CHAPTER Fop:

arly in December of 2000, members of the ACME Collective

issued a communiqué to the nascent anti-globalization move-

ment. With the Battle of Seattle—and the Black Bloc actions
that took place there—still fresh in people’s minds, ACME’s dispatch became
a lightning rod for discussions about strategy and tactics. Marking the first
public effort on the part of an anti-globalization-era US Black Bloc contin-
gent to address the movement as a whole, the communiqué spoke primarily
to a series of popular misconceptions about riotous actions. By compiling and
then responding to “10 Myths About the Black Bloc,” ACME helped to frame
a discussion about the merits of property destruction at-demonstrations in the
cosmopolitan centers of the global north. o .

In addition to addressing their critics’ concerns that the Black Bloc had
not participated in planning the anti-WTO actions and that they had little
grasp of the issues, ACME pointed out that many of their detractors believed
that the Seattle rioters had simply been “a bunch of angry adolescent boys”
and, hence, that their actions were inadmissible within the realm of serious
politics. In repudiating this perspective, ACME pointed to its analytic superfi-
ciality. “Aside from the fact that it belies a disturbing ageism and sexism,” said
ACME of the adolescent boys theory, “it is false.”

Property destruction is not merely macho rabble-rousing or testosterone-
ridden angst release. Nor is it displaced and reactionary. anger. It is
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strategically and specifically targeted direct action against corporate interests.
(2001: 117) . .

With the tempest out of the teapot, anti-globalization activists began try-
ing to make sense of the new political terrain. During this period, the Black
Bloc (which, in Canada and the US, had been virtually unknown prior to
Seattle)** quickly became an important site of gender struggle. Seeming to
collect many of the most pressing contradictions of gendered experience and
expressing them in one explosive moment, the Black Bloc forced activists to
contemplate the gender of the riot. Initially, these discussions drew upon well-

"established debates about the problem of representation. Did the Black Bloc

exclude women, as many activists held to be the case, or did it include them
as some others had proposed?” Should women join in Bloc actions to make
them more representative of the gender diversity of the movement, or should
they condemn them as a persistent site of exclusion?

For activists in the movement, these questions—and the terms in which
they'd been articulated—could not be.avoided. Criticisms of the movement’s
perceived maleness resonated strongly with activists who sought to prevent
their struggles from replicating the worst elements of the system they op-
posed. But despite almost endless discussions about the problem of exclusion,
activists came to little agreement about what the solution—the ever-elusive
inclusion—would actually look like. Could inclusion be achieved by open-
ing up existing spaces and practices, or did it require changes in the practices
themselves? Could women’s participation be solicited, or were such efforts
bound to be coercive and tokenistic? Despite the ambiguity of this new politi-
cal terrain, for many activists one thing was certain: Black Bloc rioting and the
politics of inclusion mixed about as well as petrol bombs and calming ponds.

In his position paper responding to' the ACME communiqué, Brian
Dominick pointed out that—despite the fact that ACME felt their actions
resonated more with oppressed people than did the theatrical tactics adopted
by other demonstrators—“the vast majority of oppressed people in this country
didn't have the privilege to be in Seattle for this demo, even if they wanted to, and
typically don't have the privilege of risking arrest at all.” In order to emphasize

- his point, Dominick concluded by remarking how “one is pretty privileged if one

chooses to risk arrest in the way black bloc participants did” (2000).

As Dominick’s position makes clear, the exclusion of marginalized people
from political protest strikes most activists as unacceptable.?” Consequently, if
the paradigm of struggle works to exclude people of color, women, and other
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oppressed groups (as Black Bloc actions were thought to do), it becomes nec-
essary to change the means by which struggle is conducted. This perspective
quickly became commonsensical in certain movement circles. .

I take issue with this commonsense on three grounds. First of all, the argu-
ment is based on the belief that women do-not riot. History, however, does
not bear this out. Second, the call to inclusion has tended to reify “woman” as
a conceptual abstraction and has reinforced a representational logic at odds
with genuine political transformation. This problem derives from mainstream
conceptions (where the category “woman” still continues to enjoy relative sta-
bility) but also from tendencies within feminism that hold “representation”
to be the principal field of political engagement. Finally, and perhaps most
significantly, the movement’s ongoing allegiance to “representation” (and its
operational correlate, “inclusion”) has tended to occlude the Om%oﬂ,camow for
gender abolition signaled by the anti-globalization riot.

Looking for representations of wom- -
en in the history of rioting can be a

disorienting affair. With the excep-

tion of a few early twentieth century
sketches by German expressionist
Kathe Kollwitz that depict women

leading large crowds of starving peas-
ants, women have tended to be rep-

resented in the European ol painting

tradition and its derivative genres —if
at all—either as the victims or muses

of political action.

Among the tradition’s muses,
perhaps the most famous is Eugene
Delacroix’s heroine in La liberté guidant le peuple. Depicting the ousting of
Bourbons from Paris in 1830, Delacroix’s painting places a woman at the
center of the conflict. Liberté draws the mob into battle and, if we follow the
narrative conventions of the genre, seems to assure their victory by her very
presence. The work establishes a strong dramatic tension between eros and

Figure 6: Kathe Kollwitz, “Outbreak” (1903)

. thanatos—a symbiotic but fraught interaction between the life-giving spirit of

Woman and the capacity for men to bring death. The muse, as representational




Figure 7: Eugéne Delacroix, “Liberté guidant le
peuple” (1846)

110  Black Bloc, White Riot

ambassador of the transcendental
Idea, has always been on hand to
soften harsh realities. Nevertheless,
this slaughter (like every other) was
not achieved by the muse but by “the
people”—who in this depiction are,
in fact, a cross-class alliance of men.

