 
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not represent merely a way of analyzing real ity; it was also a kind of moral 
force . . .  And that led me to believe that without a doubt the role of po liti cal 
ideology, or of a po liti cal perception of the world, was indispensable to 
the goal of setting off  the strug gle.”44 Vio lence, ideology, myth, and subjec-
tively “setting off  the strug gle”— all explic itly echo ele ments of the radi-
calized dialectical counterdiscourse that I sketch in this book. Far from the 
French Communist Party, whose infl uence had overdetermined Foucault’s 
entire understanding of dialectics, the “scientifi c character” of Marxism— 
its claim to a unifi ed truth— receded into the background as “an entirely 
secondary question.”45 In other words, the primary practical function 
of Tunisian Marxism was the opposite of what had so alienated Foucault 
from its Eu ro pean counter parts.46

It was no coincidence that this transformation occurred in the Tunisian 
context, beyond the “motionless movement” of Eu rope, where for Fanon 
“dialectics has gradually turned into a logic of equilibrium.”47 And nor is 
it any  mistake that Foucault named his paradigmatically oppositional dis-
course the “race war” and described its eventual recentering as a pro cess of 
“recolonization.” Even if this equation of recolonization with recentering 
gains a concrete literalness in the hands of decolonial thinkers, Foucault 
is already pointing us in the right direction. Decolonization for Fanon 
as for Dussel entails and indeed requires a fundamental break with the 
paradigm of totality, a deferral of dialectical closure, and the rejection of 
a more straightforwardly colonial variant of Foucault’s “science,” one that 
disqualifi es not only knowledges (epistemological disqualifi cation) but 
 those very beings deemed innately incapable of producing such knowl-
edges (ontological disqualifi cation).

Black Anti- Jacobins?

A fi nal note before I begin. Latent in all that has been said above is an am-
bitious comparative proj ect, one that is both broader and narrower than 
what currently goes by the name “comparative po liti cal theory.” If we strip 
away the thinkers, contexts, and methods, we are left with four identi-
ties that are too often considered to be utterly irreconcilable: class, race, 
nation, and  people. But this irreconcilability is grounded in naturalized 
unities, some of which are thankfully receding into the past: structural 
notions of class, biological conceptions of race, the nation as a priori, or 
the  people as a modern expression of undivided sovereignty. Built into 
the structure of this book, then, is an insistence on the equivalence and 
coevalness of diff  er ent forms of po liti cal identity, and a rejection of the all- 
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too- frequent contempt for so- called identity politics. Th e idea that class 
is “real” whereas race is simply a backward idea to be abandoned, or that 
nations are “ imagined communities” and nothing more, is bound up with 
the idea of reason in history that is so central to the same conservative 
dialectics we hope to bury.48 Just as class identity is fully capable of los-
ing its po liti cal meaning if severed from class condition, so too does race 
exist in a dialectic of identifying and being identifi ed that is itself a form of 
class- ifi cation.49

Th is is not to suggest that no communities are  imagined, but instead that 
all communities are, that imagination is a part of all po liti cal identities— 
class very much included— and this imagination is never divorced from 
material practices. It is to release  those po liti cal identities from the strait-
jacket of teleological determinism, to allow and indeed demand that they 
stand forth and function, assuming their proper position at the heart of 
any dialectics worthy of the name. Inversely, if conservative dialectics is 
complicit with a hierarchy of identities, to radicalize and decolonize dia-
lectics in a way that foregrounds the active subjectivity of their constit-
uents is to open up a space to consider their functions comparatively, a 
space for the contingency of multiple overlapping and clashing identities 
that is better suited to what Aníbal Quijano calls the “historical- structural 
heterogeneity” of ostensibly postcolonial socie ties.50

If  there is a model for the sort of comparative po liti cal theorizing I hope to 
undertake  here, for the joint analy sis of race, class, nation, and  people— not 
to mention a radicalized dialectic of decolonization in which contingency 
and unpredictability stand fi rmly in the foreground—it is C. L. R. James’s 
Th e Black Jacobins. While James’s concrete task was to recover the memory 
of the most systematically expunged and “disavowed” event in “modern” 
history, the Haitian Revolution, the implications of his work far exceed 
this already monumental task.51 Th e radical kernel of Th e Black Jacobins 
lies in the fact that it was not merely a history of the world’s fi rst suc-
cessful slave revolution, but also of that decisive event with which it did 
not run parallel— a meta phor loaded with misleading equidistance— but 
was instead fully intertwined and, fi  nally, entangled: the French Revolu-
tion. One revolution systematically erased, the other upheld on a pedestal 
as the “bourgeois” revolution— tipping point in a world- historic dialecti-
cal progression— the colonial veil separating the two cannot survive the 
piercing blow of James’s analy sis, and with it goes much  else.

