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Autonomy	is	a	concept	that	has	seen	a	rapid	rise	to	prominence	in	broad	(and	often	
conflictive)	inter-	and	intra-Marxist	and	anarchist	debates	on	political	praxis	over	the	last	
decades.	From	its	early	heyday	in	the	1970s	around	operaismo	tendencies	of	1970s	Italian	
Marxism,	the	French	Socialisme	ou	Barbarie,	and	the	work	of	scholars	such	as	Murray	
Bookchin	and	Harry	Cleaver,	to	its	latest	manifestation	where	the	social	movements	of	Latin	
America	are	often	the	starting	point,	most	notably	in	the	work	of	Michael	Hardt	and	Antonio	
Negri,	John	Holloway,	Marina	Sitrin,	and	Ana	Dinerstein	herself,	it	is	an	idea	that	has	evolved	
and	transformed	in	a	manner	reflective	of	the	political	praxis	with	which	it	associates.		 It	is	
here,	as	a	major	participant	in	these	processes	of	developing	autonomy	as	a	political	and	
conceptual	tool,	that	Dinerstein’s	contribution	in	The	Politics	of	Autonomy	in	Latin	America	
makes	its	mark.	Surveying	the	impressively	wide	and	diverse	range	of	literature	on	
autonomy	and	combining	it	with	an	array	of	philosophical	and	sociological	contributions	
from	Latin	America,	this	work	identifies	an	oft-cited	lacuna	in	autonomist	thinking	as	its	
starting	point:	the	question	of	confronting	power.	Dinerstein	correctly	notes	that	many	of	
the	debates	on	the	utility	(or	futility)	of	autonomist	thought	and	political	organisation	have	
asked	how	it	can	deal	with	the	repressive	and	coercive	forces	that	can	(and	oftentimes	are)	
mobilised	by	capital	and	the	state.	Taking	Latin	America	as	a	point	of	reference,	this	
question	has	become	even	more	pressing	as	progressive	governments	from	Argentina	and	
Brazil	to	Venezuela	and	Bolivia,	which	emerged	in	response	to	many	of	the	resurgent	
autonomist	social	movements	that	are	the	subject	of	this	work,	have	come	under	increasing	
pressure	from	a	resurgent	Right.	Dinerstein	makes	two	major	contributions	to	which	I	will	
draw	attention	and	around	which	I	will	continue	this	review:	(1)	systematising	autonomy	
and	specifying	it	as	socio-	political	praxis	by	critically	surveying	a	vast	literature	and	
mobilising	the	concept	through	Ernst	Bloch’s	notion	of	“hope”	to	identify	four	key	moments	
for	political	action	and	social	change	(negation,	creation,	contradiction	[conflict],	and	
excess);	and	(2)	bringing	indigenous	interpretations	of	autonomy	to	the	fore	and	reversing	
the	typical	view	that	Latin	America	should	learn	from	the	world,	stating	that	the	world	
should	be	learning	from	Latin	America.		

Through	a	systematic	engagement	with	Bloch’s	notion	of	“hope”,	framed	as	an	
understanding	of	autonomy	in	“the	key	of	hope”,	Dinerstein	defines	autonomy	as	
characterised	by	negation,	creation,	contradiction,	and	excess.	Each	of	these	reinforces	the	
other,	bringing	about	a	fragile,	fluctuating	but	powerful	means	of	challenging	and	
constructing	an	alternative	future.	In	her	presentation,	negation	is	the	denial	of	the	existing	
present–or	at	least	of	those	features	that	reproduce	the	logic	of	power.	Creation	is	the	
pursuit	of	“concrete	utopia”,	a	prefigured	new	reality	run	through	with	contradictions	
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derived	from	the	inherent	fragility	of	the	alternative	that	is	understandable	only	through	the	
contradictions	and	conflicts	with	which	it	is	faced.	Finally,	excess	is	a	vital	feature	that	
demonstrates	the	ability	of	this	praxis	to,	both	really	and	potentially,	transcend	the	
attempts	to	appropriate	and	subsume	this	collective,	alternative	form	of	organisation	
through	its	valorisation.		

It	is	these	mutually	complementary	processes,	in	turn,	that	enable	it	to	be	prefigurative	in	
the	sense	that	it	pushes	beyond	the	limitations	of	the	already	existing	and	into	the	potential	
of	future	human	praxis	against	and	beyond	capital.	Importantly,	it	is	this	search	for	the	
future	(what	she	refers	to	as	the	“not	yet”)	that	is	central	to	making	the	concrete	“real”.	The	
persistence	of	power,	in	Dinerstein’s	view,	can	only	be	understood	as	one	part	of	the	lived	
reality,	with	the	drive	to	develop	the	unknown	future	against	the	mediation	and	
appropriation	exercised	over	this	autonomous	praxis	existing	in	constant	struggle	with	the	
prevailing	practices	and	mediations	of	the	present,	which	includes	the	coercive	capabilities	
of	the	state.		

Adding	the	complementary	philosophy	of	Bloch	enables	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	
practice	of	“organising	hope”–this	collective	autonomous	pursuit	of	the	“not	yet”–	
inasmuch	as	Dinerstein	can	frame	these	four	attributes	of	autonomy	via	the	“unfinished”	
nature	of	reality,	the	constant	anthropological	(not	ideological)	human	striving	beyond	the	
perceived	lack,	the	contingency	and	“danger”	of	that	struggle,	and	the	key	productive	and	
creative	excess	in	forming	the	“not	yet”.	This	is	a	vital	starting	point	for	understanding	the	
question	of	autonomy	confronting	(and	existing	alongside)	power	by	bringing	potentially	
constructive,	rather	than	simply	disruptive,	practice	to	the	fore.	It	enables	an	understanding	
of	the	competing	constituent	features	of	the	“real”	in	which	the	contradictory	practices	of	
struggling	to	overcome	power	and	ongoing	efforts	to	appropriate	and	repress	that	struggle	
are	fundamental	features	of	the	existent	concrete	reality.		

It	is	from	these	foundations	that	this	work	makes	a	truly	significant	contribution	not	just	to	
academic	thinking	on	the	subject	of	autonomy,	but	to	the	potential	of	making	it–	of	
operationalising	it–in	practice.	Crucially,	this	aspect	of	Dinerstein’s	contribution	is	
developed	in	direct	conversation	with	concrete,	really	existing	experiences	of	autonomy,	
with	all	the	tension,	contradictions,	and	limitations	that	characterise	its	unstable	and,	in	the	
language	she	takes	from	Bloch,	“disappointable”	forms.	The	extent	of	this	intervention	
should	not	be	underestimated.	By	mobilising	the	four	mutually	constitutive	phases	of	
autonomy–negation,	creation,	contradiction,	and	excess–through	four	separate	and	
distinctive	experiences	of	autonomous	organising,	the	tension	between	its	general	and	
specific	forms	is	played	out	in	full	view	of	the	reader.	Consequently,	the	means	to	reproduce	
and	to	learn	from	these	experiences,	from	the	opportunities	they	create	and	the	limitations	
they	face	is	brought	to	the	forefront	of	the	analysis	in	a	creative	and	original	manner.		

Moreover,	the	lessons	to	be	learned	from	these	experiences	and	from	the	means	by	which	
they	are	framed	in	the	“key	of	hope”	ask	us	to	consider	Latin	America	as	invaluable	to	
autonomous	practice	outside	the	region.	Latin	America	has	been	long	held-up	as	a	place	
whose	political	economy	had	to	be	informed	by	the	competing	ideologies	of	Europe,	North	
America,	and	Asia,	where	political	strategies	from	Popular	Fronts	in	the	1930s	to	Maoist	
guerrillas	in	the	1960s	have	coexisted	alongside	social	democratic	“Third	Way”	
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governments,	Keynesian	or	“developmental	state”	inspired	state	strategies	of	class	
compromise,	and	repressive	IMF-imposed	neoliberalism.	Yet	the	region	has	a	remarkably	
innovative	tradition	of	political	and	economic	thinking	that	includes	structuralist	and	
dependency	theorists	from	Raul	Prebisch	to	José	Carlos	Mariátegui,	statist	models	of	social	
revolution	under	leaders	including	Salvador	Allende	and	Hugo	Chávez,	and	the	diverse	array	
of	social	movements	from	the	Zapatistas,	the	the	unemployed	workers	movement	and	
worker-recovered	companies	in	Argentina,	indigenous	movements	in	Bolivia,	and	landless	
workers’	movements	in	Brazil,	through	which	Dinerstein	illustrates	and	informs	her	unique	
claims	about	autonomy.		