So while Liberté might be the
purported reason that these Parisians
were compelled to fight (and men
have long deluded themselves into
believing that they fight for Woman),
the fight itself does not taint her. In
an otherwise dark composition, and
for no other reason but to highlight her goodness, Delacroix’s muse is envel-
oped in a light that seems to emanate from her very _uow:mmm mc:oc:mom. by
armed Parisians, Liberté seems to float over the bodies of the fallen. Carrying
the French flag, she is bound to the new republic even as she .nononm._m the force
that made it possible. Nowadays, Delacroix’s image is more likely m:noc.:nmnom
as kitsch than as a serious political statement. And few .<<E. be m:%ﬁmo.m to
find an image from the European oil painting tradition &ms.:zm on @chﬁo?
able metaphors and gender stereotypes. Nevertheless, by placing H\&oﬁn at the
front of the insurrection “leading the people,” Delacroix’s image discloses an
important debt to historical reality. And it is precisely for this reason m.»»?l
even though she refuses both the muse and the transcendental mnHwE.En‘
Kollwitz has the woman in “Outbreak” occupying a similar place within the
field of action. : , . :

Representations, no matter how distorting in their transcendental con-
ceits, must nevertheless “represent” something. It’s therefore not surprising
to discover that, when one ventures beyond the frame of the art world, the
historical record admits an'impressive number of women—some well _505.9
‘others lurking in the darkened corners of the archive—who have engaged in
political violence. In Labour in Irish History, James Connolly Qo.wwv rum-
mages through the shadows to remind us how riots were o.mﬁon carried wcﬁ in
the name of women leaders. Describing the activities of Irish peasants in the
middle of the eighteenth century during the establishment of British enclo-

sures, Connolly recounts how “there sprang up throughout Ireland numbers

of secret societies in which the dispossessed people strove by _miHn,mm acts and
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violent methods to restrain the greed of their masters, and to enforce their
own right to life.”

They met in large bodies, generally at midnight, and proceeded to tear down
enclosures; to hough cattle; to dig up and so render useless the pasture lands;
to burn the houses of shepherds; and in short, to terrorise their social rulers
into abandoning the policy of grazing in favour of tillage, and to give more
employment to the labourers and more security to the cottier. (42)

Connolly mentions that the secret organizations conducting these acts of
terror were very diffuse and often disappeared as quickly as they appeared. He
does, however, draw special attention to the Whiteboys, a group that sought
vengeance and justice in the South of Ireland. Wearing white shirts over their
clothes in order to create an ominous uniform appearance while causing havoc
at night, the Whiteboys are intriguing from our current vantage for their
anticipation of the sartorial strategies favored by the Black Bloc. Connolly’s
interest, however, was piqued for different reasons. “About the year 1762,” he
mentions, “[the Whiteboys] posted their notices on conspicuous places in the
country districts... threatening vengeance against such persons as had incurred
their displeasure as graziers, evicting landlords, etc. These proclamations were
signed by an imaginary female, sometimes called ‘Sive Oultagh’, sometimes
‘Queen Sive and her subjects™ (42).

Although women are representationally absent from Connolly’s history,?
they are nevertheless conceptually present as imaginary leaders. The rioting
Whiteboys were subject o Queen Sive, who might therefore be cast as an older
sister to Liberté. But what sort of concrete situation might have allowed figures
such as these to emerge? We can find hints in the riots themselves. Enclosure
meant the separation of families from the land. Historically burdened with the
responsibilities of home and family, the women of Ireland’s pre-capitalist peas-
antry can truly be understood as motive forces behind the enclosure riots. It is
therefore not surprising that the tumult should have been carried out in their
name. For his part, Connolly presumed that Queen Sive—like her younger
brothers Captain Swing and General Ludd—was imaginary. Though the riots
may have been conducted for and a# the behest of Ireland’s women, it did not fol-
low that it was therefore women themselves who conducted them. But whether
or not there was an actual Queen Sive, historians since Connolly—Sheila
Rowbotham notable among them—have affirmed that there were certainly
women who rioted. .
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From the eighteenth century onward, there is an oA.UdewEn Qn:.n_ in ﬁoagvm
participation in riots and other forms of political violence. Despite being rep-
resentationally absent in many historical accounts, Wos.\vo&wB (1974) has-
noted that women were present in large numbers during historically on_ovnmno.m
moments like the storming of the Bastille.** Similarly, women were arrested in
large numbers when the barricades of the Paris Commune finally fell. Many
of them—women like Louise Michel, but also innumerable unknown ones as
well—were subsequently exiled or executed. . .
Describing the early nineteenth century political scene in Women, %&ﬁ&.m.&
& Revolution, Sheila Rowbotham (1974) recounts how women omnnc.@wnﬁn_u
pated in riots in a manner that reaffirmed Hro.:. status as women. Since the
majority of riots in England during the proto-capitalist wnnom were compelled
by what Rowbotham calls “consumption issues,” they were _nﬁamﬂ% G_ocnm
to the daily concerns of peasant women’s lives. .H.,oH: _uo.gonn an earlier peasant
experience and the dynamics of the new conditions, rioters often mo.cmwﬂ. basic
necessities. Very often, they would be thrown into mmﬂo: vv\. mcoamﬁ._osm in the
price of bread. Describing the tumult of one event in Nottingham in the year
1812, Rowbotham recounts how “mobs set to work in every part of the town.

