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‘Sabotage the social machine’. ‘Incinerate the documents!’ In the first in this issue’s series of 
articles linking logistics, workplace surveillance and national security, Alberto Toscano examines 
the anti-urbanist presuppositions of insurrectionary anarchism. Instead of breaking the lines of 
circulation, he writes, shouldn’t radicals imagine repurposing them to entirely new ends? 
 

The Spontaneous Philosophy of Interruption 
 
It is rare, in contemporary oppositional thought, to encounter the totalising temporal imaginary of 
revolution that so marked the visions and strategies of the modern left. When it hasn’t been victim to 
melancholy retreats from the teleology of emancipation, that encompassing horizon of social change and 
political action has come under attack, alongside the very idea of transition, for domesticating 
antagonism. Interstitial enclaves or temporary liberated zones, ornamented by discourses of withdrawal 
and difference, have widely replaced the reference to an advancing, unifying and largely homogeneous 
planetary movement of liberation. The space-time of much of today's anti-capitalism is one of subtraction 
and interruption, not attack and expansion. 
 
Needless to say, any negation of the status quo brings with it spatial separation and temporal disruption, 
but the contemporary ideology, or spontaneous philosophy, of interruption appears – perhaps as a 
testament to the claustrophobia of our present – to make something of a fetish out of rupture. This cuts 
across theory and activism, laying bare a shared structure of feeling between the political metaphysics of 
events or ‘dissensus’ and the everyday tactics of struggles. Foregrounding interruption implies a particular 
understanding of the nature of contemporary capital, the capabilities of antagonism and the temporality 
(or lack thereof) of transformation. 
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The Coming Insurrection formulates, in a compellingly abrasive way, a widespread conviction that 
contemporary struggles against capital have shifted from the point of production to those of circulation, 
distribution, transport and consumption. In other words, that arresting the flow of this homogenised 
society is a conditio sine qua non for the irruption of non-capitalist forms-of-life: 
 

The technical infrastructure of the metropolis is vulnerable. Its flows amount to more than 
the transportation of people and commodities. Information and energy circulate via wire 
networks, fibres and channels, and these can be attacked. Nowadays sabotaging the 
social machine with any real effect involves reappropriating and reinventing the ways of 
interrupting its networks. How can a TGV line or an electrical network be rendered 
useless?1 
 

Behind this statement lies an anti-urbanism that regards contemporary spectacular exploitation and 
conformity as products of the capillary management of everyday life. Cities are stripped of any life not 
mobilised for the commodity and pre-empted from any behaviour at odds with a tautological drive for 
systemic reproduction: 
  

The metropolis is not just this urban pile-up, this final collision between city and country. It 
is also a flow of being and things, a current that runs through fiber-optic networks, 
through high-speed train lines, satellites, and video surveillance cameras, making sure 
that this world keeps running straight to its ruin. It is a current that would like to drag 
everything along in its hopeless mobility, to mobilize each and every one of us.2 

 
The interruption or sabotage of the infrastructure of mobilisation are the other side of The Coming 
Insurrection's conception of communes not as enclaves for beautiful souls, but as experiences through 
which to develop the collective organs to both foster and endure the crisis of present, and to do so in a 
fashion that does not sever means from ends. The book's catastrophic optimism lies in advocating that 
interruption is somehow generative of anti-capitalist collectivity (rather than passing irritation or mass 
reaction). It is also founded on a repudiation of the inauthenticity of massively mediated, separated and 
atomised lives in the metropolis. 
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There are inadvertent echoes of Jane Jacobs in the scorn against ‘indifferent’ modern housing and the 
idea that with ‘the proliferation of means of movement and communication, and with the lure of always 
being elsewhere, we are continuously torn from the here and now’.3 Real communities that do not rest on 
the atrophying of bodies into legal identities and commodified habits are to emerge out of the sabotaging 
of all the dominant forms of social reproduction, in particular the ones that administer the ubiquitous 
mobilisation of ‘human resources’. Materialism and strategy are obviated by an anti-programmatic 
assertion of the ethical, which appears to repudiate the pressing critical and realist question of how the 
structures and flows that separate us from our capacities for collective action could be turned to different 
ends, rather than merely brought to a halt. 
 
The spatial vocabulary articulated in The Coming Insurrection is, to employ a well worn dichotomy, not 
one of revolution but one of revolt. This spatial distinction between negations of the status quo was 
beautifully traced through the relationship between Rimbaud and the Paris Commune by the Italian critic 
Furio Jesi. Jesi begins with the evident temporal distinction between revolution conceived in terms of the 
conscious concatenation of long- and short-term actions aimed at systemic transformation in historical 
time and revolt as a suspension of historical time. Revolt is not the building up but the revelation of a 
collectivity. It is, to borrow from André Malraux’s Hope, an organised apocalypse. 
 
In this abrogation of the ordered rhythms of individual life, with its incessant sequence of personal battles, 
revolt generates ‘a shelter from historical time in which an entire collectivity finds refuge’.4 But the 
interruption of historical time is also the circumscription of a certain a- or anti-historical space, a space 
torn from its functional coordinates: 
  

Until a moment before the clash […] the potential rebel lives in his house or his refuge, 
often with his relatives; and as much as that residence and that environment may be 
provisional, precarious, conditioned by the imminent revolt, until the revolt begins they 
are the site of an individual battle, more or less solitary. [...] You can love a city, you can 
recognise its houses and its streets in your most remote and secret memories; but only in 
the hour of revolt is the city really felt like an haut-lieu [a high place] and at the same time 
your own city: your own because it belongs to you but at the same time also to others; 
your own because it is a battlefield you and the collectivity have chosen; your own, 
because it is a circumscribed space in which historical time is suspended and in which 
every act has its own value, in its immediate consequences.5 
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The collective experience of time, and of what Jesi calls symbols (such that the present adversary simply 
becomes the enemy, the club in my hand the weapon, victory the just act, and so on), means that the 
revolt is an action for action's sake, an end (as in The Invisible Committee's reflections on the ethics of 
sabotage and the commune) inseparable from its means. 
 

It was a matter of acting once and for all, and the fruit of the action was contained in the 
action itself. Every decisive choice, every irrevocable action, meant being in accordance 
with time; every hesitation, to be out of time. When everything came to an end, some of 
the true protagonists had left the stage forever.6 
 

Abiding with the interruptive paradigm of an intransitive and intransigent revolt, we can wonder whether, 
and if so to what extent, the historical space that revolt intervenes in inflects its character. It is no accident 
that the kind of sabotage envisioned in The Coming Insurrection is on lines and nodes of circulation, and 
not on the machinery of production itself. 
 

The Triumph of Processing 
 
The centrality to an intensely urbanised capital of the efficient, profitable, ceaseless and standardised 
movement of material and information – the very target of The Coming Insurrection’s ethics of interruption 
– has been noted for a long time. Fifty years ago, Lewis Mumford, writing in The City in History of the 
catastrophic propensities of the contemporary metropolis – what he elegantly called 'the aimless giantism 
of the whole' – pointed to the pivotal role of the growing possibilities of supply to the 'insensate 
agglomeration of populations' in exponentially expanding cities, and their relations to the ‘tentacular 
bureaucracies’ that controlled such flows of goods. 
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During the 19th century, as populations heaped further into a few great centres, they 
were forced to rely more fully on distant sources of supply: to widen the basis of supplies 
and to protect the ‘life-line’ that connects the source with the voracious mouth of the 
metropolis, became the function of army and navy. In so far as the metropolis, by fair 
means or foul, is able to control distant sources of food and raw materials, the growth of 
the capital can proceed indefinitely.7 
 

The organisational and energetic resources required to reproduce the metropolis are formidable: ‘like 
Alice's red queen, by great exertion and utmost speed the metropolis barely manages to remain in the 
same position.’8 The metropolis has the intensification and expansion of supply lines as its precondition, 
and logistics becomes its primary concern, its foremost product, and the basic determinant of its power: 
 

The metropolis is in fact a processing centre, in which a vast variety of goods, material 
and spiritual, is mechanically sorted and reduced to a limited number of standardized 
articles, uniformly packaged, and distributed through controlled channels to their 
destination, bearing the approved metropolitan label. ‘Processing’ has now become the 
chief form of metropolitan control.9 

 
Despite his systemic objections to the catastrophic ends of this amorphous machine for (capital) 
accumulation, Mumford also regards these control capabilities as potentially reconfigurable in a multi-
centred and organic society. But, especially when it comes to the informational requirements attendant on 
such control-by-processing, manifest in the metastasis of a tentacular bureaucracy, he too is tempted by 
the possibilities of insurgent interruption – even recalling an anarchist slogan (‘Incinerate the documents!’) 
to stress the ease with which such a system, founded on the circulation of real or virtual ‘paper’, could be 
ground to a halt. 
 