Importantly,	she	brings	to	our	attention	the	significance	of	indigenous	social	and	political	
practices	as	foundational	of	a	unique	regional	and	global	contribution	to	theorising	about	
and	acting	through	autonomy.	It	is	this	understanding	of	the	unique	formulation	of	
indigenous	“cosmologies”	in	the	constitution	of	autonomy,	most	notably	in	the	case	of	the	
Mexican	Zapatistas	and	the	Bolivian	indigenous	social	movements,	that	marks	out	one	of	
Dinerstein’s	most	innovative	claims.	Vital	to	envisioning	the	prefigurative	nature	of	
autonomy	is	locating	this	notion	she	takes	from	Bloch	of	the	“not	yet”.	In	this	sense,	
autonomous	praxis	contains,	in	part,	activities	that	are	untranslatable–they	are	activities	
that	are	not	amenable	to	appropriation	or	valorisation,	persisting	in	a	manner	that	places	
them	in	continual	contradiction	but	also	in	possession	of	the	potential	to	go	beyond	and	
against.	Seizing	upon	and	defending	these	untranslatable	forms	mobilised	in	the	
reconstruction	of	hope	first	by	the	Zapatistas	and,	later,	in	Bolivia	offers	a	crucial	means	by	
which	to	consider	the	“untranslatable”	in	everyday	practice	and	political	resistance	beyond	
these	communities.		

As	with	the	evolution	and	transformation	of	this	field,	the	challenges	raised	within	this	text	
reflect	the	challenges	faced	by	autonomous	political	praxis	throughout	the	world.	The	
pressing	task	of	confronting	power,	of	avoiding	appropriation	into	existing	political	agendas	
on	the	traditional	Left	and	resurgent	Right,	of	resisting	the	processes	of	appropriation	and	
valorisation	that	subsume	the	fragile,	disappointable	hope,	and	of	preventing	the	
reconstruction,	via	this	appropriation	and	subsumption,	of	what	Dinerstein	aptly	names	the	
“hopelessness”	of	neoliberalism	remains	paramount	and	dependent	on	the	futures	that	can	
be	envisaged.	The	Politics	of	Autonomy	in	Latin	America	offers	an	invaluable	starting	point	
for	thinking	about	these	challenges	and	for	confronting	the	limitations	of	fatalist	critiques	or	
naïve	optimism	that	too	often	pervade	debates	on	autonomy.	More	than	that,	it	offers	an	
open	blueprint	for	thinking	about	and	acting	upon	the	idea	that,	within	a	concrete	reality	
that	continues	to	be	overwritten	by	the	hopelessness	of	neoliberalism,	the	seeds	of	hope	
still	remain.		

INTERFACE:	A	journal	for	and	about	social	movements	Book	Reviews	Volume	8(1):	205	–	
237	(May	2016)	By	Ryan	A.	Knight		

Autonomous	politics	have	experienced	a	global	resurgence	from	practice	to	theory	in	recent	
decades.	Latin	America	has	been	at	the	forefront	of	this	resurgence	where,	“radical	
pedagogies,	cooperative	work,	art	and	entertainment,	care,	new	forms	of	defending	and	
revitalizing	indigenous	traditions	and	customs,	environmental	awareness	and	territorialized	
resistance	[have]	developed	imaginatively	into	forms	of	social,	political	and	economic	
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survival”	(pp.	1-2).	For	Ana	Dinerstein,	in	her	latest	book,	The	Politics	of	Autonomy	in	Latin	
America:	The	Art	of	Organizing	Hope,	these	innovative	forms	of	communal	organization	
have	been	circumscribed	theoretically	by	the	old	debates	of	the	political	left:	reform	v.	
revolution,	or	taking	state	power	v.	not	taking	state	power.	Perhaps	a	sign	of	the	times,	“The	
use	of	old	tools,	to	judge	the	politics	of	autonomy	is	a	symptom	of	the	difficulty	of	the	
political	left	to	engage	with	new	visions	that	might	enrich	and	innovate	their	revolutionary	
projects”	(p.	9).	Dinerstein’s	book	offers	the	reader	a	necessary	rethinking	of	autonomous	
politics,	by	problematizing	“the	coordinates	of	the	debate	and	the	terms	of	the	questions”	
(p.	8).		

Dinerstein	succeeds	in	this	endeavor,	in	many	respects,	providing	the	reader	with	three	
principal	theoretical	nuances	that	break	the	stranglehold	on	autonomous	politics.	Firstly,	
Dinerstein	argues	that	autonomous	struggles	aren’t	something	new,	but	since	the	1980s	
they	have	been	marked	by	what	she	characterizes	as	their	emerging	connection	to	hope.	
Drawing	extensively	from	the	work	of	humanist	Marxist	Ernst	Bloch,	particularly	his	Magnus	
opus	three-	volume,	The	Principles	of	Hope,	Dinerstein	approaches	the	prefigurative	
autonomous	projects	of	Latin	America	as	educations	in	hope	-	a	much-needed	alimentation	
for	the	radical	imagination.	She	suggests:	“Prefiguration,	I	argue	is	a	process	of	learning	
hope.	Autonomy	is	the	organizational	tool	of	this	process.	That	is,	autonomy	is	a	hypothesis	
of	resistance	that	encompasses	the	delineation	of	new	horizons	beyond	the	given	truth”	(p.	
2).	Autonomous	prefiguration	thus	challenges	the	playing	field	of	given	reality,	engaging	in	
the	present	possible	futures	that	are	yet	to	be	determined;	“an	unrealized	materiality	that	is	
latent	in	the	present	reality”	(p.	62).		

Working	in	what	she	calls	the	key	of	hope	–	“as	a	composer,	I	use	hope	as	my	basic	
material”	(p.	58)	–	Dinerstein	investigates	four	modes	of	autonomous	praxis	that	make	up	a	
second	fundamental	theoretical	nuance	in	her	analysis.	Instead	of	focusing	on	one	specific	
mode,	Dinerstein	brings	together	the	politics	of	negation,	creation,	contradiction,	and	
excess	to	better	understand	the	complexity	of	autonomous	struggles	in	Latin	America.	This	
particular	point,	guides	the	reader	away	from	the	dichotomous	dead-end	overwhelming	
autonomous	politics,	opening	up	various	lines	of	thought	hidden	beneath	the	conventional	
approaches	to	the	politics	of	autonomy.	Creatively	engaging	these	autonomous	modes	
within	the	context	of	a	politics	of	hope,	Dinerstein	covers	four	of	the	most	well-known	of	
autonomous	experiments	in	Latin	America	in	the	last	few	decades:	the	Zapatista	struggle	in	
Chiapas,	Mexico;	the	urban	autonomous	experiments	in	Argentina	in	2001-2002;	the	
indigenous-popular	uprisings	in	Bolivia;	and	the	MST	movement	of	landless	peasants	in	
Brazil.		

Dinerstein’s	third	theoretical	nuance	that	persists	throughout	the	book	is	her	insistence	on	
the	difference	between	indigenous	and	non-indigenous	autonomous	struggles.	This	insight	
again	ruptures	the	occidental	autonomous	debate,	contributing	to	the	growing	number	of	
voices	that	are	seeking	to	decolonize	critical	thought.	Dinerstein	makes	two	important	
points	in	this	regard.	First,	Indigenous	peoples	are	located	differently	in	their	relation	with	
the	state	and	capital	-	she	argues	their	subsumption	into	capitalism	is	characterized	through	
a	specific	form	of	exclusion.	She	writes,	“By	real	subsumption	by	exclusion	I	mean	that	racial	
oppression	and	invisibilization	were	necessary	conditions	for	the	formation	of	the	working	
class	and	the	foundation	and	expansion	of	capitalist	modernity	in	Latin	America”	(p.	55).	In	
this	way,	Indigenous	peoples	are	located	differently	in	the	process	of	colonial	and	capitalist	
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expansion	making	the	position	from	which	they	constructed	autonomy	different.		

Considering	their	location,	Indigenous	struggles	find	the	affirmation	of	their	identity	and	
their	historical	traditions	as	fundamental	modes	of	autonomous	struggle	and	of	organizing	
hope.	This	is	a	fundamental	point	for	many	on	the	socialist	left,	who	have	failed	to	engage	
the	politics	of	identity	as	a	basis	for	a	revolutionary	politics.	For	Indigenous	struggles,	“the	
past	is	mobilized	and	articulated	with	political	imagination	in	a	new	fashion”	(p.	51).	Thus,	
identity	and	historical	knowledge	serve	as	active	influences	in	the	formation	of	autonomous	
organizing.	Concluding	from	this,	Dinerstein	importantly	rejects	notions	of	universalized	
autonomous	struggle,	stressing	the	differences	between	indigenous	and	non-indigenous	
organizing.	However,	her	point	might	have	been	better	said	had	she	stressed	the	diversity	of	
Indigenous	struggles	as	well,	emphasizing	that	not	all	colonialisms	are	the	same,	just	as	not	
all	Indigenous	autonomous	struggles	work	from	the	same	location.		