One group carried 2 woman in a chair who gave the word of o.oBanm
and was given the name of “Lady Ludd.” Such actions were half E.Em.__ rmﬁ
political. They came naturally from the role of women in ﬁw.o. family. H.rm:
organization was based on the immediate community. They did not require a
conscious long-term commitment like joining a union or party, nor were they
feminist in any explicit sense. (103)

According to Rowbotham, even though these women were H@mwmﬁ.:._m the
tyranny of their rulers, they were not yet challenging the system or their Hw_o
within it. Often, peace could be reestablished through the market. With

the price of bread set once again at the level determined by custom, things

would often return to normal. “However,” Rowbotham points out, “during
the nineteenth century the context of the food riot nwmnmn&avonmcmo om the
development of other forms of political action.” mKnDQ&.? ﬂ.rm traditional
action of women in relation to consumption became intertwined not on.@\
with revolutionary events and ideas but also with the emerging wom&ﬁ femi-
nism of the streets and clubs” (103). In this way, the riot helped to inaugurate
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new forms of political subjectivity for women. Addressing immediate needs
through violence translated, over time, into the capacity to e political and to
begin envisioning a future beyond the family-consumption horizon.

By the beginning of the twentieth century, the violence of the British suf-
fragette movement effectively transcended the logic of the consumption issue
riot. Although suffragettes drew upon the spontaneous feminism of prior mo-
ments, the struggle for suffrage saw women riot not so much to preserve that
which they required (or to which they felt entitled by custom) but rather to
transform themselves into new beings. Through riotous action, women pro-
duced the conditions for full citizenship within the representational paradigm
of democratic liberalism. Much broken glass and unladylike behavior punc- .
tuated these years. Historian Trevor Lloyd (1971) recounts how, in the year
1913, militant suffragettes “burnt a couple of rural railway stations ... placed a

bomb in the house being built for [British Cabinet Minister] Lloyd George at

Walton Heith in Surrey, and ... wrote ‘Votes for Women’ in acid on the greens
of some golf courses.” What's more, “these attacks were meant to hurt.”

Previously women who had been breaking the law, whether in a peaceful
way or by marching in procession without police permission, or violently
by breaking windows or trying to force their way into the Commons, had
intended to be arrested in order to show that they took their beliefs momo:m_&
and to make a speech from the dock in defense of their béliefs at the trial.
But by [1913] the suffragettes were no longer looking for opportunities for
martyrdom. They wanted to fight against society. (89)

.OobﬂanOHE activists will recognize the transition outlined by Lloyd
as bearing a striking resemblance to the recursive interval between the mo-
ment of civil disobedience and engagement in direct action.?! It’s therefore not
surprising that, just as in other instances when protestors have moved from
martyrdom to confrontation, the suffragettes’ turn to militancy led to harsh
criticism. Violent action, many suggested, annulled the benefits of mythic
feminine status—that gift that “enabled” women to transcend dirty politics
through ontological purity. By refusing the status of both victim and muse,
the suffragette became nothing short of a political and symbolic anomaly. She
appeared on the world stage by defiantly extricating herself from the rubble
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of a historic contradiction that has yet to be resolved. Producing a new and
intelligible category from the nineteenth century antinomy between “Woman”
and “the political” required decisive action. And so, even as they sought recog-
nition from constituted power, the suffragettes nevertheless understood that
“Woman” as representational category needed to be more than a myth, a muse,
a node in-the organization of consumption.

Through systematic and uproarious interjection, this new woman entered
history not as an abstract universal but as a conscious actor—a force to be
both recognized and reckoned with. According to historian Melanie Philllips,
suffragettes like Teresa Billington-Greig began to recognize the ontological
scope of their claims when their actions led them into direct conflict with
the state. Sitting in Holloway prison for assaulting a cop at a demonstration,
Billington-Greig concluded that, since women were denied the rights of citi-
zenship, “logically they had to be outlaws and rebels” (2003: 182). Billington-
Greig refused to testify at her trial, arguing that the court had no jurisdiction
over those it did not—and could not—recognize as its citizens.

Reflecting on a similar feeling of ontological transformation a few years
prior to Billington-Greig’s arrest, Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence could not
help but to feel inspired. Suffragette action had changed her: “Gone was the
age-old sense of inferiority, gone the intolerable weight of helplessness in the
face of material oppression... And taking the place of the old inhibitions was
the release of powers that we had never dreamed of,” she wrote (2003: 172).
Despite the remarkable differences in their objective circumstances, Pethick-
Lawrence expressed a sentiment that neatly anticipated the dynamite that
Fanon would commit to paper 60 years later.?? It’s therefore not surprising
that, according to Phillips, by 1908 “civil disobedience gave way to threats
to public order.” These included “destruction of property such as window-
breaking and occasional violence against members of the government” (189).