But it is also possible, and indeed necessary, to think of logistics not just as the site of interruption, but as 
the stake of enduring and articulated struggles. Here there remains much to digest and learn from in the 
ongoing research of labour theorist and historian Sergio Bologna, an editor in the 1970s of the 
journal Primo Maggio, which carried out seminal inquiries into containerisation and the struggles of port 
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workers.10 Countering those ‘post-workerists’ who have equated post-Fordism with the rise of the 
cognitive and the immaterial (and basically with the ubiquity of a figure of work patently traced on that of 
the academic or ‘culture worker’), Bologna notes that the key networks that condition contemporary 
capitalism are neither affective nor simply digital, but involve instead the massive expansion and constant 
innovation in the very material domain of logistics – in particular of ‘supply chain management‘, conceived 
of in terms of the speed, flexibility, control, capillary character and global coverage of the stocking, 
transport and circulation of services and commodities.11 
 

 
Images: Alberto Toscano, Hamburg (June, 2010) 
 
Bologna underscores the military origins of logistics, namely in the work of de Jomine, a Swiss military 
theoretician working first under Napoleon and then under the Russian Tsar Alexander I. The ‘original 
function of logistics’, writes Bologna,  
 

was to organise the supplying of troops in movement through a hostile territory. Logistics 
is not sedentary, since it is the art of optimizing flows […] So logistics must not only be 
able to know how to make food, medicines, weapons, materials, fuel and correspondence 
reach an army in movement, but it must also know where to stock them, in what 
quantities, where to distribute the storage sites, how to evacuate them when needed; it 
must know how to transport all of this stuff and in what quantity so that it is sufficient to 
satisfy the requirements but not so much as to weigh down the movement of troops, and 
it must know how to do this for land, sea and air forces.12 
 

He goes on to analyse how the problems of logistics have been central to the ongoing transformations of 
contemporary capitalism, from the just-in-time organisation of production of ‘Toyotism’, to the world-
transforming effects of containerisation (itself accelerated by its military-logistical use in the Vietnam 
War).13 The homogenisation registered at an existential level by The Coming Insurrection is here given a 
very prosaic but momentous form in the standardisation and modularisation that characterises a planetary 
logistics which, in order to maintain the smoothness and flexibility of flows, must abstract out any 
differences that would lead to excessive friction and inertia. 
 
For my purposes, however, what is paramount is what this logistical view of post-Fordism tells us about 
the character of antagonism, and specifically of class struggle. Narcissistically mesmerised by hackers, 
interns and precarious academics, radical theorists of post-Fordism have ignored what Bologna calls ‘the 
multitude of globalisation’, that is all of those who work across the supply chain, in the manual and 
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intellectual labour that makes highly complex integrated transnational systems of warehousing, transport 
and control possible. In this ‘second geography’ of logistical spaces, we also encounter the greatest 
‘criticality’ of the system – though not, as in the proclamations of The Coming Insurrection, in the isolated 
and ephemeral act of sabotage, but in a working class which retains the residual power of interrupting the 
productive cycle – a power that offshoring, outsourcing, and downsizing has in many respects stripped 
from the majority of ‘productive’ workers themselves. 
 

 
Image: Alberto Toscano, Rotterdam (June, 2010) 
 
Here it is possible to link the question of logistics quite closely to that of the management of labour and 
the neutralisation of class struggle, in a way that sheds some doubt on the ‘criticality’ identified by 
Bologna. The expulsion of a mass labour force from containerised ports, their physical separation from 
zones of urbanisation and connection to other labourers, as well as the deeply divisive labour regulations 
that divide an international maritime labour force are an important instance of this. As Tim Mitchell writes 
in his fine essay on energy and the spatial history of class struggle, ‘Carbon Democracy’: 
 

Compared to carrying coal by rail, moving oil by sea eliminated the labour of coal-
heavers and stokers, and thus the power of organized workers to withdraw their labour 
from a critical point in the energy system […] [W]hereas the movement of coal tended to 
follow dendritic networks, with branches at each end but a single main channel, creating 
potential choke points at several junctures, oil flowed along networks that often had the 
properties of a grid, like an electrical grid, where there is more than one possible path 
and the flow of energy can switch to avoid blockages or overcome breakdowns.14 

 

Refunctioning the Spaces of Capital 
 
The electrical grid provides an apt transition to reflecting on the relationship between the logistics of 
capital and the spatial politics of anti-capitalism in a manner that does not merely involve the bare 
negation or mere sabotage of the former by the latter. The power grid (contrasted with the railway 
network) was in fact a system whose capabilities for coordinated decentralisation were emphasised by 
Mumford as a necessary model for a shift out of an aimlessly urbanising capitalism. Following Mumford, a 
number of Marxist theorists have of late reflected – in a mode that, to borrow a recent quip from David 
Harvey, we could call pre-communist rather than post-modern – on what aspects of contemporary 
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capitalism could be refunctioned in the passage to a communist society. Obversely toThe Coming 
Insurrection, they have asked how could a high-speed rail system or an electrical network be rendered 
not useless, but useful – in what would clearly need to be a thoroughly redefined conception of use, one 
not mediated and dominated by the abstract compulsions of value and exchange. 
 
It is striking that many of these authors have put logistical questions at the forefront of these thought 
experiments, almost as though logistics were capitalism's pharmakon, the cause for its pathologies (from 
the damaging hypertrophy of long-distance transport of commodities to the aimless sprawl of 
contemporary conurbation) as well as the potential domain of anti-capitalist solutions. In this vein, Fredric 
Jameson has recently, and somewhat perversely, identified the distribution systems of Wal-Mart, the very 
emblem of capitalism's seemingly inexhaustible capacity for devastating mediocrity, as precisely one of 
those aspects of capitalism whose dialectical refunctioning, or whose change of valence, could give a 
determinate character to our social utopias.15 
 

 
Image: Alberto Toscano, Cafe Paris, Hamburg (August, 2010) 
 
The ambivalence of logistics, and particularly of the environmental consequences of the unprecedented 
logistical and energetic complexes that make contemporary megalopolises both the drivers and the 
possible sites for a response to catastrophic climate change (among other processes) have led Mike 
Davis, in his appropriately titled ‘Who Will Build the Ark?’, to demand that, recalling the great experiments 
in urbanism of the USSR in the 1920s, we begin to look for the potentialities for a non-capitalist and non-
catastrophic future in cities themselves.16 In particular, Davis has advanced, to borrow from Mitchell, 
some of the parameters of a low-carbon democratic socialism. Arguing, contrary to the Malthusianism of 
much of the green movement that it is ‘the priority given to public affluence over private wealth’ that can 
set the standard for a conversion of engines of doom into resources of hope. 
  
As Davis writes: 
 

Most contemporary cities repress the potential environmental efficiencies inherent in 
human-settlement density. The ecological genius of the city remains a vast, largely 
hidden power. But there is no planetary shortage of ‘carrying capacity’ if we are willing to 
make democratic public space, rather than modular, private consumption, the engine of 
sustainable equality.17 
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Such an assertion of the necessity of a drastic transition, as against plural but ineffectual interruptions, 
takes logistic and energetic dimensions of anti-capitalist struggle more seriously than the convergence of 
anti-urbanist visions of space and epiphanic models of revolt that – for evident and in many respects 
sacrosanct historical and political reasons – have come to dominate much anti-capitalist thought.18 It also 
does so by recognising what, by analogy with Herbert Marcuse, we could call the necessary 
alienation involved in complex social systems, including post-capitalist ones. As David Harvey has noted, 
against the grain of fantasies of a tabula rasa, unmediated communism or anarchism: 
 

The proper management of constituted environments (and in this I include their long-term 
socialistic or ecological transformation into something completely different) may therefore 
require transitional political institutions, hierarchies of power relations, and systems of 
governance that could well be anathema to both ecologists and socialists alike. This is so 
because, in a fundamental sense, there is nothing unnatural about New York city and 
sustaining such an ecosystem even in transition entails an inevitable compromise with 
the forms of social organization and social relations which produced it.19 
 

The question of what use can be drawn from the dead labours which crowd the earth's crust in a world no 
longer dominated by value proves to be a much more radical question, and a much more determinate 
negation than that of how to render the metropolis, and thus in the end ourselves, useless. 

  
   
Alberto Toscano <sos01at@gold.ac.uk> teaches at Goldsmiths, University of London and sits on the editorial 
board of Historical Materialism. He is the author of Fanaticism: On the Uses of an Idea, London: Verso, 2010 
  
Note 
Versions of this article were originally presented at the Spaces of Alterity conference at University of Nottingham, and The Anarchist 
Turn colloquium at the New School for Social Research. I’m grateful to the organisers for providing me with the occasion to hone 
some of these ideas. Thanks to Jason Smith, Joshua Clover, Evan Calder Williams, Benjamin Noys, Josephine Berry Slater and 
Benedict Seymour for references, critique and inspiration. 
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What is theory for? What good is it, in the fight against capital and state? For much of the left, the Marxist 
left in particular, the answer is obvious: theory tells us what to do, or what is to be done, in the strangely 
passive formula often used here. Theory is the pedagogue of practice. Thus, the essential link between 
Comrade Lenin and his putative enemy, the Renegade Kautsky, the master thinkers of the Third and 
Second Internationals: despite their storied disagreements, both believed that without the special, 
scientific knowledge dispensed by intellectuals and dedicated revolutionaries, the working class was 
doomed to a degraded consciousness, incapable of making revolution or, at any rate, making it 
successfully. The task of theory, therefore, is to weaponise proletarian consciousness, to turn it toward 
right action. This didactic view of theory extends across the entire range of Marxist intellectual work in the 
20th century, from the comparatively crude Bolshevist programmatics of Lenin and Trotsky to the 
sophisticated variants offered by Antonio Gramsci and Louis Althusser. 
 