Perhaps	the	most	interesting	chapter	is	found	toward	the	end	of	the	book,	where	Dinerstein	
offers	a	‘prefigurative	critique	of	political	economy’	drawing	from	the	tradition	of	open	or	
critical	Marxism.	Following	the	lead	of	Marx,	who	sought	to	denaturalize	the	abstract	terms	
of	political	economy	by	uncovering	the	social	relations	and	class	struggles	from	which	they	
emerge,	Dinerstein	takes	the	practices	of	autonomy	as	real	abstractions	that	are	engaged	in	
struggle:	“a	category	and	practice	that	is	necessarily	embedded	within	the	struggles	in	and	
against	the	value	form”	(p.	206).	As	both	value	and	hope,	in	the	Marxist	and	Blochian	senses	
respectively,	are	“unrealized	materialities	[...]	not	mental	creations,	but	material	dynamics	
that	are	not	yet”	(p.	209);	autonomy	is	the	materiality	that	confronts	the	production	of	
value	with	the	organization	of	hope.	In	the	prefigurative	autonomous	struggles	that	escape	
subsumption	by	capitalist	translation,	political	economy	is	being	critiqued	and	hope	is	being	
organized.		

While	Dinerstein’s	book	is	successful	in	many	respects	of	undoing	the	leftist	stalemate	on	
the	autonomy	debate,	at	times	her	own	location	within	this	tradition	weighs	upon	her	
innovative	approach.	One	such	example	is	her	unproductive	attacks	on	anarchism	and	
autonomism	-	ideological	straw	men	that	allow	her	to	differentiate	her	own	position,	while	
ignoring	the	complexities	and	diversity	of	both	traditions.	This	is	not	to	say	that	anarchism	
or	autonomism	have	it	all	right	-	for	example	there	is	plenty	of	work	being	done	now	trying	
to	decolonize	components	of	the	anarchist	tradition	-	but	to	treat	them	as	static	and	
singular	traditions,	and	to	make	sweeping	claims	of	their	failures,	hinders	rather	than	helps	
a	more	fuller	debate	on	the	politics	of	autonomy.	This	particular	discussion	has	deep	roots	
tracing	back	to	the	First	International	where	anarchism	and	Marxism	had	an	unfortunate	
split.		

Another	more	subtle	example	of	Dinerstein’s	ideological	location	is	a	brief	suggestion	she	
makes	on	the	depoliticized	history	of	peasant	organizations.	She	writes:		

Rural	workers	and	families	played	a	significant	role	in	the	struggle	for	the	land	and	agrarian	
reform	against	neoliberal	structural	adjustments.	Latin	American	peasants	are	now	aware	of	
the	exploitation	they	have	suffered	for	centuries	and	are	determined	to	end	it.	The	
politicization	of	peasant	movements	began	in	the	1930s.	When	their	revolts	against	
landowners	and	local	authorities	were	sporadic,	diffuse,	and	inorganic.	Today	we	see	a	
proliferation	of	much	more	formal	organizations.	(p.	172)		
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This	narrative	has	been	used	by	various	scholars	who	hold	tightly	to	a	certain	interpretation	
of	historical	materialism	that	argues	specific	conditions	must	be	in	place	in	order	for	class-
consciousness	and	revolutionary	organizations	to	fully	emerge.	For	this	reviewer,	this	is	not	
only	historically	incorrect,	but	also	works	to	undermine	a	fuller	understanding	of	the	longer	
history	of	prefigurative	autonomous	organizing	that	has	existed.		

Despite	this,	The	Politics	of	Autonomy	in	Latin	America:	The	Art	of	Organizing	Hope	serves	
as	an	exciting	contribution	to	emerging	discussions,	debates,	and	struggles	that	go	by	the	
name	of	autonomy.	Not	only	does	it	provide	new	trajectories	for	thinking	about	
autonomous	struggles,	but	it	also	serves	as	a	review	to	many	of	the	philosophical	debates	
that	have	taken	up	autonomy	in	the	past.	Dinerstein’s	analysis	is	accomplished	through	an	
exciting	conversation	between	her	unique	theoretical	approaches	to	autonomy,	and	the	on	
the	ground	practices	of	autonomous	movements	in	the	Latin	American	context.	It	is	here	
particularly,	that	the	book	garners	its	usefulness	from	practice	to	theory	and	everywhere	in	
between.		

About	the	review	author:	Ryan	A.	Knight	is	an	educator,	writer,	organizer	and	PhD	candidate	
at	the	University	of	Hawai’i,	Manoa.	He	currently	lives	in	Mexico	and	is	working	towards	the	
completion	of	his	PhD	on	autonomous	politics	and	communal	forms	of	self-organization.	He	
can	be	reached	at	raknight	AT	hawaii.edu.		

CAPITAL	&	CLASS	

Extended	book	review	by	David	Bailey,	University	of	Birmingham		

Ana	Dinerstein’s	book,	The	Politics	of	Autonomy	in	Latin	America,	is	a	major	book	of	minor	
Marxism	–	by	which	I	mean	that	it	makes	a	major	contribution	to	the	more	heterodox	(or	
‘minor’)	readings	of	Marx	and	Marxism	that	are	deservedly	flourishing;	and	which	include	
Holloway	(2005),	Cleaver	(1979),	Hardt	and	Negri	(2005),	Read	(2003),	Eden	(2012),	and	Ana	
Dinerstein.	What	unites	these	approaches	is	their	move	away	from	the	structuralist	
tendencies	of	‘mainstream’	(or	major)	Marxism,	with	its	focus	on	capitalism	and	the	
production	of	domination	and	subordination.	Instead,	minor	Marxism	focuses	on	the	
instability	and	impossibility	of	capitalist	relations,	or	in	Dinerstein’s	terms,	the	problem	
created	for	capitalism	by	the	(ever-	present)	possibility	of	striving	to	organise	autonomously	
–	to	think	through	how	capitalism	copes	(does	it	cope?)	with	‘the	signs,	ideas,	horizons,	
practices,	dreams,	i.e.	elements,	that	cannot	be	recuperated	and	integrated	into	the	logic	of	
the	state,	the	law	or	capital’	(p.	22).		

This	book	is	a	major	contribution	to	minor	Marxism	in	that	it	makes	a	major	theo-	retical	
contribution	–	transcending	what	Dinerstein	claims	are	cul-de-sacs	of	thought	(in	which	we	
are	forced	to	opt	for	either	the	state	or	for	autonomy;	for	taking	power	or	remaining	
marginal;	for	constituted	or	constituent	power;	and	ultimately	for	ending	up	with	either	
integration	or	rebellion.	These	debates,	Dinerstein	shows,	are	ultimately	futile.	How	can	we	
think	of	autonomy	without	considering	structure	–	what	would	we	be	autonomous	from?	
But	how	can	we	consider	structure	without	at	the	same	time	fore-	closing	escape?	It	is	this	
challenge	which	faces	contemporary	projects	of	emancipation,	and	it	is	in	providing	an	
answer	to	these	questions	that	Dinerstein	has	made	a	major	contribution.		
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For	Dinerstein,	autonomy	has	four	moments	–	first,	negation	(what	are	we	against?);	
second,	creation	(what	are	we	for	and	how	are	we	making	it?);	third,	contradiction	(the	
moment	at	which	creation	creates	new	opportunities	for	new	forms	of	incorporation,	
remediation,	co-optation	and	capture);	and	fourth,	excess	(the	element	of	autonomous	
praxis	that	cannot	be	translated	within	contemporary	apparatuses	of	control).	Each	of	these	
stages,	moreover,	are	filled	with	hope;	and	specifically	a	Blochian	type	of	hope,	in	which	the	
present	is	always	enlivened	by	the	possibility	of	the	‘not	yet’.		

The	book	explores	each	of	these	four	moments	of	autonomy	through	four	different	
empirical	discussions.	First,	we	see	the	Zapatistas	challenge	(or	negate)	the	hopeless-	ness	
that	constitutes	neoliberalism.	Second,	we	witness	the	creation	of	autonomy	with	the	
mobilisation	that	erupted	following	the	Argentine	financial	crisis	of	December	2001.	
Adopting	the	slogan,	Que	se	vayan	todos!	(All	of	them	out!),	the	social	movements	that	
emerged	in	Argentina	rejected	politicians	and	parties	of	all	stripes,	created	neighbourhood	
assemblies	that	sought	to	organise	and	decide	autonomously	from	the	state,	to	create	
roadblocks	to	demand	dignified	work,	and	to	reclaim	factories	in	pursuit	of	the	self-
management	of	the	workplace.	Third,	the	book	turns	to	Bolivia,	where	we	consider	the	
contradictory	way	in	which	projects	for	autonomy	are	susceptible	to	integration	(or	re-
mediation)	within	the	state.	For	instance,	when	the	Bolivian	state	recognised	the	
neighbourhood	councils	of	El	Alto	this	was	double-edged:	it	represented	a	political	
achievement	for	the	popular-indigenous	struggle,	but	also	‘a	tool	to	rebuild	the	municipal	
level	of	the	state	and	keep	the	...	indigenous	urban	organisations	under	control’	(p.150).	
Finally,	the	fourth	empirical	discussion	charts	the	for-	tunes	of	Brazil’s	Movimento	dos	
Trabalhadores	Rurais	Sem	Terra	(MST,	Movement	of	Landless	Rural	Workers).	Here	we	
witness	the	‘untranslatable	excess’	(p.	177)	of	autonomy	–	that	is,	the	element	of	hope	that	
cannot	be	contained	and	incorporated	within	the	authority	of	the	state	and/or	capital.	As	
Dinerstein	shows,	the	MST	organises	landless	rural	workers	so	that	they	can	reclaim	land	
through	acts	of	occupying	and	trespassing.	Following	which,	they	create	new	territories	–	
“territories	of	hope”	–	creat-	ing	cooperative	communities	that	are	concretely	realised;	
albeit	at	the	same	time	as	needing	to	navigate	the	institution	of	the	state	and	its	attempt	at	
both	repression	and	co-optation.	In	this	sense,	they	prefigure	‘an	alternative	reality	to	
hunger	and	landless-	ness’	(p.177).		