During this period, many suffragettes argued that violence was not the
antithesis of rights (as many liberals had claimed) but rather their precondi-
tion. This perspective resonated strongly with leading suffragette Christabel
Pankhurst as she witnessed police break up a Manchester labor meeting assem-
bled to address unemployment. Pankhurst concluded that it was only through
violence that people would be recognized as people. From the perspective of
the rights-granting state, violence seemed to be the precondition to political
intelligibility (2003: 174). Arriving at similar conclusions, Frances Berkeley
%ocsm noted in 1912 that the actions of suffragettes conformed in every detail
to England’s cherished history of struggle for equal rights and liberal freedoms.
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“Need I recall to any student of history,” Young asked rhetorically, “the serious
rioting and destruction of property which has preceded every advance in the

liberties of which mbm_msm is so proud” Ao_ﬁom in Neumann 2001: 111).

The history of the struggles against enclosure and for suffrage makes it possible
to question the commonsense that draws logical correspondences between riot-
ing and masculinity. By paying attention to the gender of rioters throughout the
history of capitalism in the West, it becomes possible to dispel the myth that
rioting has been a purely masculine pursuit. Correspondingly, though it might
empirically be the case that women did far less rioting than did men at anti-
summit actions, this cannot be said to be the result of some natural—or even
some politically expedient—arrangement. Women have been rioters in the past.
They have recognized the importance of rioting in pursuit of political objectives
and even of political being. And while contemporary detractors of the Black
Bloc have done their best to discredit the Bloc’s actions as macho rabble Hocm_nmv
the historic gender of the riot has been both masculine and feminine.

At the same time, the history of riots from the nineteenth century onward
reveals the extent to which the meaning of the category “woman” underwent
significant transformations as a result of the emergent relationship between
violence and liberal democracy. As Rowbotham explains, “the new conception
of commitment” that arose in moments of political violence “could upset what
had been regarded as the women's sphere” (1974: 104). As a phenomenon per-
taining to a way of being rather than to a prescribed content (as a concept that -
enabled people to adopt the standpoint of #be project rather than that of a nar-
rowly conceived interest), “commitment” became the vehicle for self-realization
and becoming. In this formulation, committed people act on the basis of what
their act demonstrably produces rather than on the basis of what it is thought
to mean within a fixed frame of reference. Because the social organization of
gender relied (and relies) extensively on the register of signification, the turn
toward committed action (where recognition is demoted to a place of second-
ary importance) can be seen as an opening move in the war on gender itself.

As Rowbotham, Young, and others make clear, the history of riots against
property and profit has been indelibly marked by women’s participation. It’s
therefore not surprising to discover that (despite all claims to the contrary)
women were active participants in anti-globalization riots as well. Writing
about her experiences in the Black Bloc at demonstrations against the G8




116  Black Bloc, White Riot

meetings held in Genoa during August of 2001, JS.E% menw__ goes so far as to
directly address the limitations of the riot = masculine equation:

T think the stereotype is true that we are mostly young and mostly white,
although I wouldn't agree that we are mostly men. When I'm dressed from
head to toe in baggy black clothes, and my face is covered up, most @n.oEo
think I'm a man too. The behavior of Black Bloc protestors is not associated
with women, so reporters often assume we are all guys. (Black 2001)

In her investigation of the ambiguous feminist ormnmnﬂﬁ.. of .ﬁvo anti-glo-
balization movement, Judy Rebick (2002) quotes activist Krystalline. Wamcm ex-
pressing a similar sentiment: “Blocking up’ to become mwn w.FnW Bloc is a great
equalizer. With everyone looking the same—everyone's hair tucked away, our
faces obscured by masks, I'm nothing less and nothing more 9»5 one entity
moving in the whole...” (Rebick 2002). However, as Kraus points out, Q.zm
moment of release from the constraints of gender lasts only as long as the riot
itself. Before and after the action, at public meetings and at the bar, movement

. . . . &« . »
_debates continue to be the preserve of men. But if the riot is a “great equalizer

because of the exigencies of commitment, it’s worth noﬁﬂﬂw:m T@w it might
also stand as the inaugural moment of a womﬁuawnnmnbﬂmcoﬁ_,&. politics. If the
contemporary riot brings with it a moment of .mgmna mwo_._mwob, S&wao one
becomes nothing more than “one entity moving in the whole, wo,.e might we
extend its effects into regions of life where the logic of representation remains
dominant? Can we enter the space opened up by the riot and never leave it?

Although it’s been the subject of endless political mn_uhwﬁnv mn”&&mMm have o@.ow.
had difficulty clearly describing what they intend _”.d\ inclusion. w.wonm:mn it’s
an ontological and not a political category; vnnmmmo. it ﬁ.o.:mm to valorize the fili-
ative bonds of present tense being over the affiliative Hm:.u&mom of future tense
becoming; because, finally, it traces the Bo<.059.:. Oman:ﬁﬁnm from spaces of ex-
teriority into some predetermined inside, fun_cﬂo:v has w.omn@ naﬁ &_mmn_.&._nm
for radical politics.?® Whether carried out in an aggregative fashion or Qﬁﬁ
more nuance) in an effort to induce an elected (and often predetermined)
self-transformation, “inclusion” has often seemed to assume that the space of
inclusion is itself a nearly perfect universal. . . "
In opposition to this perspective, feminist writers concerned wit!