James’s insistence on the coevalness of  these intertwined revolutionary 
pro cesses sets into motion an uncontrollable avalanche whose theoretical 
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devastation arguably exceeds the author’s own intentions, leading to the 
collapse of strict class oppositions, and with them the notion of historical 
stages and inevitable pro gress. If the pedestal cracks  under James’s blunt 
insistence that so prefeudal a phenomenon as slavery constituted “the 
economic basis of the [bourgeois] French Revolution,” feet of clay collapse 
as the narrative unfolds.52 Rebellions on the old continent fueled freedom 
dreams on the new, and the unprecedented— and unthinkable— resistance 
of heretofore nonhumans propelled French revolutionaries to ever more 
radical lengths.  Were it not for Th ermidor, Toussaint would never have been 
thrust  toward in de pen dence;  were it not for France’s utter reliance on the 
colonial economy, Bonaparte would never have given the fi nal and decisive 
push.

More subversively still, James— a Marxist— transposes the po liti cal 
identities Marxists had reserved for Eu rope onto the colonial world and vice 
versa: the French masses  were analogous to the Black slaves, the French 
aristocracy to colonial planters, and the French bourgeoisie to the privileged 
mulattoes of San Domingo. In sum: “Had the monarchists been white, the 
bourgeoisie brown, and the masses of France black, the French Revolution 
would have gone down in history as a race war.”53 Th at James uses the same 
term that Foucault would deploy to describe the binary division of Eu ro-
pean socie ties is as productive in its suggestive similarity as in the gap it re-
fl ects. Th e slaves  were the same as the proletariat,  these “half- savage slaves 
of San Domingo  were showing themselves subject to the same historical 
laws as the advanced workers of revolutionary Paris.”54 But this sameness 
unleashed a radical diff erence according to which Black slaves even prefi g-
ured the Eu ro pean proletariat itself: “working and living together in gangs 
of hundreds on the huge sugar- factories . . .  they  were closer to a modern 
proletariat than any group of workers in existence at the time.”55

To subject slaves to  these “same historical laws,” however, was to open 
a Pandora’s box that explodes their status as laws: without sharp class 
oppositions—as Sorel also insisted— there can be no historical determin-
ism, and it was instead the revolutionary self- activity of the masses in 
Paris and Port- au- Prince that drove the revolutions forward, and fear of 
the same that would prompt their retreat.56 Class is race, and Eu ro pean 
civilization is  little more than barbaric brutality.57 Amid the swirling contin-
gency of transatlantic combat, no single dialectic can claim  either cen-
trality or inevitability. Th e pretense of automatic forward motion— itself 
tightly bound up with Eurocentric history— disintegrates into James’s fa-
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mously tragic view of history: “Sad though it may be, that is the way that 
humanity progresses. Th e anniversary orators and the historians supply 
the prose- poetry and the fl owers.”58 But tragedy is only tragic if we know 
what is coming, and the collapse of dialectical determinism is in itself a 
liberation in the knowledge that, in Fanon’s words, “the war goes on . . .”59

I hope, however immodestly, to walk in the footsteps of this radically 
comparative theoretical proj ect, drawing together multiple dialectics 
whose central identities— class, race, nation, and  people— are neither dis-
tinguished categorically from nor reduced to one another. But to embrace 
Black Jacobins as a methodological model for thinking a decolonized dialec-
tics raises a peculiar question: How to square the bold assertion contained 
in James’s title with the radicalized dialectical counterdiscourse  running 
through Sorel, Fanon, and Dussel that, I argue, can be understood on some 
level as “anti- Jacobin”? We are getting ahead of ourselves, however. In the 
wildly swirling dialectical eddies of this “tragic” history; the dynamic in-
teraction between masses and leadership; and the fraught role of Black 
identity, tradition, and positivity, James’s initially celebratory view of 
Jacobinism gives way to something far more ambivalent and indetermi-
nate that is characteristic of a decolonized dialectics.

Where Sorel presses the dialectic of the Eu ro pean class strug gle to its 
very breaking point, insisting that between worker and cap i tal ist the only 
relation is one of war, Fanon and Dussel  will theorize more fully the edges 
of the dialectic where its internal oppositions give way to not meaningless 
diff erence, but new grounds for decolonization. And if Fanon insisted that 
“decolonization is truly the creation of new  people” through a pro cess in 
which “the colonized ‘ thing’ becomes a person through the very pro cess of 
self- liberation,” then Venezuela  today stands as confi rmation of both the 
radical potential of this dialectics and its lack of guarantees.60

Hannah Arendt, in her critical zeal, tacitly attests to C. L. R. James’s 
ambitiously expansive homology between metropole and colony, arguing 
that both the slaves and the unfortunate malheureux of the French Revo-
lution “carried with them necessity, to which they had been subject as 
long as memory reaches, together with the vio lence that had always been 
used to overcome necessity. Both together, necessity and vio lence, made 
them appear irresistible— la puissance de la terre.”61 But to this puissance 
celebrated by Saint- Just, I hope to reply with a diff  er ent constellation, one 
that spans not the distance separating the Bastille and Saint- Domingue—
as in the Jamesian version— but rather between the puissance of the 
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twentieth- century French working class and the pro cess, still unfi nished, of 
revolutionary decolonization. But to do so requires that we instead shift 
 toward that subterranean source of decolonial dialectical motion that lay 
not above la terre but below it, in  those condemned nonbeings known as 
the damnés.
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