This	is	a	major	book	for	minor	Marxism.	Not	only	does	it	develop	our	ability	to	properly	
think	through	autonomy	–	perhaps	the	central	concern	of	contemporary	emancipatory	
movements	–	but	it	also	shows	us	how	we	might	go	about	doing	this.		

But,	of	course,	some	doubts	remain.	Is	it	really	possible	to	go	beyond	the	dichotomy	that	
divides	the	contemporary	left?	Can	we	really	leave	behind	the	choice	between	voluntarist	
agency	and	reified	structures?	Can	we	really	pursue	autonomy	whilst	recognising	that	
autonomy	is	an	(im)possibility?	Is	there	not	still	a	choice	to	be	made?	Do	we	not	need	to	
decide	between	Dinerstein’s	dialectical	Open	Marxism,	for	which	hope	originates	in	the	
‘untranslatable	aspect	of	autonomous	praxis’,	and	the	more	vitalistic,	or	anti-dialectical,	
position	increasingly	associated	with	the	autonomist	Marxists?	For	the	latter,	is	it	not	the	
case	that	all	(not	just	an	aspect)	of	working	class	agency	is	beyond	capture:	‘They	slide	
across	the	barriers	and	burrow	connecting	tunnels	that	undermine	the	walls’,	and	in	doing	
so,	‘these	dangerous	classes	continually	disrupt	the	ontological	constitution	of	Empire’	
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(Hardt	and	Negri	2005:	137,	emphasis	added).	To	put	it	differently:	in	what	Dinerstein	refers	
to	as	the	‘antagonism	between	value	and	hope’	(p.210),	are	we	dealing	with	a	dominant	law	
of	value	that	is	subsequently	confronted	with	hope?	Or	might	there	not	be	an	alternative	
formulation,	in	which	the	vitality	of	labour	comes	first,	and	which	is	subsequently	
confronted	by	capitalists	and	their	miserable	law	of	value.	Isn’t	it	more	optimistic,	and	
perhaps	even	more	accurate,	to	say	that	‘capitalist	development	becomes	subordinated	to	
working	class	struggles;	it	fol-	lows	behind	them,	and	they	set	the	pace	to	which	the	political	
mechanisms	of	capital’s	own	reproduction	must	be	tuned’	(Tronti	1964)?	If	that	were	to	be	
the	case,	then,	it	might	not	be	that	‘hope	imposes	a	limit	to	the	expansion	of	value’	(p.211);	
but	rather	that	value	seeks	(but	fails)	to	contain	and	control	hope.	And	it	might	be	that	in	
those	two	alternative	formulations	there	remains	a	difference,	and	for	that	reason	a	choice	
might	still	need	to	be	made.		

It	seems	to	me,	at	least,	that	this	is	the	question	that	the	left	faces	at	present.	How	do	we	
amplify	and	realise	our	capacity	for	hope	more	fully	still?	And	Ana	Dinerstein’s	book	makes	
a	major	contribution	towards	our	aim	of	creating	an	answer	to	that	question.		
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RADICAL	PHILOSOPHY		

‘Hypotheses	on	hope’,	BY	Jeff	Webber	Issue	192	(July/August	2015)	

One	of	the	pleasures	of	this	book	is	its	total	disregard	for	the	disciplinary	boundaries	that	
police	contemporary	academia.	The	range	of	learning	on	display	–	across	philosophy,	
history,	sociology	and	politics	–	is	exemplary	on	many	levels.	Dinerstein	navigates	with	ease	
through	Marx’s	critique	of	political	economy,	Ernst	Bloch’s	principle	of	hope,	and	the	theory	
and	praxis	of	autonomist	Latin	American	Marxism,	accumulating	insights	and	provocations	
along	the	way.	It	is	also	immediately	refreshing	in	another	register.	In	viewing	the	
contemporary	Latin	American	Left	from	the	bottom	up,	unapologetically,	and,	in	the	main,	
unromantically,	Dinerstein	offers	an	antidote	to	the	state	fetishism	of	so	many	other	
accounts.	Dinerstein’s	analysis	begins	with	popular	movements,	and	takes	as	foundational	
points	of	departure	the	principles	of	self-organization	and	self-emancipation	of	the	
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oppressed.		

The	book	demands	a	shift	in	orientation,	then,	away	from	the	predominant	optic	of	
variations	between	regime	types	and	party	forms	–	Lula	contra	Chávez	–	towards	an	
examination	of	some	of	the	most	crucial	Latin	American	struggles	in	the	last	two	decades:	
the	experience	of	neighbourhood	assemblies,	road	blockades,	factory	seizures	and	workers’	
co-operatives	during	the	Argentine	crisis	of	2001–02;	the	vicissitudes	of	the	Zapatista	
uprising	and	forms	of	autonomous	self-governance	since	their	explosive	emergence	from	
clandestinity	in	January	1994;	the	complexities	of	left-indigenous	rearticulation	in	Bolivia	
between	2000	and	2005,	as	well	as	the	contra-	dictions	of	constituting	a	(capitalist)	
plurinational	state	in	the	period	since	Evo	Morales	assumed	office	in	2006;	and,	finally,	the	
massive	movement	of	landless	rural	labourers	in	Brazil	(MST),	before	and	during	the	period	
in	which	the	Workers’	Party	(PT)	has	occupied	the	state	apparatus,	first	under	Lula	and	now	
under	Rousseff.		

These	days	one	begins	a	book	on	autonomy	or	horizontalism	in	Latin	America	with	a	
peculiar	trepidation,	and	an	abiding	expectation	that	what	lies	ahead	is	rather	too	well	
trodden	terrain.	Diner-	stein	surprises	here	as	well,	offering	genuinely	novel	arguments	that	
adjust	our	horizons	from	‘autonomy	and	the	state’	to	the	prefigurative	potential	of	social	
movements	in	a	Blochian	frame	of	hope:	what	she	terms	‘Marx’s	critique	of	political	
economy	in	the	key	of	hope’,	or	‘the	prefigurative	critique	of	political	economy’,	which	‘is	
itself	a	process	of	theoretical	prefiguration	that	follows	the	movement	of	autono-	mous	
organizing,	the	forms	of	which	depend	on	the	movements’	struggles’.	Drawing	deeply	on	
the	Open	Marxism	of	John	Holloway	and	Werner	Bonefeld,	the	state	theory	of	Simon	Clarke,	
and	the	philosophical	encounters	with	Latin	American	social	movements	advanced	in	recent	
years	by	the	‘Puebla	School’	(Holloway	again,	but	also	Raquel	Gutiérrez	and	Sergio	Tischler),	
Dinerstein	defines	autonomy	as	‘the	art	of	organizing	hope	...	[entailing]	four	simultaneous	
modes:	negation,	creation,	contradiction	and	the	production	of	excess’.	Negating	refers	to	
the	confrontation	of	collective	action	with	capitalist,	patriarchal	and	colonial	relations.		

Creation	captures	the	novel	social	practices	and	relations	spawned	within	movements	as	
they	model	Bloch’s	concrete	utopias.	Contradiction,	meanwhile,	is	the	constant	dynamic	in	
autonomous	movements	of	navigating	and	resisting	appropriation	and	transla-	tion	of	their	
practices	and	demands	into	the	logic	of	the	state,	capital	and	the	law.	Autonomy	signifies	
enduring	a	recurring	tension	between	rebellion	and	institutionalization.	Excess,	finally,	is	the	
category	which	captures	Bloch’s	notion	of	the	not	yet,	here	meaning	the	way	in	which	
movements	make	visible	and	anticipate	heretofore	unrealized	elements	of	reality.	
Autonomy,	in	this	sense,	acts	as	a	‘hypothesis	of	resistance	that	encompasses	the	
delineation	of	new	horizons	beyond	the	given	truth’.	The	excess	of	social	movements	
amounts	to	their	various	modes	of	organizing	hope	–	new	collectivities,	social	relations,	
practices,	dreams	–	in	a	fashion	that	is	not	easily	manipulated	and	incorporated	by	forces	on	
high.		