You €an't Do Gender in a Riot 117

anti-imperialist struggles have shown how inclusion has worked against po- -
litical projects cognizant of the need to seize power and transform the world.
Chandra Mohanty (1995) is unequivocal on this point in her assessment of
Robin Morgan’s mid-nineties call for a “planetary feminism.” For Mohanty,
the politics of inclusion inevitably leads to an abstract “universal sisterhood”
(a condition that reiterates many of the features granted to Liberté). Although
envisioned as a container into which all difference can be subsumed, Mohanty
recounts how—in practice—“universal sisterhood” has disclosed an uncanny
allegiance to the particular interests of white middle class women.

Universal sisterhood, defined as the transcendence of the “male” world, thus
ends up being 2 middle class, psychologized notion which effectively erases
material and ideological power differences within and among groups of
women, especially between First and Third World women (and, paradoxi-
cally, removes us all as actors from history and politics). (77)

Because it removes women from the political .mwwnnou it’s doubtful that
“sisterhood” could provide the epistemic or tactical bases for resistance. As
an abstract relation prompted by recognition of an equally abstract category,
“inclusion of woman” necessitates that the category “woman” be given content.
But who will be included? Because the moment of recognition becomes the
moment of inscription, women who act in ways that exceed the normative
grounds of the category cease to be intelligible. Or, to put it another way, since
Morgan’s “sistethood” presupposes norms that are potentially antithetical to
Krauss and Black’s actions; since Krauss and Black seem to act like men and
refuse to transcend the field of ruthless masculine politics, “sisterhood” may be
left with no option but to expel them from its bounds.

Then again, in a moment of compromise, “sisterhood” might acknowledge
the contradictions that arise from its aggregative constitution and make an
exception. But what happens to a normative category that allows exceptions?
At its logical limit, inclusion of exceptional content makes the category into
which the content is subsumed wholly superfluous. By making the distinction .
between inside and outside (friend and enemy) impossible, “exceptional inclu-
sion” of this kind ends by undermining the minimum requirements of political
thought and action. Although inclusion brings with it a number of benefits
(and here we might think of the possibility of forging a collective “we? prior to
the resolution of contradictions within the assembled body), it also highlights
a number of ontological lacunae that cannot be perpetually deferred.
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By deferring the resolution of its ontological lacunae, contemporary
feminism has been subject to an increasingly frequent return of the repressed.
From Sojourner Truth to Audre Lorde, the history of feminist action has been
shaped by confrontations with the limits of the category “woman.” These
confrontations have for the most part (and up until recently) taken the form
of attempts to expand the category so as to include the experiences of those
who had previously gone unrecognized. These efforts have been important.
However, they bring with them the challenge of determining how to con-
stitute a political “we” at the point where the distinction between inside and
outside dissolves. This problem is surmountable; however, it requires that we
recognize how the goal of inclusion is itself too narrow to encapsulate the
opportunities signaled by the anti-globalization movement’s riotous actions.
These events highlighted a place where stable gender categories (and even
genders themselves) might begin to fall apart.

"In monients like the riot (in moments when people choose to reject, or fail to
approximate, established norms), representational certainties begin to unravel.
It’s therefore not surprising to find media commentators, state officials, and
(occasionally) activists themselves doing their utmost to make the new scene
intelligible by inscribing the riot as male. The goal of this work is not “truth”
but conceptual intelligibility. And with conceptual intelligibility comes the
possibility of induction into the logic of ruling relations. As Mary Black points
out, one of the most cherished gender norms applied to women—a norm
applied with stunning regularity in both mainstream and popular feminist
accounts—is that they are ontologically anti-violent. Because of this, recog-
nizing women in the riot would mean destabilizing the intelligibility of the
category “woman” itself.

In mainstream accounts, violence is often viewed as the natural preserve
of men. Women are thus cast as victims incapable of mobilizing violence or
as muses unwilling to consider it on account of their moral superiority. Given

this restrictive framework, it has often been difficult for women to imagine us-

ing violence in order to accomplish goals—even when it can be demonstrated
to be in their interest to do so. It’s understandable that the patriarchal main-
stream has sought, out of sheer self-interest, to make violence unthinkable for
women. However, it’s more difficult to grasp why this tendency has been such
a recurrent feature of feminist thought. ,
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H.Sn_mao Kaye/Kantrowitz (1992) has pointed out how dangerous the
WBEW& love affair with the victim has been in light of the need to resist
MaoHn:no against women. While many women do not feel comfortable be-
ing violent, Kantrowitz notes, this should not be confused with the idea that
women are nafurally non-violent or that victim status is the only basis for
political recognition. Women, she argues, have been systematically deprived of
access to violence—first, by a masculine culture that declares violence to be its
unique and sovereign entitlement, and second by a tendency within feminism
to draw natural associations between violence and the oppressor. However, for

Kantrowitz, “the idea that women are inherently non-violent is ... dangerous
because it is not true.”