There are other, non-didactic theories of theory, however. We might look, for instance, to Marx’s own very 
early reflection on such matters. There is no need to play teacher to the working class, Marx tells his 
friend Arnold Ruge: “We shall not say, Abandon your struggles, they are mere folly; let us provide you 
with the true campaign-slogans. Instead we shall simply show the world why it is struggling, and 
consciousness of this is a thing it will acquire whether it wishes or not.”1 The final turn in this formulation 
is crucial, since it implies that the knowledge theory provides already abounds in the world; theory simply 
reflects, synthesizes and perhaps accelerates the “self-clarification…of the struggles and wishes of an 
age”. Theory is a moment in the self-education of the proletariat, whose curriculum involves inflammatory 
pamphlets and beer-hall oratory as much as barricades and streetfighting. 
 
In this regard, theory is more a map than a set of directions: a survey of the terrain in which we find 
ourselves, a way of getting our bearings in advance of any risky course of action. I am thinking here of 
Fredric Jameson’s essay on the “cultural logic of late capitalism”, and his call for “cognitive maps” that can 
orient us within the new spaces of the postindustrial world. Though Jameson must surely count as an 
exponent of the pedagogical view of theory — calling for cognitive maps by way of a defense of 
didacticism in art — part of the appeal of this essay is the way his call for maps emerges from a vividly 
narrated disorientation, from a phenomenology of the bewildered and lost. Describing the involuted voids 
of the Bonaventure hotel, Jameson situates the reader within a spatial allegory for the abstract structures 
of late capitalism and the “incapacity of our minds…to map the great global multinational and decentered 
communication network in which we find ourselves caught as individual subjects”.2 Theory is a map 
produced by the lost themselves, offering us the difficult view from within rather than the clarity of the 
Olympian view from above. 
 
Languishing in the shadow of its dominant counterpart, antididactic theory has often remained a bitter 
inversion of the intellectualist presumptions of the Leninist or Gramscian view. Whereas the didactic view 
tells us that revolution fails for lack of theory, or for lack of the right theory — fails because the correct 
consciousness was not cultivated — the communist ultra-left that inherits the antididactic view offers 
instead a theory of intellectual betrayal, a theory of militant theory as the corruption of the organic 
intelligence of the working class.3 The role of theorists, then, is to prevent these corrupting interventions 
by intellectuals, in order to allow for the spontaneous self-organisation of the working class. As a 
consequence, the historical ultra-left, congealing in the wake of the failure of the revolutionary wave of the 
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early 20th century and the victory of a distinctly counter-revolutionary Marxism, adopts a reflective and 
contemplative (if not fatalist) orientation to the unfolding of struggles, offering diagnosis at most but never 
any strategic reflection, lest it commit the cardinal sin of “intervention”, playing the pedagogue to the 
masses. The result is a perversely unhappy consciousness who both knows better and yet, at the same 
time, feels that such knowing is at best useless and at worst harmful. This guilty self-consciousness 
plagues even those important theories — by Gilles Dauvé and Théorie Communiste, for instance — 
which emerge after 1968 as critiques of the historical ultra-left. 
 
But if we really believe that theory emerges as part of the self-clarification of struggles, then there is no 
reason to fear intervention, or strategic thought. Any perspective militants and intellectuals might bring to 
a struggle is either already represented within it or, on the contrary, capable of being confronted as one of 
many obstacles and impasses antagonists encounter in their self-education. Strategic thought is not 
external to struggles, but native to them, and every set of victories or failures opens up new strategic 
prospects — possible futures — which must be examined and whose effects in the present can be 
accounted for. In describing these prospects, theory inevitably takes sides among them. This is not to 
issue orders to struggles, but to be ordered by them. 

Theory from the Ground 
The following essay is an experiment in theory writing. It attempts to render explicit the link between 
theory as it unfolds in the pages of communist journals and theory as it unfolds in the conduct of 
struggles, demonstrating how reflections about the restructuring of capitalism emerge as the 
consequence of particular moments of struggle. From these theoretical horizons, specific strategic 
prospects also emerge, and inasmuch as they are discussed on the ground and affect what happens 
there, we can only with great effort avoid them. 

We can (and perhaps should) always ask of the theories we encounter, Where are we? In response to 
which practical experience has this theory emerged? In what follows we are, for the most part, in the port 
of Oakland, California, beneath the shadows of cyclopean gantry cranes and container ships, pacing 
around anxiously with the 20,000 other people who have entered the port in order to blockade it, as part 
of the so-called “General Strike” called for by Occupy Oakland on November 2, 2011. Every participant in 
the blockade that day surely had some intuitive sense of the port’s centrality to the northern Californian 
economy, and it is with this intuitive orientation that theory begins. If asked, they would tell you that a 
sizeable fraction of what they consumed originated overseas, got put onto ships, and passed through 
ports like Oakland’s en route to its final destination. As an interface between production and consumption, 
between the US and its overseas trading partners, between hundreds of thousands of workers and the 
various forms of circulating capital they engage, the quieted machinery of the port quickly became an 
emblem for the complex totality of capitalist production it seemed both to eclipse and to reveal. 
 
For our blockaders, then, all manner of questions unfolded directly from their encounter with the space of 
the port and its machinery. How might we produce a map of the various companies — the flows of capital 
and labour — directly or indirectly affected by a blockade of the port, by a blockade of particular 
terminals? Who sits at one remove? At two removes or three? Additionally, questions emerged about the 
relationship between the blockade tactic and the grievances of those who took part. Though organised in 
collaboration with the local section of the ILWU (the dockworker’s union), in solidarity with the threatened 
workers in Longview, Washington, few people who came to the blockade knew anything about Longview. 
They were there in response to the police eviction of Occupy Oakland’s camp and in solidarity with 
whatever they understood as the chief grievances of the Occupy movement. How, then, to characterise 
the relationship between the blockaders, many of whom were unemployed or marginally employed, and 
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the highly organised port workers? Who was affected by such a blockade? What is the relationship 
between the blockade and the strike tactic? Once asked, these questions linked the moment of the 
blockade to related mobilisations: the piqueteros of the Argentine uprisings of the late 1990s and early 
2000s, unemployed workers who, absent any other way of prosecuting their demands for government 
assistance, took to blockading roads in small, dispersed bands; the piquets volants of the 2010 French 
strikes against proposed changes in pension law, bands of dispersed picketers who supported blockades 
by workers but also engaged in their own blockades, independent of strike activity; the recent strikes by 
workers in IKEA’s and Wal-Mart’s supply chains; and everywhere, in the season of political tumult that 
follows on the crisis of 2008, a proliferation of the blockade and a waning of the strike as such (with the 
exception of the industrial “BRICS”, where a renegade labour formation has initiated a new strike wave). 
 

Logistics and Hydraulic Capitalism 
These are not questions that belong solely to formal theory. They were debated immediately by those 
who participated in the blockade and who planned for a second blockade a month later.4 Some of these 
debates invoked the concept of “globalisation” to make sense of the increasing centrality of the port and 
international trade within capitalism, in an echo of the alter-globalisation movement of the early 2000s. 
But it has always been unclear what the term “globalisation” is supposed to mean, as marker for a new 
historical phase. Capitalism has been global from the very start, emerging from within the blood-soaked 
matrix of the mercantile expansion of the early modern period. Later on, its factories and mills were fed by 
planetary flows of raw material, and produce for a market which is likewise international. The real 
question, then, is what kind of globalisation we have today. What is the differentia specifica of today’s 
globalisation? What is the precise relationship between production and circulation? 
 
Today’s supply chains are distinguished not just by their planetary extension and incredible speed but by 
their direct integration of manufacture and retail, their harmonisation of the rhythms of production and 
consumption. Since the 1980s, business writers have touted the value of “lean” and “flexible” production 
models, in which suppliers maintain the capacity to expand and contract production, as well as change 
the types of commodities produced, by relying on a network of subcontractors, temporary workers, and 
mutable organisational structures, adaptations that require precise control over the flow of goods and 
information between units.5 Originally associated with the Toyota Production System, and Japanese 
manufacturers in general, these corporate forms are now frequently identified with the loose moniker Just 
In Time (JIT), which refers in the specific sense to a form of inventory management and in general to a 
production philosophy in which firms aim to eliminate standing inventory (whether produced in-house or 
received from suppliers). Derived in part from the Japanese and in part from Anglo-American 
cybernetics, JIT is a circulationist production philosophy, oriented around a concept of “continuous flow” 
that views everything not in motion as a form of waste (muda), a drag on profits. JIT aims to submit all 
production to the condition of circulation, pushing its velocity as far toward the light-speed of information 
transmission as possible. From the perspective of our blockaders, this emphasis on the quick and 
continuous flow of commodities multiplies the power of the blockade. In the absence of standing 
inventories, a blockade of just a few days could effectively paralyse many manufacturers and retailers.6 
 
In JIT systems, manufacturers must coordinate upstream suppliers with downstream buyers, so speed 
alone is insufficient. Timing is crucial. Through precise coordination, firms can invert the traditional buyer-
seller relationship in which goods are first produced and then sold to a consumer. By replenishing goods 
at the exact moment they are sold, with no build-up of stocks along the way, JIT firms perform a weird 
sort of time-travel, making it seem as if they only make products that have already been sold to the end-
consumer. As opposed to the older, “push production” model, in which factories generated massive 
stockpiles of goods that retailers would clear from the market with promotions and coupons, in today’s 
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“pull” production system “retailers share POS [point-of-sale] information with their vendors who can then 
rapidly replenish the retailers’ stock”.7 This has lead to the functional integration of suppliers and retailers, 
under terms in which the retailers often have the upper hand. Massive buyers like Wal-Mart reduce their 
suppliers to mere vassals, directly controlling product design and pricing while still retaining the flexibility 
to terminate a contract if needed. They gain the benefits of vertical integration without the liability that 
comes from formal ownership. Whereas in the early 1980s some thought that the emphasis on flexibility 
and dynamism would shift the balance of power from big, inflexible multinationals to small, agile firms, 
lean production has instead only meant a phase change rather than a weakening of the power of 
multinational firms. The new arrangement features what Bennett Harrison has called the “concentration 
without centralisation” of corporate authority.8 
 