Sophisticated	interrogations	of	the	state	and	capitalist	social	relations	are	also	a	core	
feature	of	The	Politics	of	Autonomy	in	Latin	America.	Autonomous	struggle	in	contemporary	
Latin	America	is	‘neither	outside	nor	totally	absorbed	into	the	capitalist	realm’,	according	to	
Dinerstein.	She	argues	that		
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Prefiguration	is	criss-crossed	by	the	tensions	and	contradictions	that	inhabit	
capitalist/colonial	social	relations;	for	autonomous	practices	are	embedded	in,	and	shaped	
by,	their	past	and	contemporary	backgrounds	and	context	of	production	and	there-	fore	the	
autonomous	struggle	triggers	struggles	over	the	meanings	of	autonomy	–	for	the	state	will	
be	always	ready	to	integrate	and	subordinate	autonomy	to	the	dynamics	of	the	value	
production	process.		

The	state,	for	Dinerstein,	is	a	mediation	of	the	capital	relation,	one	which	does	not	stand	
outside	of,	or	external	to,	the	autonomous	subject.	Money,	the	law	and	the	state	‘constitute	
our	subjectivity,	they	are	constitutive	mediations’.		

Any	strategic	sense	of	avoiding	the	state,	therefore,	is	a	political	and	theoretical	cul-de-sac.	
Far	from	being	a	neutral	instrument,	the	state	cannot	be	wielded	to	meet	this	or	that	radical	
purpose;	but	it	doesn’t	follow	that	the	state	can	therefore	be	ignored.	The	idea	is	‘to	change	
the	focus	from	the	state,	the	law,	policy	or	the	economy	to	autonomy’,	Dinerstein	contends,	
‘without	disengaging	with	the	former’.	In	this	view,	‘the	political	and	organizational	struggle	
to	eliminate	the	distance	between	means	and	ends	as	a	necessary	dimension	of	
prefiguration	is	mediated	by	the	multiple	form-processes	that	intervene	in	the	maintenance	
and	expansion	of	the	social	relation	of	capital.’		

Once	this	is	taken	into	account,	prefiguration	is	necessarily	about	more	than	the	rejection	or	
negation	of	given	realities	and	the	creation	of	novel	social	relations	and	new	realities.	It	also	
involves	the	more	mundane	facets	of	‘steering	through	the	predica-	ments	produced	by	
capitalist,	patriarchal	and	colonial	social	relations,	and	about	navigating	the	challenges	of	
the	struggle	over	the	meanings	of	autonomy’.	These	abstractions	find	more	concrete	
expression	in	the	urban	and	rural	territorial	features	of	contempo-	rary	social	movements	in	
the	region	–	peasant	land	occupations,	indigenous	communities	of	resistance	or	popularly	
organized	poor	urban	neighbourhoods.	These,	Dinerstein	stresses,	‘are	not	...	“liberated	
zones”	but	deeply	embedded	in	the	capitalist/colonial/patri-	archal	power	relations.	It	is	
precisely	because	they	are	embedded	that	they	can	confront	value	with	hope,	thus	
producing	radical	change.’		

One	of	the	clearest	examples	of	the	antagonism	between	value	and	hope	in	the	book	
appears	in	a	passage	in	which	Dinerstein	is	reflecting	on	the	com-	plexity	of	the	landless	
struggle	in	Brazil:	Landlessness	is	hopelessness:	a	form	of	subjuga-	tion	that	deprives	
peasants	from	their	means	of	survival	and/or	incorporates	them	precariously	into	the	labour	
market	for	the	benefit	of	transna-	tional	conglomerates.	The	MST’s	settlements	are	
translated	into	‘family	farms’	to	suit	market-led	agrarian	reform	and	agribusiness.	But	
landless-	ness	can	also	be	the	pursuit	of	land,	for	dignity,	self-respect	and	food	sovereignty.	
Continuing	with	the	example,	the	prefigurative	critique	of	political	economy	enables	us	to	
grasp	the	excess	produced	by	the	MST’s	struggle:	while	the	land-	less	–	organized	politically	
and	autonomously	in	the	MST	–	confront	the	government,	the	land-	owners,	challenge	the	
law	and	transnational	agribusiness	conglomerates,	at	the	settlements,	the	MST’s	members	
experience	an	alternative	practice	and	values	that	create	the	possibility	for	another	agrarian	
reform	(i.e.,	a	concrete	utopia	that	contests	the	[World	Bank]	led	reforms	that	aim	to	
transform	settlements	into	family	farms	to	suit	Monsanto).		

The	MST	militants,	for	Dinerstein,	are	here	negating	the	inevitability	of	their	landlessness,	
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creating	concrete	utopias	through	direct	action	and	settlement	communities,	entering	into	
contradiction	as	they	relate	to	the	state,	landowners,	the	law	and	capital,	and	producing	
excess	through	alternative	practices	and	values.		

In	many	of	the	areas	highlighted	above,	this	book	constitutes	one	of	the	more	sophisticated	
articulations	of	autonomist	Marxism	vis-à-vis	social	struggle	in	Latin	America	today.	
Nonetheless,	it	also	stumbles	empirically	and	theoretically	at	different	points.	For	example,	
there	is	the	issue	of	movement	selection.	The	Zapatista	movement	and	certain	currents	
within	the	Argentine	cooperative,	neighbourhood	assembly,	and	unemployed	movements	
seem	to	fit	easily	within	the	theoretical	category	of	autonomy.	Indeed,	these	movements	
often	embrace	the	term	themselves.	The	Bolivian	and	Brazilian	cases,	however,	are	much	
less	straightforward.	If	the	Zapatistas	have	consistently	proclaimed	that	the	conquest	of	
state	power	is	not	a	part	of	their	agenda,	this	can	only	be	understood	in	its	full	significance	
when	it	is	also	noted	that	the	strategic	possibility	of	such	conquest	has	not	been	on	the	
cards	in	Mexico	at	any	time	since	1994.	It	is	possible,	then,	to	see	the	Zapatista	formulation	
as,	in	many	ways,	merely	making	a	virtue	of	necessity.	The	crisis	of	the	Boliv-	ian	state	
between	2003	and	2005	–	mass	mobiliza-	tions	capable	of	bringing	the	country	to	a	
standstill	and	overthrowing	two	presidents	in	under	two	years	–	is	entirely	incomparable.	In	
Bolivia,	the	question	of	state	power	(variously	conceived)	was	the	order	of	the	day	for	many	
of	the	core	movements	involved.		

It	was	the	issue	of	the	conjuncture	not	because	it	corresponded	to	first	principles	of	
movement	ideology,	but	because	the	strategic	possibility	of	conquest	forced	itself	onto	the	
historical	agenda.	In	Brazil,	as	Leandro	Vergara-Camus	points	out	in	Land	and	Freedom	
(2014),	the	landless	movement	has	been	intimately	entwined	with	the	governing	Workers’	
Party	at	various	stages	of	the	movement’s	history,	and	the	rather	orthodox	democratic	
centralism	practised	by	the	movement’s	leadership	is	difficult	to	capture	or	to	understand	
through	Dinerstein’s	notion	of	autonomy.	In	short,	the	argument	that	‘Latin	American	
movements	...	seriously	suspect	the	state,	[that]	they	reject	state	power	in	principle’,	flat-	
tens	out	the	region’s	much	more	complex	concrete	history	over	the	last	two	decades,	and	is	
difficult	to	sustain	empirically.		

Similarly	uneven	is	Dinerstein’s	treatment	of	indigenous	struggle.	On	the	one	hand,	the	
concept	of	real	subsumption	by	exclusion	to	capture	the	particular	way	in	which	indigenous	
oppression	has	been	integral	to	capitalist	development	and	the	reproduction	of	internal	
colonialism	in	the	region	is	innovative	and	provocative	in	the	best	of	senses.	It	is	necessary	
to	inquire,	Dinerstein	argues,	‘about	the	ways	in	which	real	subsumption	has	transformed	
indigenous	peoples’	position	in	the	global	world	of	capital,	particularly	since	the	1970s’.	As	
she	points	out:	‘Land	grabbing	and	the	commodificiation	of	indigenous	lands	have	put	
indigenous	demands	and	struggles	at	the	centre	of	the	struggle	against	capitalism.’	‘For	the	
Zapatistas	and	other	indigenous	movements,’	Dinerstein	suggests	elsewhere	in	the	book,	
‘identity	is	a	form	of	political	resistance	against	internal	colonialism	and	it	is	experienced	as	
a	point	of	departure	from	where	to	destabilize	dominant	regulatory	processes	from	the	
state	that	continue	to	oppress,	render	invisible	or	regulate	indigenous	cosmologies.’	If	the	
theoreti-	cal	discussion	of	indigenous	resistance	is	frequently	sharp	and	compelling,	
Dinerstein’s	historicization	of	indigenous	struggle	is,	however,	at	times	misleading	and	
distorting.	These	weaknesses	are	at	their	starkest	in	descriptions	of	Aymara	indigenous	
movements	in	contemporary	Bolivia.		
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‘Aymara	people’,	often	treated	in	this	text	as	if	they	were	a	homogeneous	entity	free	of	
history	and	internal	class	stratification,	are	said	to	‘not	regard	the	“future”	ahead	–	as	
others	do,	but	as	memory	in	motion,	which	surely	shaped	their	practices	and	insurgencies	
and	the	role	of	their	ancestors	in	them’.	When	indigenous	people	defend	memory,	
Dinerstein	contends,	this	constitutes	their	present	form	of	resistance,	a	resistance	that	
brings	the	‘past’	into	the	future.	Aymara	people	‘are’	Aymara.	They	have	not	stopped	being	
Aymara	or	will	return	to	being	Aymara	in	the	future.	Aymara	is	a	form	of	being,	not	an	
external	identity	that	can	be	changed	or	manipulated	politically.	Identity	affirms	what	they	
are	not	allowed	to	be	as	a	result	of	coloniality.		