Any doctrine that idealizes us as the non-violent sex idealizes our victimiza-
tion and institutionalizes who men say we are: intrinsically nurturing, inher-
ently gentle, intuitive, emotional. They think; we feel. They have power; we

won't touch it with a ten-foot pole. Guns are for them; let’s suffer in a special
kind of womanly way. (24)

Why has it been difficult for feminists to imagine violence as a viable
strategy for political transformation? Why, despite a documented history of
women's violent struggle, have women tended to disavow their capacity for vio-
Hab.oow Part of the answer can be found in the representational habit of positing
resistance as the logical negation of the thing being resisted. In the case of vio-
lence, this means that—since men wield violence against women in an effort to
maintain relations of domination—the use of viclence by women would only
serve to strengthen the logic of domination itself. Rachel Neumann confirms
this tendency when she describes the feelings that some anti-globalization
m.nnimnm had with respect to the Black Bloc riot: In her account, protestor
violence seems to reiterate existing power imbalances. “Property destruction,”
she notes, “has often been linked with larger uses of violence.” v

Because of the way that men in particular are taught to repress and vent their
anger, it often comes out as an exaggerated representation of masculinity,
reproducing instead of contradicting the existing power structure. (111)

N According to this logic, by using violence to smash the violent mv\mﬁnB,.mnl
tivists gm by reinforcing the system itself. Here, violence is construed as a logi-
cal quantity, a sign that can only be negated by siding with its representational
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antithesis: But Neumanx's formulation says more about the state ﬁ.um onn nEH v
rent political impoverishment (where o<nJW¢::m is subsumed §MWB. the Homn
resentational sphere) than it does mwocdSo._nbon.:mn_h kvbm while it nmSH :
easily transposed into the field of Hn?omoa.mﬁon“ violence _ﬁmnﬁw not EMnnnv\om
representational act. Its political om:nn”a can't be Bomﬁ:ﬂ&. ona m:nm m%onE-
stable significations. By abstracting Sownuno. from its .moQ.Mm noﬁoxw y HHmm "
ing it into a representational essence and m_mnonnmnasm it mon.ﬂvmm e <<om. o
lived experience, activists run the risk of foreclosing the possibility of ev
contemplating the political use of violence.

In order to justify violence’s political inadmissibility, wnm&mﬂm rm<n. moaﬂﬁﬂm
made use of an idea popularized by Audre Lorde: ‘HW.H master’s tools
never dismantle the master’s house” (1984: 110).> There is no mo&% that max-
;s like these are seductive. However, they rarely provoke a material H.nnrow_:m
with the world. Which tools, precisely, belong to the Bm.mﬁﬂ.v Furthermore, QM
did these tools end up in his hands and not oEm.v.UnmSEm upon a monB,an _
history of struggle, Kantrowitz points out that ,.uorwboo. has been éoHMM:m too
too. To make arguments to the contrary requires m.orvwgﬁo and e mcmﬂ,ﬁm
self-deception (1992: 23). Worse, the urge to relinquish S&odnw $O mw. HM mMoHn )
identity with the master reduces social relations to a n.onmﬁocmﬁon of M M..M )
concepts and resistance to a process of conceptual negation. mc&.._ an oﬂmn a M "
makes it nearly impossible to imagine 2 field of mﬁncm.m_o that is not m.EMH .
advance by the claustrophobic universe of representational logic. Wnpoﬂ_n ¥,
means that the consolidation of male power leads women toward ever-greater
identification with the unattainable chmno:mon.a& realm. o
By positing violence wholly within the purview of a BmmnEh.Ew Hmnosnm%

of social domination, the inverse set of propositions is thus sim ﬁM:amOJm y
secured: by virtue of being the antithetical term, to be female means de H”HMW
oneself against dominant masculinist practice. Consequently, victimizati

becomes a central aspect (and defining feature) of the feminine. As a politi- -

cal figure, “Woman” thus becomes Ho?n.mn.:ﬁmmomﬁ_@ coherent J\ 2“% of Tonn
marginality and the restitution this condition moro:.m mnon.ﬂ constituted powe :

Viewed as a hyperbolic representational negation ASnE.E or as an un
achievable ideal (muse), “Woman” as we w.:oé her 8&@. Eannnw does :o.m
riot.. History, however, contradicts this claim. In opposition to “Woman,

women are demonstrably capable of enacting violent and powerful practices
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rather than simply being their victims.** Indeed, the history of violent political
struggle since the 1960s is impossible to imagine without recalling the women
who refused to be either victims or muses, who refused to live the proxy life of
categorical abstraction. :

Women'’s possibilities for asserting political power have diminished in
inverse proportion to men’s historical efforts to encapsulate politically power-
ful practices within a normative and coherent masculine identity. Unless they
adopt “common” tactics, women are left with few options but to valorize the
antithetical term of the gender binary.* Of these two courses of action, only
the former allows us to consider how appropriation of our adversary’s tactics
is not simply mimetic. Consequently, laying claim to the capacity for violence
is not only about expanding women activists’ arsenal of available tactics. It
is, more pressingly, about provoking a breakdown in normative male/female
gender designations and relations themselves. .