Lean manufacturing, flexibility, just-in-time inventory systems, “pull” production: each one of these 
innovations now forms a component part of the so-called “logistics revolution”, and the corresponding 
“logistics industry”, which consists of in-house and third-party specialists in supply-chain design and 
management. Enabled by the technical transformations of the shipping and transport industry, 
containerisation in particular, as well as the possibilities afforded by information and communications 
technology, logistics workers now coordinate different productive moments and circulatory flows across 
vast international distances, ensuring that the where and when of the commodity obtains to the precision 
and speed of data. Confirming the veracity of the oft-quoted passage from Marx’s Grundrisse about the 
tendential development of the world market, through logistics, capital “strives simultaneously for a greater 
extension of the market and for greater annihilation of space by time”.9 But logistics is more than the 
extension of the world market in space and the acceleration of commodital flows: it is the active power to 
coordinate and choreograph, the power to conjoin and split flows; to speed up and slow down; to change 
the type of commodity produced and its origin and destination point; and, finally, to collect and distribute 
knowledge about the production, movement and sale of commodities as they stream across the grid. 
 
Logistics is a multivalent term. It names an industry in its own right, composed of firms that handle the 
administration of shipping and receiving for other corporations, as well as an activity that many 
businesses handle internally. But it also refers, metonymically, to a transformation of capitalist production 
overall: the “logistics revolution”. In this latter sense, logistics indexes the subordination of production to 
the conditions of circulation, the becoming-hegemonic of those aspects of the production process that 
involve circulation. In the idealised world-picture of logistics, manufacture is merely one moment in a 
continuous, Heraclitean flux; the factory dissolves into planetary flows, chopped up into modular, 
component processes which, separated by thousands of miles, combine and recombine according to the 
changing whims of capital. Logistics aims to transmute all fixed capital into circulating capital, the better to 
imitate and conform to the purest and most liquid of forms capital takes: money. This is impossible, of 
course, since the valorisation process requires fixed capital outlays at some point along the circuits of 
reproduction, and therefore someone somewhere will have to shoulder the risk that comes with investing 
in immobile plant and machinery. But logistics is about mitigating this risk, it is about transforming a mode 
of production into a mode of circulation, in which the frequencies and channel capacities of the circuits of 
capital are what matters. In this the logistics revolution conforms to the hydraulic conception of capitalism 
outlined by Deleuze and Guattari in the 1970s, in which surplus value results not so much from the 
irreversible transformation of worked matter but from the conjunction of one flow (money) with another 
(labour).10 In this account, influenced by Fernand Braudel’s description of the origins of capitalism, and 
its revision by world-systems theory, capital is nothing so much as the commander of flows, breaking and 
conjoining various currents in order to create a vast irrigation and drainage of social power. Logistics 
turns solids into liquids — or at its extreme, into electrical fields — taking the movement of discrete 
elements and treating them as if they were oil in a pipeline, flowing continuously at precisely adjustable 
pressures.11 
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The Use-Value of Logistics 
So far our project of cognitive mapping has successfully situated our blockaders within a vast spatial 
horizon, a network of reticulated flows, against the backdrop of which even the gargantuan 
containerships, even the teeming thousands of blockaders, are mere flyspecks. But the picture we have 
given is without depth, without history; it is, in other words, a picture, and we might wonder whether some 
of the disorientation to which the concept of the cognitive map responds is aggravated by the spatial (and 
visual) approach. Perhaps “map” functions as metaphor more than anything else, referring to an 
elaboration of concepts and categories in both spatial and temporal dimensions. A map, but also a story, 
chart, and diagram, because once we adopt the view from somewhere, the view for somebody, we place 
ourselves between a past and a future, at the leading edge of a chain of causes that are as much in need 
of mapping as the spatial arrangement of the supply chain, especially if we want to have any sense of 
what might happen next. 
 
In other words, we will want to know why capital turned to logistics. Why did capital reorganise in this 
manner? In pursuit of which advantages and in response to which impasses? One answer, hinted at 
above, is that logistics is a simple accelerator of commodity flows. Logistics is a method to decrease the 
turnover time of capital, and thereby raise total profits. Short turnover times and quick production cycles 
can produce very high total profits with even the very low rates of profit (per turnover) which capitalists 
encountered in the 1970s. Logistics was one solution, then, to “the long downturn” that emerged in the 
1970s and the general crisis it ushered in, as opportunities for profit-taking through investment in the 
productive apparatus (in new plant and machinery) began to vanish. As we know from numerous 
accounts, one result is that capital flowed into financial assets, real estate, and the like, amplifying the 
velocity and bandwidth of the money supply and the credit market, and concocting novel forms of finance 
capital. But this well-documented process of financialisation had as its hidden counterpart a massive 
investment of capital in the complementary sphere of commodity (rather than money) circulation, 
increasing the throughput of the transportation system and accelerating the velocity of commodity capital 
through a buildout in the form of tankers, port complexes, railyards, robotically-controlled distribution 
centers, and the digital and network technology needed to manage the increased volume and complexity 
of trade. The shipping container and the commodity future were thus complementary technical 
innovations, streamlining and supercharging different segments of the total circuit of reproduction. The 
ever-faster rotations of credit and commodities around the globe are mutually enabling relays. However, 
investment in these areas is not just about brute velocity; it also aims at reducing the associated costs of 
circulation and thereby increasing the total load of the transport systems. Alongside the obvious 
economies of scale and mechanisation afforded by container technology, integrated information systems 
vastly reduce the administrative costs associated with circulation, freeing up more money for direct 
investment in production.12 
 
But these developments cannot be understood in terms of quantitative increase and decrease alone: 
increase in speed and volume of commodital flows, decrease in overhead. There is an important 
qualitative goal here as well, described by logistics as “agility”— that is, the power to change, as quickly 
as possible, the speed, location, origin and destination of products, as well as product type, in order to 
meet volatile market conditions. Corporations aim for “responsive supply chains”, as the chapter title of 
one popular logistics handbook has it, “such that [they] can respond in shorter time-frames both in terms 
of volume change and variety changes”.13 In their interventive role, logistics experts might seek to 
identify and remedy bottlenecks in order to maintain agility. But as a matter of preventive design, 
specialists will strive to synchronise and distribute information across the entire supply chain so that 
suppliers can take appropriate action before intervention becomes necessary. This distributed information 
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is referred to as a “virtual supply chain”, a chain of transmitted symbolic representations that flows 
opposite to the physical movement of commodities. Entirely separate firms might use distributed data of 
this sort to coordinate their activities. The result, as Bonacich and Wilson note, is that “competition … 
shift[s] from the firm level to the supply chain level”.14But transparency of data does not level the playing 
field at all; typically, one of the actors in the supply-chain network will retain dominance, without 
necessarily placing itself at the centre of operations — Wal-Mart, for instance, has insisted its suppliers 
place Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) tags on pallets and containers, allowing it to manage its 
inventory much more effectively, at considerable cost to the suppliers.15 
 
Before we consider the final reason for the logistics revolution, a brief historical note is in order. 
Until WWII, the field of corporate or business logistics did not exist at all. Instead, logistics was a purely 
military affair, referring to the methods that armies used to provision themselves, moving supplies from 
the rear to the front line, a mundane but fundamental enterprise which military historians since 
Thucydides have acknowledged as a key determinant of the success of expeditionary wars. Business 
logistics as a distinct field evolved in the 1950s, building upon innovations in military logistics, and 
drawing upon the interchange of personnel between the military, industry and the academy so 
characteristic of the postwar period, interchanges superintended by the fields of cybernetics, information 
theory and operations research. The connection between military and corporate logistics remained 
intimate. For instance, though Malcolm McLean introduced stackable shipping containers in the 1950s, 
and had already managed to containerise some domestic transport lines, it was his Sea-Land Service’s 
container-based solution to the logistics crisis of the Vietnam War that generalised the technology and 
demonstrated its effectiveness for international trade.16 Likewise, RFID technology was first deployed by 
the US military in Iraq and Afghanistan, at which point Wal-Mart begin exploring its use. Shortly 
afterwards, the Department of Defense and Wal-Mart issued mandates to their largest suppliers, requiring 
them to use RFIDtags on their merchandise. The link between corporate logistics and military logistics is 
so strong that the many of Wal-Mart’s managers and executives — who set the standard for the industry 
as a whole — come from the military.17 
 
Logistics, we might say, is war by other means, war by means of trade. A war of supply chains that 
conquers new territories by suffusing them with capillarial distributions, ensuring that commodities flow 
with ease to the farthest extremities. From this martial perspective, we might usefully distinguish, 
however, between an offensive and a defensive logistics. The offensive forms we have already described 
above: logistics seeks to saturate markets, reduce costs and outproduce competitors, maintain maximum 
throughput and maximum product variety. In this offensive aspect, logistics emphasises flexibility, 
plasticity, permutability, dynamism, and morphogenesis. But it finds its complement in a series of 
protocols which are fundamentally defensive, mitigating supply chain risk from blockades and 
earthquakes, strikes and supplier shortages. If “agility” is the watchword of offensive logistics, defensive 
logistics aims for “resilience” and emphasises the values of elasticity, homeostasis, stability, and 
longevity. But resilience is only ostensibly a conservative principle; it finds stability not in inflexibility but in 
constant, self-stabilising adaptivity.18 In this sense, the defensive and the offensive forms of logistics are 
really impossible to disentangle, since one firm’s agility is another’s volatility, and the more flexible and 
dynamic a firm becomes the more it “exports” uncertainty to the system as a whole, requiring other firms 
to become more resilient. In any case, we can expect that, in the context of the economic crisis and the 
looming environmental collapse, logistics will become more and more the science of risk management 
and crisis mitigation. 
 