But	Aymara	identity	is	precisely	characterized	by	political	manipulation,	for	good	or	for	ill,	
from	below	or	from	above,	in	actual	history.	‘The	terms	“Aymara”	and	“Quechua”	derive	
from	twentieth-	century	linguistic	anthropology,’	historians	Forrest	Hylton	and	Sinclair	
Thomson	note,	‘rather	than	any	historical	self-attribution	by	native	peoples;	but	posi-	tive	
self-identification	has	spread	rapidly	since	the	1990s.’	Elsewhere,	in	another	too	casual	
separation	of	indigenous	peoples	from	concrete	historical	time	and	complex	political	
contestation,	they	are	said	by	Dinerstein	to	‘have	been	oppressed	since	time	imme-	morial	
by	colonial	powers	and	capitalist	democracies’.	So	ends	the	discussion,	alleviating	us	from	
the	duty	of	concrete	analyses	of	concrete	situations.		

Finally,	we	arrive	at	the	wider	question	of	strat-	egy,	on	which	the	book	is	least	convincing.	
Diner-	stein	argues	that	‘prefiguration	is	the	movement’s	strategy	in	Latin	America	and	that	
such	strategy	is	not	consequentialist	but	necessitates’	the	conflation	of	‘means	and	ends’.	
Utopia	for	these	movements	‘cannot	reside	in	the	“future”	which	is	expected	to	be	better	as	
a	result	of	a	consequentialist	strategy	that	regards	the	progression	of	time	as	linear’.	It	is	
far-fetched	to	suggest	that	contemporary	Latin	American	movements	are	not	interested	in	
consequentialist	results.	But	even	if	they	weren’t,	would	that	be	something	to	celebrate?	
There	is	little	room	in	Dinerstein’s	framework	to	assess	strategic	failures	of	social	
movements,	or	to	learn	from	the	past	so	as	to	avoid	its	fruitless	repetition.	This	is	perhaps	
most	apparent	in	the	discussion	of	the	normalization	of	Argentine	capitalism	under	centre-
left	Peronism	following	the	subsiding	of	the	explosive	2001–02	conjuncture.		

‘The	fact	that	both	crisis	and	social	mobilization	in	Argentina	in	2001	found,	at	the	end	of	
the	road,’	Dinerstein	writes,	‘a	recomposition	of	the	elites	in	power,	and	the	integration	of	
concrete	utopia	into	the	state	agenda	brought	about,	once	again,	the	question	of	where	the	
possibility	of	political	change	resides.’	The	argument	is	that	the	movements	of	that	period	
‘cannot	be	judged	from	an	abstract	model	of	revolutionary	–	abstract	–	utopia.	Nothing	
“went	wrong”	with	revolution	in	2001	as	many	left	activists’	have	suggested.	‘The	facts	
show’,	Dinerstein	argues,	‘that	power	has	been	recomposed	in	the	hands	of	the	Per-	onist	
centre-left,	but	this	is	not	a	good	enough	reason	to	object	to	utopia.’	Surely	these	are	false	
options.	We	needn’t	choose	between	measuring	movements	against	an	idealist,	abstract,	
revolutionary	model	and	uncritically	celebrating	social	movements	and	their	spontaneity.	
Why	not	ask,	counterfactually,	what	might	have	been	done	differently	in	the	2001–02	
conjuncture	by	social	movements	and	the	organized	Left	to	achieve	something	better	than	
the	restoration	of	Peronism	via	Kirchner?	Was	another	exit	from	the	crisis	impossible?	If	it	is	
reasonable	to	conclude	that	the	conjuncture	of	2001–02	was	relatively	(not	infinitely)	open	
to	distinct	outcomes,	it	seems	worth-	while	to	analyse	the	limits	of	social	movement	and	
left-wing	strategy	at	the	time	given	the	actual	histori-	cal	outcome.		
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The	realms	of	history	and	the	‘politico-strategic’,	in	other	words,	cannot	so	easily	be	
discarded	into	the	dustbin.	The	conquest	of	political	power,	con-	centrated	still,	in	the	first	
instance,	at	the	level	of	the	national	state,	continues	to	be	a	priority	of	revo-	lutionary	
politics.	Analytical	recognition	of	the	fact	that	the	capitalist	state	is	not	a	neutral	instrument	
which	can	be	wielded	to	advance	socialist	ends,	or	that	individual	states	cannot	escape	the	
discipline	of	the	law	of	value	and	the	international	money	markets,	does	not	lead	logically	to	
a	strategic	orientation	of	autonomy	and	the	anti-political.	Dinerstein,	following	Holloway	
and	Bonefeld,	too	easily	assumes	that	this	is	the	case.		

A	more	promising	theoretical	turn	might	be	what	Daniel	Bensaïd	calls	‘strategic	hypotheses’	
–	not	models	from	the	past	to	be	copied,	nor	‘instructions	for	use’,	but	a	hypothesis	in	the	
sense	of	a	‘guide	to	action	that	starts	from	past	experience	but	is	open	and	can	be	modified	
in	the	light	of	new	experience	or	unexpected	circumstances’.	In	order	to	learn	from	the	
Latin	American	laboratory	and	to	sustain	a	stra-	tegic	horizon	of	power,	we	need	more	than	
hope,	autonomy	and	prefiguration.	We	require	rigorous	(not	idealist)	assessments	of	past	
social	movement	successes	and	failures	(partial	and	total).	It	is	‘the	only	material	at	our	
disposal’.	Autonomy	and	pre-figuration,	yes.	But	also	transitional	demands,	united	fronts,	
struggles	for	hegemony,	wars	of	position,	state	power,	and	continental	and	international	
horizons	of	anti-capitalist	struggle.		

	

RADICAL	AMERICAS,	Forthcoming	December	2016,	Issue	1	
Review	by	Geoff	Goodwin,	London	School	of	Economics	and	Political	Science		
	