Operating from a region of social subordination to both the state and to
individual men, neither women in specific nor activists in general can afford
to presume that “violence is violence,” or that the “same thing” in a different
context is really the same. Arguing against both the Stalinists and the bourgeois
moralists of the 1930s, Leon Trotsky put it like this: “A slaveholder who through
cunning and violence shackles a slave in chains, and a slave who through cunning
and violence breaks the chains—let not the contemptible eunuchs tell us that
they are equals before a court of morality” (1973: 38). “Contemptible eunuchs”
notwithstanding, Trotsky encourages us to contemplate political action in a
manner that shifts the focus from normative meaning to practical outcome.

Considered in light of our present argument, Trotsky’s position amounts
to a commitment to resistance coordinated from the standpoint of power-
ful social practices rather than from within the predetermined borders of
a socially-constituted female subjectivity. Following the argument one step
further, we must conclude (along with Trotsky) that those who fawn “over
the precepts established by the enemy will never vanquish that enemy” (45).
At this point, it becomes clear that the “precept” is mof violence (which is
normally taken to be the preserve and not the preceps of the enemy) but the

- category “woman” itself,

We can therefore re-read Lorde’s maxim recognizing that, as a tool, the
moral precept—the constellation of established normative meanings that reaf-
firm the status quo—will indeed never dismantle the master’s house. The vio-
lence of conceptual abstraction conceals the concrete violence of the everyday
world. Nevertheless, it remains evident that the state’s laws cannot be used to
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abolish the state any more than the production of commodities for profit can
ever emancipate the producer.

The implication here is not, as has sometimes been claimed, that women
must act “like men” in order to wield violence. Rather, it is that—by appropri-
ating means of powerful political assertion to which they've historically been
denied recourse—women tell the lie of the normative masculine identification
with power. In Gender Trouble, Butler points out how a women’s repetition of
a practice currently encoded as male can have the effect of transforming both
the practice and the actor into something new. “To operate within the matrix
of power is not the same as to replicate uncritically relations of domination,”
she says. “It offers the possibility of a repetition of the law which is not its
consolidation, but its displacement” (1990: 30). Women’s participation in the
Black Bloc suggests as intriguing vector of displacement in Butler’s sense.

Other parallels can be drawn. As a moment of unmediated engagement with
history, the riot breaks down individual certainties and encourages the forma-
tion of post-representational political subjectivities. In this respect, the riot
provides a concrete expression of the disruptions anticipated by the surreal-
ist insurgency that punctuated the early twentieth century. Searching for an
avenue along which to launch an assault on the conceptual mystifications of
the bourgeoisies, Walter Benjamin proposed in 1929 that—despite its lack of
political clarity—surrealism could reconnect people with a zone of experience
where things and their names would begin to correspond more directly.

“In the world’s structure,” he posits, “dream [the surrealist’s currency] loos-
ens individuality like a bad tooth. This loosening of the self by intoxication

is, at the same time, precisely the fruitful, living experience that allowed these

people to step outside the domain of intoxication” (1978: 179). Like in Krauss’s
account of her Black Bloc experience, where the tactical exigencies of the riot
make 2 member of the Black Bloc “nothing less and nothing-more than one en-
tity moving in the whole,” Benjamins analysis emphasizes surrealism’s assault
on the representational subject certainties of modern individuality. By passing
through the deconstitutive moment, these figures initially intoxicated by dream
reach a point of ecstatic clarity. The violent immediacy of the act thus stands
as precondition to the production of the critical distance required for mediated
analysis. Once unthinkable, the riot produces circumstances in which people
begin to change themselves in the process of changing the world.
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There are still other possibilities. Readers familiar with Frantz Fanon will
undoubtedly recognize the dynamic under consideration as being similar to
the one that he recounts in The Wretched of the Earth. In that book, Fanon
(1963) describes how the native, upon passing through violence, takes history
into his own person and, in the process, rediscovers the capacity to e political.
Liberation is made possible by considering avenues that come into view only af-
ter the colonized choose that which had previously been unthinkable. Standing
at the threshold between the thinkable and the unthinkable is violence. “At the
level of the individual,” Fanon claims, “violence is a cleansing force.”

It frees the native from his inferiority complex and from his despair and inac-
tion; it makes him fearless and restores his self-respect... The action which
has thrown them into a hand-to-hand struggle confers upon the masses a
voracious taste for the concrete. (94-95) .

This “taste for the concrete” moves the newly historicized political subject
beyond the realm of representation. Violence rematerializes the world and its
social relations. No longer do the oppressed seek the recognition of the colo-
nizer. Their claims to freedom do not need his approval. In his introduction to
Fanon's work, Jean-Paul Sartre marveled at the way the anti-colonial struggle
had changed the Algerians’ outlook: Europe was sinking but they didn't care.
All of this confirmed that they were becoming political.

Theoretical considerations and histories of struggle like the ones recounted
above will undoubtedly seem remote from the experiences of privileged po-.
litical contenders that, like the ACME collective, descended on the streets of
Seattle in 1999. Nevertheless, from the standpoint of epistemology, a very simi~
lar process to the one described by Fanon was at work in the anti-globalization
riot. Many participants seemed to experience mass anti-summit actions as a
date with history, an unmediated moment in which they become fully invested
in the consequentiality of their actions.*” .