Logistics is capital’s art of war, a series of techniques for intercapitalist and interstate competition. But 
such wars are, at the same time, always fought through and against workers. One of the most significant 
reasons for the extension, complication and lubrication of these planetary supply chains is that they allow 
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for arbitrage of the labour market. The sophisticated, permutable supply chains of the contemporary world 
make it possible for capital to seek out the lowest wages anywhere in the world and to play proletarians 
off of each other. Logistics was therefore one of the key weapons in a decades-long global offensive 
against labour. The planetary supply chains enabled by containerisation effectively encircled labour, 
laying siege to its defensive emplacements such as unions and, eventually, over the course of the 1980s 
and 1990s, completely crushing them. From there, with labour on the run, logistics has enabled capital to 
quickly neutralise and outmanoeuvre whatever feeble resistance workers mount. Although capital must 
deal with the problem of sunk investments in immovable buildings, machines, and other infrastructures, 
reconfigurable supply chains allow it unprecedented power to route around, and starve, troublesome 
labour forces. By splitting workers into a “core” composed of permanent workers (often conservative and 
loyal) and a periphery of casualised, outsourced and fragmented workers, who may or may not work for 
the same firm, capital has dispersed proletarian resistance quite effectively. But these organisational 
structures require systems of coordination, communication and transport, opening capital up to the 
danger of disruption in the space of circulation, whether by workers charged with circulating commodities 
or by others, as with the port blockade, who choose circulation as their space of effective action, for the 
simple reason that capital has already made this choice as well. The actions of the participants in the port 
blockade are, in this regard, doubly determined by the restructuring of capital. They are there not only 
because the restructuring of capital has either left them with no jobs at all or placed them into jobs where 
action as workers according to the classical tactics of the worker’s movement has been proscribed, but 
also because capital itself has increasingly taken the sphere of circulation as the object of its own 
interventions. In this regard, theory provides us not only with the why of capital’s restructuring but 
the why of a new cycle of struggles. 
 

Visibility and Praxis 
It should be obvious by now that logistics is capital’s own project of cognitive mapping. Hence, the 
prominence of “visibility” among the watchwords of the logistics industry. To manage a supply chain 
means to render it transparent. The flows of commodities in which we locate our blockaders are doubled 
by flows of information, by a signifying chain that superintends the commodity chain, sometimes without 
human intervention at all. Alongside the predictive models of finance, which aim to represent and control 
the chaotic fluctuations of the credit system and money, logistics likewise manages the complex flows of 
the commodity system through structures of representation. We might imagine, then, a logistics against 
logistics, a counter-logistics which employs the conceptual and technical equipment of the industry in 
order to identify and exploit bottlenecks, to give our blockaders a sense of where they stand within the 
flows of capital. This counter-logistics might be a proletarian art of war to match capital’s own ars belli. 
Imagine if our blockaders knew exactly which commodities the containers at particular berths, or on 
particular ships, contained; imagine if they could learn about the origin and destination of these 
commodities and calculate the possible effects — functionally and in dollars — of delays or interruptions 
in particular flows. Possession of such a counterlogistical system, which might be as crude as a written 
inventory, would allow antagonists to focus their attention where it would be most effective. Taking, for 
example, the situation of the French pension law struggles of 2010, in which mobile blockades in groups 
of twenty to a hundred moved throughout French cities, supporting the picket lines of striking workers but 
also blockading key sites independently, the powers of coordination and concentration permitted by such 
a system are immediately apparent.19 This is one example of the strategic horizons which unfold from 
within struggles, even if most discussions of such counterlogistics will have to be conducted with 
particular occasions in mind. 
 
But beyond the practical value of counterlogistic information, there is what we might call 
its existential value: the way in which being able to see one’s own actions alongside the actions of others, 
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and being able to see as well the effects of such concerted action, imbues those actions with a meaning 
they might have otherwise lacked. The contagiousness of the Arab Spring — for example — arises in part 
from the affirmative effect of transmitted images of struggle. Being able to see one’s own action in the 
face of state violence reflected in and even enlarged by the actions of others can be profoundly 
galvanising. This is another one of the values of theory with regard to praxis — the ability to place 
struggles side by side, to render struggles visible to each other and to themselves. 
 
This importance of visibility — or legibility, as he calls it — is essential to one of the best discussions of 
the restructuring of labour in late capitalism, Richard Sennett’s The Corrosion of Character. Sennett 
suggests that the “weak work identity” of contemporary workplaces — distinguished mainly by 
computerisation, in his treatment — results from the utter illegibility of the work processes to the workers 
themselves. Visiting a bakery which he had studied decades earlier for his first book, The Hidden Injuries 
of Class, Sennett finds that, in place of the physically challenging processes of the 1960s bakery, workers 
now used computer-controlled machines which can produce any kind of bread according to changing 
market conditions, simply by pressing a few buttons. As a result, unlike bakers in the past, the workers do 
not identify with their jobs or derive satisfaction from their tasks, precisely because the functioning of the 
machines is fundamentally opaque to them. The difference between entering values into a spreadsheet 
and baking bread is negligible to them. Concrete labour has become fundamentally abstract, scrambling 
at the same time distinctions between material and immaterial, manual and mental labour: 

 
Computerized baking has profoundly changed the balletic physical activities of the shop 
floor. Now the bakers make no physical contact with the materials or the loaves of bread, 
monitoring the entire process via on-screen icons which depict, for instance, images of 
bread color derived from data about the temperature and baking time of the ovens; few 
bakers actually see the loaves of bread they make. Their working screens are organized 
in the familiar Windows way; in one, icons for many more different kinds of bread appear 
than had been prepared in the past — Russian, Italian, French loaves all possible by 
touching the screen. Bread had become a screen representation. 

As a result of working in this way, the bakers now no longer actually know how to bake 
bread. Automated bread is no marvel of technological perfection; the machines frequently 
tell the wrong story about the loaves rising within, for instance, failing to gauge accurately 
the strength of the rising yeast, or the actual color of the loaf. The workers can fool with 
the screen to correct somewhat for these defects; what they can’t do is fix the machines, 
or more important, actually bake bread by manual control when the machines all too 
often go down. Program-dependent laborers, they can have no hands-on knowledge. The 
work is no longer legible to them, in the sense of understanding what they are doing.20 

There is an interesting paradox here, which Sennett draws out very nicely in the following pages: the 
more transparent and “user-friendly” the computerised processes are, the more opaque the total process 
they control becomes. His conclusion should trouble any simplistic conception of the powers of visibility or 
the “cognitive map” as such, a problem that Jameson recognised early on, declaring “informational 
technology the representational solution as well as the representational problem of [the] world system’s 
cognitive mapping”.21 The problems for Sennett’s workers, as well as for our blockaders, are practical as 
much as they are epistemological, a matter of doing and knowing together. Unless the representations 
such systems provide widen our capacity to do and to make, to effect changes upon the world, they will 
make that world more rather than less opaque, no matter how richly descriptive they might be. And 
though Sennett’s discussion is geared only toward the world of labour (and imbued with typical left-wing 
nostalgia for the savoir-faire and stable identities that skilled work entailed) the problems of legibility 
pertain as much to our blockaders as to the dockworkers at the port. To persist beyond an initial moment, 
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struggles need to recognise themselves in the effects they create, they need to be able to map out those 
effects, not just by positioning themselves within the abstract and concrete space of late capital, but within 
a political sequence that has both past and future, that opens onto a horizon of possibilities. All of this 
requires knowledge but it requires knowledge that can be practiced, that can be worked out. 
 
Our blockaders are therefore dispossessed of usable knowledge by a technical system in which they 
appear only as incidental actors, as points of relay and insertion which require at most a stenographic 
compression of their immediate environs into a few kilobytes of usable information. Bernard Stiegler, who 
despite an often tedious Heideggerian theoretical apparatus is one of the best contemporary theorists of 
technology, describes this process as “cognitive and affective proletarianization”, where proletarians are 
dispossessed, as producers, of savoir faire and, as consumers, of savoir vivre. This is part of a long 
history of what Stiegler calls “grammatization”, in which knowledge and memory is discretised into 
reproducible and combinatorial bodily gestures — phonemes, graphemes, keystrokes, bits — and then 
exteriorised through inscription in matter.22 The digital and telecommunication technology of 
contemporary grammatisation is the final stage of this process, such that our memories and cognitive 
faculties now exist in the data cloud, as it were, part of a distributed technological prosthesis without 
which we are effectively incapable of orienting ourselves or functioning. In this largely persuasive 
account, which thankfully cuts against the optimistic readings of information technology as a progressive 
socialisation of “general intellect”, we are dispossessed not just of the means of production but the means 
of thought and feeling as well. 
 