Autonomy	has	a	long	and	contested	history.	While	some	see	it	as	a	central	goal	for	grassroots	
organisations	and	social	movements,	others	see	it	as	a	futile	exercise.	This	thought-provoking	
book	makes	a	timely	and	 important	contribution	to	this	debate.	Drawing	on	the	humanist	
philosophy	 of	 Ernst	 Bloch,	 Ana	 Dinerstein	 identifies	 four	 modes	 of	 autonomous	 praxis	 –	
negating,	creating,	contradicting	and	exceeding	–	and	places	them	in	the	‘key	of	hope’.	From	
this	perspective,	‘negating’	is	understood	as	the	rejection	of	given	realities;	‘creating’	involves	
establishing	 concrete	 utopias;	 ‘contradicting’	 relates	 to	 negotiating	 and	 challenging	
appropriation;	and	‘exceeding’	concerns	prefiguration	or	the	pursuit	of	‘an	unrealised	or	an	
existing-oppressed	reality’	(p.	71).		These	four	modes	provide	the	basis	of	what	the	author	
calls	‘the	art	of	organising	hope’	or,	more	precisely	and	poetically,	‘the	art	of	using	knowledge	
creatively	and	politically	to	weave	dreams	out	of	misery,	against	the	odds,	amidst	brutal	state	
violence,	endemic	poverty,	desperate	hunger	and	social	devastation’	(p.	26)	
The	author	develops	her	argument	in	three	main	stages.	She	starts	by	critically	evaluating	the	
existing	 literature	 on	 autonomy	 (Chapter	 2).	 One	 of	 the	 central	 claims	 she	makes	 in	 this	
chapter	is	that	notions	of	autonomy	formulated	in	the	‘north’	cannot	be	generalised	to	the	
‘south’	where	indigenous	struggles	force	us	to	rethink	autonomy.	The	distinct	historical	path	
indigenous	 peoples	 have	 followed	 is	 central	 to	 the	 line	 the	 author	 draws	 between	
‘indigenous’	 and	 ‘non-indigenous’	 autonomy.	 Memory	 is	 ‘mobilised	 and	 articulated	 with	
political	imagination’	in	indigenous	struggles	(p.	51).	The	past	and	present	collide	to	open	the	
door	 to	 the	 creation	 of	 alternative	 realities.	 	 History	 is	 also	 crucial	 for	 understanding	
indigenous	conflicts	over	land	and	territory	which	are	frequently	rooted	in	the	defence	and	
reclaiming	of	ancestral	land	and	part	of	a	wider	struggle	for	decolonisation.		
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Having	identified	the	limitations	of	the	existing	literature,	Dinerstein	explains	the	alternative	
framework	she	develops	to	understand	autonomy,	examining	her	four	modes	of	autonomous	
praxis	through	the	lens	of	the	humanist	philosophy	of	Ernst	Bloch	(Chapter	3).	The	central	
insight	 she	 takes	 from	his	oeuvre	 is	 the	 idea	of	 the	 ‘not	yet’;	 the	notion	 that	humanity	 is	
unfinished	and	undiscovered.	Developing	this	idea,	Dinerstein	argues	autonomous	struggles	
‘are	 about	 hope,	 i.e.	 about	 realising	 something	 that	 is	 not	 yet	 –	 by	 trying,	 exploring,	
rehearsing,	anticipating	different	–	better	–	worlds’	(p.	23,	emphasis	retained).		
The	 author	 then	 applies	 her	 theoretical	 framework	 to	 four	 empirical	 cases,	 exploring	
negating,	creating,	contradicting	and	exceeding	through	the	analysis	of	social	and	political	
struggles	in	Argentina,	Bolivia,	Brazil	and	Mexico	(Chapters	4	to	7).	Of	the	four	chapters,	the	
first	is	the	least	captivating.	While	the	author’s	claim	the	Zapatista	uprising	and	movement	
represents	a	negation	of	neoliberalism	is	persuasive,	her	analysis	of	the	rise	of	neoliberalism	
and	the	‘political	construction	of	hopelessness’	is	less	convincing	(p.	81).		
The	 next	 chapter,	 which	 focuses	 on	 Argentina,	 is	 more	 impressive.	 Drawing	 on	 her	 own	
academic	research	and	personal	experiences,	Dinerstein	shows	how	social	movements	and	
grassroots	organisations	created	‘concrete	utopias’	in	the	midst	of	neoliberal	restructuring,	
economic	collapse	and	widespread	social	dislocation.	Though	the	author	highlights	the	power	
and	imagination	of	these	movements,	she	is	careful	not	to	simplify	or	romanticise	them.	The	
case	 of	 the	 Unemployed	 Workers’	 Organisations	 (Organizaciones	 de	 Trabajadores	
Desocupados)	 highlights	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 struggle	 and	 brings	 the	 problematic	
relationship	between	state	and	social	movements	sharply	into	focus.	While	the	organisations’	
acceptance	of	state	funding	was	a	clear	threat	to	their	autonomy,	they	were	able	to	perform	
a	prominent	role	in	the	administration	of	the	funds	at	the	local	level	and	retain	a	degree	of	
self-management.		
	
The	 chapter	 devoted	 to	 Bolivia	 reveals	 similar	 tensions,	 especially	 in	 relation	 to	 the	
Neighbourhood	Councils	(Juntas	Vecinales)	which	perform	a	prominent	role	in	local	politics	
in	 the	 highland	 city	 of	 El	 Alto.	 Dinerstein	 explains	 how	 the	 neoliberal	 Law	 of	 Popular	
Participation	 (Ley	 de	 Participación	 Popular)	 trapped	 the	 organisations	 in	 a	
‘decentralisation/participation	game’	as	the	allocation	of	state	funding	and	the	restructuring	
of	 local	politics	 threatened	 traditional	organisational	 structures	and	practices	 (p.153).	 The	
chapter	 also	 highlights	 the	 strains	 in	 the	 plurinational	 project	 of	 the	 Evo	 Morales	
governments.	 Her	 analysis	 of	 the	 TIPNIS	 conflict	 reveals	 the	 tension	 between	 capitalist	
development	 and	 indigenous	 autonomy	 and	 calls	 into	 question	 the	 viability	 of	 what	 she	
correctly	 calls	 the	 ‘plurinational-capitalist	 state’	 (p.	 148).	One	 disappointing	 aspect	 of	 the	
chapter	 is	 its	 failure	 to	 explore	 the	 formation	 of	 ‘autonomous	 indigenous	 governments’.	
Investigating	this	issue	would	have	drawn	attention	to	one	of	the	tensions	in	the	theoretical	
framework	developed	 in	 the	book:	 the	clear	 line	 it	draws	between	 ‘indigenous’	and	 ‘non-
indigenous’	forms	of	autonomy.	The	attempt	to	create	autonomous	indigenous	governments	
has	 revealed	 the	 sharp	 cultural	 and	 political	 differences	 that	 exist	 between	 indigenous	
communities	 and	 the	 challenge	 of	 establishing	 common	 ‘norms	 and	 procedures’	 among	
indigenous	 groups.1	 The	 process	 highlights	 the	 extreme	 diversity	 of	 Latin	 America’s	
indigenous	 populations	 and	 the	 danger	 of	 grouping	 indigenous	 struggles	 under	 a	 single	
‘indigenous’	umbrella.			

																																																								
1 See, for example, Cameron, J.D. (2012), ‘Bolivia’s Contentious Politics of ‘Normas y Procedimientos Propios’, 
paper presented at the XXX Congress of Latin American Studies Association, San Francisco, 23-26 May 2012 
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The	 chapter	 on	 Brazil	 focuses	 on	 a	 single,	 if	 hugely	 significant,	 social	 movement:	 the	
Movement	of	Landless	Rural	Workers	(Movimento	dos	Trabalhadores	Rurais	Sem	Terra).	Here	
Dinerstein	focuses	on	the	autonomous	mode	of	‘exceeding’	or	what	she	calls	in	this	context	
‘venturing	beyond	the	wire’	(the	metaphor	relates	to	‘cutting	the	wire’,	the	ritual	the	MST	
perform	before	occupying	 land)	(p.	177).	The	chapter	analyses	the	movement	and	 its	 long	
struggle	to	secure	access	to	land	and	improve	the	livelihoods	of	the	rural	poor.	Viewing	this	
struggle	as	a	process	of	organising	hope	highlights	MST	activism	cannot	be	reduced	to	land.			
It	is	intimately	related	to	territory	and	the	attempt	to	establish	a	new	way	of	living.	The	MST	
therefore	 ‘envisions	 and	 realises	 new	 conquests	 such	 as	 education,	 health,	 housing,	
democracy	and	cooperative	work’	(p.	181).	The	chapter	not	only	provides	considerable	insight	
into	autonomy	and	collective	action	but	also	shines	 light	on	struggles	over	 land	 reform	 in	
Brazil	and	elsewhere	in	Latin	America.		
	
The	intellectual	scope	of	the	book	is	impressive.	The	author	plucks	ideas	and	concepts	from	a	
wide	 range	of	 sources	 and	discusses	 them	with	passion	 and	 intelligence.	 In	doing	 so,	 she	
introduces	the	reader	to	a	diverse	body	of	literature	related	to	autonomy,	social	movements	
and	grassroots	organisations.	Moreover,	while	the	book	contains	numerous	grammatical	and	
typographical	errors,	it	is	very	well	written	and	presented,	making	it	accessible	to	a	range	of	
readers.	The	accessibility	of	the	book	is	significant	because	it	tells	a	very	important	story.	The	
author	makes	a	compelling	case	to	explore	the	possibilities	of	the	‘not	yet’	rather	than	wallow	
in	the	fatalism	of	the	‘not	ever’.		Coming	at	a	time	when	neoliberalism	continues	to	dominate	
the	global	political	and	economic	landscape,	this	is	a	timely	and	powerful	message.		
	

Excerpts	from	Foreword	1	
By	Professor	Gustavo	Esteva,	San	Pablo	Etla,	August	2014		
	
	
Instead	of	falling	into	the	many	temptations	that	she	encountered	in	the	process	of	writing	
this	book,	Dinerstein	carefully	maintains	the	thread	of	her	exploration,	that	is	presented	as	
her	initial	hypothesis	and	it	is	also	her	conclusion:	in	today's	tragic	moment,	amid		
widespread	uncertainty	and	an	increasing	spread-out	despair-,	the	careful	construction	of	
which	is	appropriately	examined	in	the	book-,	hope	and	wonder	appear	as	the	two	
fundamental	pillars	of	the	effort	for	social	transformation.	Hope	is	the	essence	of	popular	
movements	and	to	retrieve	it	as	a	social	force	has	become	a	condition	for	survival.	By	
showing	autonomy	as	a	form	of	learning	hope	Dinerstein	makes	sure	that	her	analysis	
functions	as	a	powerful	flashlight	that	illuminates	the	present	reality.	She	has	made	a	good	
decision	choosing	Latin	American	as	the	empirical	site	for	her	study	of	autonomy:	it	is	there	
where	autonomy	has	been	deployed	with	higher	intensity,	creativity	and	vigour.	But	by	
showing	autonomy	as	the	art	of	organising	hope,	she	also	reveals		that	it	is	a	form	that	
already	circumscribes	social	struggles	in	the	XXI	Century	in	the	whole	world.		
	