In addition to the ground clearing made possible by ecstatic action, the
anti-globalization riot made 4 further break with representational politics by
not advancing particular demands, by 7ot asking for anything. State officials,
whether politicians or police, frequently complained that anti-globalization
activists were a cacophonous bunch. They did not seek to meet with leaders;

. they did not seek particular reforms. They did not even seek positive media

coverage—and not infrequently did they attack the vehicles of corporate me-
dia outlets. Like a tormented parent dealing with a recalcitrant child, state
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officials were left to cry out in exasperation: “What do you want? 7

The anti-globalization riot served as a means to break S:.r the repre-
sentational paradigm in one final way. Because of their task-oriented sensi-
bilities (their “commitment,” in Rowbotham’s sense), activists—and this was
most true of those who used the Black Bloc tactic—tended toward a uniform
appearance that made recognition difficult. Starting from the standpoint of

the task, rioters selected appropriate tools and clothes. As with their historic

counterparts the Whiteboys, the practical consequence of activist commit-
ment was sartorial uniformity. And, as in the past, emphasis fell not on what
the uniform meant but rather on what it enabled.

Because it emphasized engaged and unmediated wmnmnwwmno:.w because it
broke with the politics of demand enshrined in Qngoﬂmm.n mvonm._.wmaw because
it placed emphasis on the politics of the act, where participants aimed to pro-
duce their truths directly, the anti-globalization riot uncovered a space ér.n.nn
women might cause the kind of gender trouble esteemed by wcmnm. By ﬁo_m::m
to destabilize gender categories, rioting women prefigure a iﬁwn_& in which \&n
political-representational matrix of gender (where identity is the precondi-
tion for both subjectivity and regulation) begins to lose its m&pownm. Evenasa
hypothesis, such a proposition is worthy of sustained nobm.:.manwﬁonlnoﬂ least
because it provides a means of moving radical politics from its current mogm on
gender inclusion toward the more radical perspective of gender m_uorconw. ..

Rather than seeking to include women, activists might use the riot to
abolish “woman” as a significant social category. In the process, the category
“man”—a category made intelligible only through its binary opposition to
“woman™—is also desecrated. Feminists have contemplated this possibility
before. In “The Accentuation of Female Appearance,” early twentieth cen-
tury American feminist Laura AE&DWV. Jackson (1993) mow:m.&. A.En.nrmﬁ even
though women of her period had begun to extend their activities into S.m.ﬂmﬂ
had previously been male domains, they also began to aesthetically emphasize
their femininity. As the distinctions between men and women began to _unomw
down in the sphere of practical activity, they became increasingly codified in
the sphere of representation. As “the female role becomes more and more
extended,” Jackson noted.

the dramatic duality of woman becomes more and more emphatic. And this
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duality is not only insisted on by women; it is equally insisted on by man. For if
woman, as such, disappears from the drama, the drama itself collapses.” (114)

In this case, disappearing “as such” from the ‘drama meant disentangling
oneself from the binds of signification. Alternative representations, though
they are often important, can only change whar people perceive. In contrast,
by abolishing representational distinctions through productive practices, activ-
ists could foster a radical break with the representational paradigm underlying
contemporary ruling regimes. In this way, they could contribute to changing
how people perceive.

More immediately, breaking with the representational paradigm chal-
lenges the centrality of identity to contemporary politics. These politics,
although important for the developments they've entailed, have never been
without contradiction. And, as most activists will attest, these contradictions
have often been immobilizing. But while there have been numerous content-
based critiques of identity politics over the last twenty years, it took Butler to
point out how identity—since it provides the basis for social recognition—is
itself a regulatory practice. .

In Gender Trouble, Butler asks: “what kind of subversive repetition might call
into question the regulatory practice of identity itself” (1990: 32). Although she
does not consider it, women’s participation in the Black Bloc is such a repeti-
tion. By circumventing the representational sphere and attacking the epistemic
basis of political identity, and by recasting politics as a practice of production
rather than one of signification, Black Bloc women anticipate a moment be-
yond the recognition-regulation matrix of today’s society of control.

To be clear, since they begin from within it, Black Bloc rioters cannot
pretend to possess a tidy means of transcending representational stipulations.
However, their practices do seem to unsettle some of these stipulations’ most
cherished principles. By emphasizing unmediated engagement, a critical ap-
proach to the politics of demand, and a celebration of the act, the rioters’ com-
mitment makes gender representation (and hence gender itself) less tenable.
And so, while anti-globalization riots were not always tactically efficacious,
their significance may in fact reside elsewhere. And so, while it doesn’t ac-
cord with the disciplined messaging of contemporary movements, we must
keep the possibility of gender abolition in mind as we enter the next cycle of
struggle. To the extent that this possibility was made visible during the anti-

globalization movement, it stood as a meaningful prefiguration of the world
we are struggling to create.
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In this world, we can imagine subjects without identities and politics
unbound by the stale conventions of recognition. These politics are made
possible by a violent assault on conceptual abstraction and—their capitalist
outgrowth—property relations. This is especially the case when conducted by
a “woman” who is herself a conceptual outgrowth of those very relations. Most
.importantly, these politics anticipate a people who will exist whether or not we
are represented. Through our activity, the world itself will confirm our being.