In many ways, Stiegler shares a great deal with the rich exploration of the concepts of alienation, 
fetishism and reification that followed the popularisation of the early Marx in the 1960s, by Herbert 
Marcuse, Guy Debord and others. We might, for this reason, wonder about the latent humanism in 
Stiegler. Sennett, however, provides us with an important caveat against reading Stiegler in humanist 
terms: whereas a certain kind of classic Marxist analysis might expect his bakers to want to reappropriate 
the knowledge of which they had been dispossessed by the machines, few of them have any such 
desires. Their real lives are elsewhere, and hardly any of them expect or desire dignity and meaning from 
their jobs as bakers. The only person who conforms to the expected outline of the alienated worker, in 
Sennett’s bakery, is the foreman, who worked his way up from apprentice baker to manager, and takes 
the wastage and loss of skill in the bakery as a personal affront, imagining that if the bakery were a 
cooperative the workers might take more interest in knowing how things are done. The other workers, 
however, treat work not as the performance of a skill but as a series of indifferent applications of an 
abstract capacity to labour. Baking means little more than “pushing buttons in a Windows program 
designed by others”.23 The work is both illegible to them, and utterly alien to their own needs, but not 
alien in the classic sense that they recognise it as a lost or stolen part of themselves they hope to recover 
through struggle. This is one of the most important consequences of the restructuring of the labour 
process superintended by the logistics revolution: the casualisation and irregularisation of labour, the 
disaggregation of the work process into increasingly illegible and geographically separate component 
parts, as well as the incredible powers which capital now has to defeat any struggle for better conditions, 
mean that it is not only impossible for most proletarians to visualise their place within this complex system 
but it is also impossible for them to identify with that place as a source of dignity and satisfaction, since its 
ultimate meaning with regard to the total system remains elusive. Most workers today cannot say, as 
workers of old could (and often did): It is we who built this world! It is we to whom this world belongs! The 
restructuring of the mode of production and the subordination of production to the conditions of circulation 
therefore forecloses the classical horizon of proletarian antagonism: seizure of the means of production 
for the purposes of a worker-managed society. One cannot imagine seizing that which one cannot 
visualise, and inside of which one’s place remains uncertain. 
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The Reconfiguration Thesis 
The difficulties which Sennett’s bakers (or our blockaders) encounter are not simply failures of 
knowledge, ones that can be solved through pedagogical intervention; as valuable as a cognitive map of 
these processes might be, the problems we confront in visualising some self-management of existing 
productive means originate from the practical difficulties — in my view, impossibilities — that such a 
prospect would encounter. The opacity of the system, in this regard, emerges from its intractability, and 
not the other way around. In an insightful article on the logistics industry and contemporary struggle, 
Alberto Toscano (who has lately devoted considerable effort to critiquing theorists of communisation) 
faults the “space-time of much of today’s anticapitalism” for its reliance on “subtraction and interruption, 
not attack and expansion”.24 Toscano proposes, as an alternative, an anticapitalist logistics which treats 
the various productive sites and infrastructures of late capitalism as “potentially reconfigurable” rather 
than the object of “mere negation or sabotage”. No doubt, any struggle which wants to overcome 
capitalism will need to consider “what use can be drawn from the dead labours which crowd the earth’s 
crust”, but there is no reason to assume from the start, as Toscano does, that all existing means of 
production must have some use beyond capital, and that all technological innovation must have, almost 
categorically, a progressive dimension which is recuperable through a process of “determinate negation”.  
 
As we saw above, the use-value which the logistics industry produces is a set of protocols and 
techniques that enable firms to seek out the lowest wages anywhere in the world, and to evade the 
inconvenience of class struggle when it arises. In this sense, unlike other capitalist technologies, logistics 
is only partly about exploiting the efficiencies of machines in order to get products to market faster and 
more cheaply, since the main purpose of the faster and cheaper technologies is to offset the otherwise 
prohibitive cost of exploiting labour forces halfway around the world. The technological ensemble which 
logistics superintends is therefore fundamentally different than other ensembles such as the Fordist 
factory; it saves on labour costs by decreasing the wage, rather than increasing the productivity of labour. 
To put it in Marxist terms, it is absolute surplus value masquerading as relative surplus value. The use-
value of logistics, for capital, is exploitation in its rawest form, and thus it is truly doubtful that logistics 
might form, as Toscano writes, “capitalism’s pharmakon, the cause for its pathologies (from the damaging 
hypertrophy of long-distance transport of commodities to the aimless sprawl of contemporary 
conurbation) as well as the potential domain of anti-capitalist solutions”. 
 
For workers to seize the commanding heights offered by logistics — to seize, in other words, the control 
panel of the global factory — would mean for them to manage a system that is constitutively hostile to 
them and their needs, to oversee a system in which extreme wage differentials are built into the very 
infrastructure. Without those differentials, most supply-chains would become both wasteful and 
unnecessary. But perhaps “repurposing” means for Toscano instead a kind of making-do with the 
machinery of logistics as we find it, seeing what other purposes it can be put to, rather than imagining an 
appropriation of its commanding heights? Any revolutionary process will make do with what it finds 
available as a matter of necessity, but it is precisely the “convertibility” or “reconfigurability” of these 
technologies that seems questionable. The fixed capital of the contemporary production regime is 
designed for extraction of maximum surplus value; each component part is engineered for insertion 
intothis global system; therefore, the presence of communist potentials as unintended features —
“affordances”, as they are sometimes called — of contemporary technology needs to be argued for, not 
assumed as a matter of course.25 Much of the machinery of contemporary logistics aims to streamline 
the circulation of commodities and not use-values, to produce not the things that are necessary or 
beneficial but those that are profitable: individually packaged boxes of cereal, for instance, whose 
complex insignia distinguish them from the dozens of varieties of nearly identical cereals (sold and 
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consumed in sizes and types that reflect certain social arrangements, such as the nuclear family). How 
much of the vaunted flexibility of the logistics system is really the flexibility of product variety, of wage 
differentials and trade imbalances? How much would become useless once one eliminated the 
commodity-form, once one eliminated the necessity of buying and selling? Furthermore, the 
contemporary logistics system is designed for a particular international balance of trade, with certain 
countries as producers and others as consumers. This is a fact fundamentally entangled with the wage 
imbalances mentioned earlier, which means that the inequality of the global system in part has to do with 
the unequal distribution of productive means and the infrastructures of circulation — the concentration of 
port capacity on the West Coast of the US rather than the East Coast, for instance, because of the 
location of manufacturing in Asia. Rebalancing the amount of goods produced locally or at a distance — if 
such a thing were to be a part of a break with capitalist production — would mean an entirely different 
arrangement of infrastructures and probably different types of infrastructure as well (smaller ships, for 
instance). 
 
We might also question the reconfiguration thesis from the perspective of scale. Because of the uneven 
distribution of productive means and capitals — not to mention the tendency for geographical 
specialisation, the concentration of certain lines in certain areas (textiles in Bangladesh, for instance)— 
the system is not scalable in any way but up. It does not permit partitioning by continent, hemisphere, 
zone or nation. It must be managed as a totality or not at all. Therefore, nearly all proponents of the 
reconfiguration thesis assume high-volume and hyper-global distribution in their socialist or communist 
system, even if the usefulness of such distributions beyond production for profit remain unclear. Another 
problem, though, is that administration at such a scale introduces a sublime dimension to the concept of 
“planning”; these scales and magnitudes are radically beyond human cognitive capacities. The level of an 
impersonal “administration of things” and the level of a “free association of producers” are not so much in 
contradiction as separated by a vast abyss. Toscano leaves such an abyss marked by an ominous 
appeal to Herbert Marcuse’s concept of “necessary alienation” as the unfortunate but necessary 
concomitant of maintenance of the technical system. Other partisans of the reconfiguration thesis, when 
questioned about the scaling-up of the emancipatory desires and needs of proletarian antagonists to a 
global administration invariably deploy the literal deus ex machina of supercomputers. Computers and 
algorithms, we are told, will determine how commodities are to be distributed; computers will scale up 
from the demands for freedom and equality of proletarian antagonists and figure out a way to distribute 
work and the products of work in a manner satisfactory to all. But how an algorithmically-mediated 
production would work, why it would differ from production mediated by competition and the price-
mechanism remains radically unclear, and certainly unmuddied by any actual argument. Would labour-
time still be the determinant of access to social wealth? Would free participation (in work) and free access 
(in necessaries) be facilitated in such a system? If the goal is rather a simple equality of producers — 
equal pay for equal work — how would one deal with the imbalances of productivity, morale and initiative, 
which result from the maintenance of the requirement that “he who does not work does not eat”? Is this 
what “necessary alienation” means? 
 
But the non-scalarity (or unidirectional scalarity) of the logistics system introduces a much more severe 
problem. Even if global communist administration — by supercomputer, or by ascending tiers of 
delegates and assemblies — were possible and desirable on the basis of the given technical system, 
once we consider the historical character of communism, things seem much more doubtful. Communism 
does not drop from the sky, but must emerge from a revolutionary process, and given the present all or 
nothing character of the international division of labour — the concentration of manufacturing in a few 
countries, the concentration of productive capacity for certain essential lines of capital in a handful of 
factories, as mentioned above — any attempt to seize the means of production would require 
an immediately global seizure. We would need a revolutionary process so quickly successful and 
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extensive that all long-distance supply chains ran between non-capitalist producers within a matter of 
months, as opposed to the much more likely scenario that a break with capital will be geographically 
concentrated at first and need to spread from there. In most cases, therefore, maintenance of these 
distributed production processes and supply-chains will mean trade with capitalist partners, an 
enchainment to production for profit (necessary for survival, we will be told by the pragmatists) the results 
of which will be nothing less than disastrous, as a study of the Russian and Spanish examples will show. 
 