Excerpt	from	Foreword	2	
By	Professor	Werner	Bonefeld,	University	of	York		
	
Ana	Dinerstein’s	fine	book	is	about	this	how	in	the	experience	of	the	immense	eruption	of	
collective	action	across	 Latin	America	 since	 the	end	of	 the	 last	Century.	Her	 concerns	are	
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entirely	removed	from	the	traditional	analyses	of	the	so-called	pink	tide,	and	its	arguments	
about	and	for	hegemony	and	the	use	of	state	power	to	achieve	a	capitalism	for	the	workers.	
She	brings	to	life	the	explosion	of	anger,	collective	action,	attempts	at	self-government	and	
self-determination	of	social	reproduction	–	this	democracy	of	the	streets,	from	the	assembly	
to	the	squares,	from	the	occupied	factories	to	the	transformation	of	the	 land	into	a	social	
common.	In	distinction	to	the	coined	freedom	of	bourgeoisie	society,	this	savage	democracy	
demands	the	satisfaction	of	human	needs	and	organises	social	reproduction	by	its	own	effort.	
The	pink	tide	really	is	the	ghost-walking	manifestation	of	this	tremendous	experimentation	in	
alternative,	 self-determined	 forms	 of	 social	 existence.	 She	 brings	 the	 struggle	 of	 social	
autonomy	to	the	fore	as	entirely	subversive	of	the	existing	forces	of	the	wealth	of	nations	and	
their	 governmentality	 of	 an	 ordered	 law	 of	 coinage.	 	 This	 struggle	 cracks	 the	 existent	
respectability	of	 the	relations	of	price	and	profit,	 it	 fissures	the	synthesis	of	 the	false,	and	
establishes	 interstices	 of	 alternative	 practices	 of	 social	 reproduction,	 in	 which	 time	 is	 no	
longer	money	but	rather	the	satisfaction	of	human	needs.	This	book	goes	against	the	grain.	It	
brings	to	light	what	is	hidden,	and	establishes	the	practical	meaning	of	social	autonomy	in	the	
experienced	rage	of	alter-capitalist	experimentation	–	not	to	establish	a	competitor	to	the	
capitalist	economy	of	labour	but	to	go	beyond	it	for	good.	
	
The	Politics	of	Autonomy	 in	Latin	America	does	not	 look	at	 the	bright	site.	 It	presents	 the	
courage	of	experienced	negation.	Its	reality	is	its	own	uncertainty	–	it	is,	says	Dinerstein,	a	
social	autonomy	that	does	not	exist.	All	that	exits	is	the	praxis	towards	social	autonomy	that	
produces	the	many	cracks,	interstices,	forms	of	self-government,	prefiguring	a	society	aware	
of	itself	and	thus	one	that	instead	of	being	governed	by	the	movement	of	abstract	economic	
quantities,	governs	itself	to	achieve	satisfaction.		Her	journey	of	alter-capitalist	discovery	is	
led	 by	 Ernst	 Bloch’s	 philosophy	 of	 hope.	 In	 a	 hopeless	 world,	 hope	 is	 not	 powerless.	 It	
empowers	 by	 cracking	 the	 façade	 of	 a	 world	 that	 says	 that	 there	 is	 no	 alternative.	 Ana	
Dinerstein’s	 critical	 theory	 of	 hope	 is	 born	 in	 the	 experienced	 struggle	 of	 the	 great	 Latin	
American	adventure	of	rage	and	self-determination.	Nothing	is	what	it	seems.	
	
	
Endorsements	
	
“Terrific	and	necessary	...	The	art	of	organising	Hope.	That	is	what	we	so	desperately	need,	
that	is	why	the	book	is	so	important.” John	Holloway,	p[	Professor,	Benemérita	Universidad	
Autónoma	de	Puebla,	Mexico	
		
"From	the	Zapatista	revolution	to	the	indigenous	movements	of	Bolivia	and	from	the	streets	
of	Argentina	to	the	landless	peasants	of	Brazil,	Latin	American	social	movements	have	been	
to	the	forefront	of	struggles	against	neoliberal	capitalism.	Debates	have	raged	in	activist	and	
academic	circles	alike	over	the	celebration	of	popular	autonomy	or	the	need	for	an	
intersection	with	the	state.	Ana	Cecilia	Dinerstein's	book	is	a	major	intervention,	which	
reframes	these	questions	fundamentally	and	places	the	hopes,	experiments,	contradictions	
and	possibilities	of	social	movements	centre-stage	while	recognising	the	specificity	of	Latin	
American	and	indigenous	experiences.	Clear	and	powerful,	this	work	is	badly	needed."	Dr	
Laurence	Cox,	Editor	of	Interface.	Convenor	of	the	CSE	Social	Movement	Network,		
National	University	of	Ireland	Maynooth,	Ireland.	Co-author	of	We	Make	Our	Own	History:	
Marxism	and	Social	Movements	in	the	Twilight	of	Neoliberalism	(Pluto)	
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“The	book	is	terrific.	It	is	teeming	with	radical	scholarship”	–	Professor	Mike	Neary,	
University	of	Lincoln,	UK		
		
	
“What	Ana	Cecilia	Dinerstein	has	done	with	this	book	is	to	demonstrate	how	the	philosophy	
of	Ernst	Bloch	cannot	be	said	to	exist	in	a	purely	abstract	vacuum,	as	is	often	contended	in	
western	philosophical	debate.	She	has	pointed	out	here	that	the	philosophy	of	hope,	of	the	
anticipated	realisation	of	hope	in	social	form,	i.e.	politically	in	the	form	of	revolution	and	
change,	is	central	to	his	concerns	and	resonates	in	what	were	long	seemed	to	be	
"peripheral"	areas.	It	is	no	coincidence	that	Ernst	Bloch's	works	have	long	been	better	
known	in	Latin	America	than	in	the	Anglo-Saxon	world	as	his	philosophy	of	hope	bears	a	
great	deal	of	similarities	with	liberation	theology	in	general.	An	essential	part	of	his	thought	
is	that	religion	carries	within	it	not	only	oppressive	structures	from	above	but	also	
liberationist	tendencies	from	below	and	that	only	when	these	active,	creative	tendencies	
meet	up	with	the	grinding	realities	of	economic	exploitation,	then	the	likelihood	is	that	
some	form	of	transformation	will	emerge.	The	strength	of	this	book	is	to	point	out	that	this	
is	an	open	process	and	that	any	movement	towards	social	and	political	liberation	is	one	
which	is	only	partially	determined	by	these	economic	conditions	—	in	the	traditional	Marxist	
sense	—	but	is	carried	by	the	sense	of	hope	and	the	pre-illuminations	of	what	might	be”.	
Professor	Peter	Thompson,	Reader	in	German,	Director	of	the	Centre	for	Ernst	Bloch	
Studies	Germanic	Studies,	Editor	(with	Slavoj	Žižek)	of	The	privatisation	of	hope:	Ernst	Bloch	
and	the	Future	of	Utopia	(Duke	University	Press)	
	
Inspiration	
	
On	18	Jan	2016,	at	21:50,	Fred	Louckx	<flouckx@vub.ac.be>	wrote:	
	
Dear	Colleague,	
	
Victoria	Deluxe	-	a	social	artistic	workplace	from	Ghent	(Belgium)	–	made	up	the	plan	to	
make	an	inventory	of	innovative	post-capitalist	practices		in	Europe.	Our	focus	is	on	original	
initiatives	breaking	with	the	capitalistic	logic	of	the	market	and	the	way	they	develop	an	
alternative	to	neoliberalism.	All	aspects	of	social	life	are	eligible	(other	forms	of	working,	
manufacturing,	deciding…	)		
	
We	would	like	to	identify	these	initiatives	and	achieve	a	number	of	objectives: 1.	The	
disclosure	of	their	activities	through	texts,	filmed	interviews	and	photographs	(by	means	of	
a	multilingual	website	) 2.	The	creation	of	a	multimedia	performance	and	/	or	documentary,	
based	on	the	collected	documentation 3.	The	organizing	of	a	European	meeting	day	of	
these	initiatives	in	Ghent	or	Brussels	in	the	course	of	2018	
	
Since	we	are	strongly	influenced	by	your	last	book,	we	would	like	to	work	under	the	working	
title	‘	The	art	of	organising	hope	‘	,	if	you	don’t	mind.	
At	a	later	stage	of	our	work	we	would	like	to	invite	you	as	a	speaker	at	one	of	our	activities.	



	 18	

In	the	hope	of	a	favorable	answer	we	thank	you	already	in	advance.	
Sincerely,	
Fred	Louckx,	Professor	of	Sociology	
Free	University	of	Brussels	
	
http://www.victoriadeluxe.be/eu-rope/		
	
Reference	to	my	book	
	
Ruth	Levitas	citing	my	work	related	to	the	book	at	a	conference	in	Trento,	Italy	(November	
2015)	Professor	Levitas	also	cited	the	book	at	the	Symposium	Utopias,	Temporalities	and	
Futures,	convened	by	Keri	Facer,	Connected	Communities	Programme,	University	of	Bristol,	
18-19	May	2015.		
	
See	pic	below	

	
	
	