In both cases, the need to maintain an export economy in order to buy crucial goods on the international 
markets — arms in particular — meant that revolutionary cadres and militants had to use direct and 
indirect force in order to induce workers to meet production targets. Raising productivity and increasing 
productive capacity now became the transitional step on the way to achieving communism then, and in 
anarchist Spain, as much as Bolshevist Russia, cadres set to work mimicking the dynamic growth of 
capitalist accumulation through direct political mechanisms, rather than the indirect force of the wage, 
though in both cases economic incentive structures (piece rates, bonus pay) were eventually introduced 
as matter of necessity. It is hard to see how anything but a new insurrectionary process — one mitigated 
against by the establishment of new disciplines and repressive structures — could have restored these 
systems even to the labour-note based “lower phase of communism” that Marx advocates in “Critique of 
the Gotha Program”, let alone a society based upon free access and non-compelled labour. 
 
The traditional discussions of such matters assume that, whereas underdeveloped countries like Russia 
and Spain had no choice but to develop their productive capacity first, proletarians in fully industrialised 
countries could immediately expropriate and self-manage the means of production without any need for 
forced development. This might have been true in the immediate postwar period, and as late as the 
1970s, but once deindustrialisation began in earnest, the chance had been officially missed — the global 
restructuring and redistribution of productive means leaves us in a position that is probably as bad as, if 
not worse than, those early 20th-century revolutions, when some large percentage of the means of 
production for consumer goods were ready to hand, and one could locate, in one’s own region, shoe 
factories and textile mills and steel refineries. A brief assessment of the workplaces in one’s immediate 
environs should convince most of us — in the US at least, and I suspect most of Europe — of the utter 
unworkability of the reconfiguration thesis. The service and administrative jobs which most proletarians 
today work are meaningless except as points of intercalation within vast planetary flows — a 
megaretailer, a software company, a coffee chain, an investment bank, a non-profit organisation. Most of 
these jobs pertain to use-values that would be rendered non-uses by revolution. To meet their own needs 
and the needs of others, these proletarians would have to engage in the production of food and other 
necessaries, the capacity for which does not exist in most countries. The idea that 15% or so of workers 
whose activities would still be useful would work on behalf of others — as caretakers of a communist 
future — is politically non-workable, even if the system could produce enough of what people need, and 
trade for inputs didn’t produce another blockage. Add to this the fact that the development of logistics 
itself and the credit system alongside it, greatly multiplies the power of capital to discipline rebellious 
zones through withdrawal of credit (capital flight), embargo, and punitive terms of trade. 
 

Horizons and Prospects 
The whole is the false, in this case, not so much because it can’t be adequately represented or because 
any attempt at such representation does violence to its internal contradictions, but because all such 
global representations belie the fact that the whole can never be possessed as such. The totality of the 
logistics system belongs to capital. It is a view from everywhere (or nowhere), a view from space, that 
only capital as totalising, distributed process can inhabit. Only capital can fight us in every place at once, 
because capital is not in any sense a force with which we contend, but the very territory on which that 
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contention takes place. Or rather, it is a force, but a field force, something which suffuses rather than 
opposes. Unlike capital, we fight in particular locations and moments — here, there, now, then. To be a 
partisan means, by necessity, to accept the partiality of perspective and the partiality of the combat we 
offer. 
 
The weak tactics of the present — the punctual riot, the blockade, the occupation of public space — are 
not the strategic product of an antagonist consciousness that has misrecognised its enemy, or failed to 
examine adequately the possibilities offered by present technologies. On the contrary, the tactics of our 
blockaders emerge from a consciousness that has already surveyed the possibilities on offer, and 
understood, if only intuitively, how the restructuring of capital has foreclosed an entire strategic repertoire. 
The supply chains which fasten these proletarians to the planetary factory are radical chains in the sense 
that they go to the root, and must be torn out from the root as well. The absence of opportunities for 
“reconfiguration” will mean that in their attempts to break from capitalism proletarians will need to find 
other ways of meeting their needs. The logistical problems they encounter will have to do with replacing 
that which is fundamentally unavailable except through linkage to these planetary networks and the 
baleful consequences they bring. In other words, the creation of communism will require a massive 
process of delinking from the planetary factory as a matter of survival. We will not have the opportunity to 
use all (or even many) of the technical means that we find, since so many of these will be effectively 
orphaned by a break with capitalist production. But what, then, of strategy? If theory is the horizon which 
opens from present conditions of struggle, strategy is something different, less a horizon than a prospect. 
Strategy is a particular moment when theory reopens to practice, suggesting not just a possible but a 
desirable course of action. If a horizon places us in front of a range of possibilities, the strategic moment 
comes when struggles reach a certain crest, an eminence, from which a narrower set of options opens up 
— a prospect. Prospects are a middle ground between where we are and the far horizon of 
communisation. 

What are our prospects, then, based upon the recent cycle of struggles? We now know that the 
restructuring of the capital–labour relationship has made intervention in the sphere of circulation an 
obvious and in many ways effective tactic. The blockade, it seems, might assume an importance equal to 
the strike in the coming years, as will occupations of public space and struggles over urban and rural 
environments remade to become better conduits for flows of labour and capital — as recent struggles in 
both Turkey and Brazil have demonstrated. Our prospects are such that, instead of propagandising for 
forms of workplace action that are unlikely to succeed or generalise, we might better accept our new 
strategic horizon and work, instead, to disseminate information about how interventions in this sphere 
might become more effective, what their limits are, and how such limits could be overcome. We might 
work to disseminate the idea that the seizure of the globally-distributed factory is no longer a meaningful 
horizon, and we might essay to map out the new relations of production in a way that takes account of 
this fact. For instance, we might try to graph the flows and linkages around us in ways that comprehend 
their brittleness as well as the most effective ways they might be blocked as part of the conduct of 
particular struggles. These would be semi-local maps — maps that operate from the perspective of a 
certain zone or area. From this kind of knowledge, one might also develop a functional understanding of 
the infrastructure of capital, such that one then knew which technologies and productive means would be 
orphaned by a partial or total delinking from planetary flows, which ones might alternately be conserved 
or converted, and what the major practical and technical questions facing a revolutionary situation might 
look like. How to ensure that there is water and that the sewers function? How to avoid meltdown of 
nuclear reactors? What does local food production look like? What types of manufacture happen nearby, 
and what kinds of things can be done with its production machinery? This would be a process of 
inventory, taking stock of things we encounter in our immediate environs, that does not imagine mastery 
from the standpoint of the global totality, but rather a process of bricolage from the standpoint of partisan 
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fractions who know they will have to fight from particular, embattled locations, and win their battles 
successively rather than all at once. None of this means setting up a blueprint for the conduct of 
struggles, a transitional program. Rather, it means producing the knowledge which the experience of past 
struggles has already demanded and which future struggles will likely find helpful. 

1. Karl Marx, ‘Letter to Arnold Ruge’, September 1843 (MECW 3), 144. 
2. Fredric Jameson, ‘Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism’,New Left Review 146 (July-August 1984), 84. 
3. See the forthcoming ‘A History of Separation’ in Endnotes 4 for a full exposition of the betrayal thematic within the ultraleft. 
4. For an example, see ‘Blockading the Port Is Only the First of Many Last Resorts’ (bayofrage.com), a text that addresses many 

of the questions outlined above, and which was distributed within Occupy Oakland after the first blockade and before the 
second, multi-city blockade. In many regards, the essay here is a formalisation and refinement of a process of discussion, 
reflection and critique initiated by that text. 

5. ‘Lean manufacturing’ begins as a formalisation of the principles behind the Toyota Production System, seen during the 1980s 
as a solution to the ailments of American manufacturing firms. See James P. Womack et al.,The Machine That Changed the 
World (Rawson Associates 1990). The concept of ‘flexibility’ emerges from debates in the late 1970s about the possibility of an 
alternate manufacturing system based on ‘flexible specialisation’ rather than Fordist economies of scale, a system thought to be 
enabled by highly-adjustable Computer Numerical Control (CNC) machines. Michael J. Piore and Charles F. Sabel, The 
Second Industrial Divide: Possibilities For Prosperity (Basic Books 1984). 

6. Business writer Barry Lynn’s End of the Line is devoted to demonstrating the dangerous fragility of today’s distributed 
production system, where a ‘breakdown anywhere increasingly means a breakdown everywhere, much in the way that a small 
perturbation in the electricity grid in Ohio tripped the great North American blackout of August 2003’. Barry C Lynn, End of the 
Line: The Rise and Coming Fall of the Global Corporation (Doubleday 2005), 3. 

7. Edna Bonacich and Jake B Wilson, Getting the Goods: Ports, Labor, and the Logistics Revolution (Cornell University Press 
2008), 5. 

8. Bennett Harrison, Lean and Mean: The Changing Landscape of Corporate Power in the Age of Flexibility (Guilford Press 1997), 
8-12. 

9. Marx, Grundrisse (MECW 28), 448 (Nicolaus trans.). 
10. Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (University of Minnesota Press 1983), 227-228. 
11. Braudel, notably, treats capitalism as the intervention onto a pre-existing plane of market transactions by powerful actors who 

are able to suspend the rules of fair play for their own benefit. Capital is, fundamentally, a manipulation of circulation and the 
flows of a market economy. Fernand Braudel, The Wheels of Commerce, (University of California Press 1992), 22. 

12. In Marxist value theory, circulation is often treated as an ‘unproductive’ sphere separate from the value-generating activities of 
the sphere of production. Because no surplus value can be added through ‘acts of buying or selling’, which involve only the 
‘conversion of the same value from one form into another’, the costs associated with these activities (book-keeping, inventory, 
retailing, administration) are faux frais pure and simple, deductions from the total surplus value (Marx, Capital Vol. 2 
(MECW 36), 133). However, Marx argues that certain activities associated with circulation – transport, in particular – are value-
generating, for the persuasive reason that it would be inconsistent to treat the transport of coal from the bottom of the mine to 
the top as productive but its transport from the mine to a power plant as unproductive. Circulation, then, refers to two different 
processes that are conceptually distinct but in practice almost always intertwined. First, there is a metamorphosis in the form of 
the commodity, as commodities change into money and vice versa. This is ‘circulation’ not in actual space but in the ideal 
phase-space of the commodity-form. As Marx notes, ‘movable commodity values, such as cotton or pig iron, can remain in the 
same warehouse while they undergo dozens of circulation processes, and are bought and resold by speculators’. We need to 
distinguish this type of properly unproductive circulation – ‘where it is the property title to the thing and not the thing itself’ that 
moves – from the physical circulation of the object in space, which might be thought of as an extension of the value-generating 
activities of the productive sphere (ibid., 153). 

13. Martin Christopher, Logistics and Supply Chain Management (FT Press 2011), 99. 
14. Bonacich and Wilson, Getting the Goods, 5. 
15. Erick C. Jones and Christopher A. Chung, RFID in Logistics (CRC Press 2010), 87. 
16. The story of Malcolm McLean and Sea-Land is narrated in Marc Levinson,The Box (Princeton 2010), 36-75, 171-178. 
17. Walmart CEO Bill Simon, a former Navy officer, initiated programs which recruit managers and executives from the military. 

Michael Bergdahl, What I Learned From Sam Walton (John Wiley 2004), 155. He has also established ‘leadership’ programs 
modeled on military academies. 

18. Christopher, Logistics and Supply Chain Management, 189-210. 
19. The blockades I am talking about differ from the classical barricade in that they are offensive rather than defensive. The main 

purpose of the barricades of the 19th century was that they dispersed the state’s forces so that small groups of soldiers could 
either be defeated with force or fraternised with and converted. But the weakness of the barricade fight, as described by writers 
from Blanqui to Engels, was that partisans defended particular territories (their own neighborhoods) and could not shift around 
as needed. See Louis-Auguste Blanqui, ‘Manual for an Armed Insurrection’ (marxists.org) and Engels, ‘Introduction to Karl 
Marx’s “Class Struggles in France”’ (MECW27), 517-519. 

20. Richard Sennett, The Corrosion of Character: The Personal Consequences of Work in the New Capitalism (W. W. Norton & Co. 
2000), 68. 

21. Fredric Jameson, The Geopolitical Aesthetic: Cinema and Space in the World System, (Indiana University Press, 1995), 10. 
22. Bernard Stiegler, For a New Critique of Political Economy, (Polity, 2010), 40-44. 
23. Sennett, The Corrosion of Character, 70. 
24. Alberto Toscano, ‘Logistics and Opposition’, Mute 3, no. 2 (metamute.org). 
25. Marxist theories of technology often diverge along two paths, each of which can be traced to the works of Marx. The dominant 

view holds that capitalist technologies are fundamentally progressive, first because they reduce necessary labour time and 
thereby potentially free humans from the necessity of labouring, and second because industrialisation effects a fundamental 
‘socialisation’ of production, obliterating the hierarchies that once pertained to particular crafts (e.g. e.g. 
Marx, Grundrisse [MECW 29], 90-92 [Nicolaus trans.]). In this Orthodox account, communism is latent within the socialised, 



 
 

25 
 

cooperative arrangement of the factory, whose technical substrate increasingly enters into crisis-producing contradiction with 
the inefficient and unplanned nature of the capitalist marketplace. But there is also a heterodox Marxist perspective on 
technology, whose exemplars are writers such as Raniero Panzieri and David Noble, and whose clearest sources lie in the 
chapter in Capital on ‘Machinery and Large-Scale Industry,’ and in particular, the section on the factory. There, Marx suggests 
that, in the modern factory system, capital’s domination of labour ‘acquires a technical and palpable reality’. In the factory ‘the 
gigantic natural forces, and the mass of social labour embodied in the system of machinery…constitutes the power of the 
master’ (Marx, Capital vol.1 [MECW 35], 420-430 [Fowkes trans.]). But if machinery is a materialisation of capitalist domination 
– an objectification of the ‘master’ – then we have every reason to doubt that we can undo such domination without negating 
the ‘technical and palpable aspect of machinery. If workers were to seize production machinery and self-manage the factories, 
this might only amount to another mode of administering the domination sedimented inside the production machinery. The 
heterodox perspective is obviously in line with the conclusions of this article, but much work remains to be done in developing 
an adequate theory of technology. We cannot merely invert the Orthodox, progressivist account of machinery which assumes 
that every advance of the productive forces constitutes an enlargement of the possibilities for communism and declare, in 
opposition, that all technology is politically negative or inherently capitalist. Rather, we have to examine technologies from a 
technical perspective, from the communist prospect, and consider what affordances they really do allow, given the tragic 
circumstances of their birth. 

 



 
 

26 
 

http://libcom.org/blog/disaster-communism-part-3-logistics-repurposing-bricolage-22052014 
 

 
A look at the recent debate over capitalist logistics concludes our three-part discussion of disaster 
communism, bringing us full circle in looking at the repurposing of infrastructure to meet human needs. 
 

Debating logistics 
 
The purely negative approach to communism discussed in part 2 has already come under criticism from, 
amongst others, Alberto Toscano.1 This has taken the form of a debate notionally regarding the politics of 
capitalist logistics — the global network of shipping, ports, warehouses, just-in-time production, stock 
control algorithms. Toscano argues that contemporary logistics is clearly a capitalist creation. However, 
he insists that a purely negative approach of sabotage and blockades overlooks the potential, or even the 
necessity, to take it over at least for a transition period into a post-capitalist society. This is the real 
substance of the debate, with logistics standing in as a case study for the existing infrastructure of 
production and circulation in general. 
 
Toscano wrote: 
 

Materialism and strategy are obviated by an anti-programmatic assertion of the ethical, 
which appears to repudiate the pressing critical and realist question of how the structures 
and flows that separate us from our capacities for collective action could be turned to 
different ends, rather than merely brought to a halt. 

 
This seems to echo our criticism of the purely negative advice put forward by Endnotes. However, there 
are some important differences which are worth teasing out. Toscano approvingly quotes David Harvey: 
 

The proper management of constituted environments (and in this I include their long-term 
socialistic or ecological transformation into something completely different) may therefore 
require transitional political institutions, hierarchies of power relations, and systems of 
governance that could well be anathema to both ecologists and socialists alike. 

 
Harvey's fallacy here is in moving from the (true) premise that a revolutionary movement inherits the old 
world and not a blank slate, to the unwarranted conclusion that 'proper management' means holding our 
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noses and putting up with hierarchies and governance a lot like the old world for an unspecified transition 
period. If this sounds familiar, it's because this has been the core leftist-managerialist trope at least since 
the Second International (1889-1916). Workers! Listen to your betters! The orders are for your own good! 
 
At the core of this trope is a deep distrust of workers' self-organisation, and a reflexive belief that the 
solution to complexity is hierarchical command. David Harvey has made this argument explicitly with 
regards to nuclear power and air traffic control. Harvey's arguments rely heavily on straw men ('what if the 
air traffic controllers all had an endless consensus meeting while you were on a plane!!'), and are 
persuasively rebutted here. 
 
On the other hand, a response to Toscano by Jasper Bernes in Endnotes offers a very different objection 
to self-management.2 The problem is not that workers are incompetent compared to technocrats, but 
rather that workers are only too capable. That would mean self-managing an infrastructure structurally 
hostile to their needs: 
 

For workers to seize the commanding heights offered by logistics — to seize, in other 
words, the control panel of the global factory — would mean for them to manage a 
system that is constitutively hostile to them and their needs, to oversee a system in which 
extreme wage differentials are built into the very infrastructure. 
 

The Endnotes piece offers a persuasive argument that taking over the logistics infrastructure is not 
desirable (or desired by the workers in question) — its purpose is to exploit wage differentials between 
core and peripheral zones — and probably not even possible — since logistical networks have been 
designed precisely to bypass disruptions such as strikes, occupations or natural disasters, seizure of any 
node would just see it cut off from the logistical network.3 If you seize a just-in-time warehouse, you've 
seized an empty warehouse. "Capital attempts to route around these disturbances by building resilience 
and ‘fault tolerance’ into its financial, logistical and extractive systems", as a piece by Sandro Mezzadra 
and Brett Nielson puts it.4 
 
The disagreement here seems to centre on treating 'logistics' as a unitary whole (in philosophical terms, a 
'totality'). The question is then posed as 'can we take it over, and should we?'. It is only in the final 
paragraph of the Endnotes piece that a solution to this impasse is hinted, though scarcely elaborated: 
 

This would be a process of inventory, taking stock of things we encounter in our 
immediate environs, that does not imagine mastery from the standpoint of the global 
totality, but rather a process of bricolage from the standpoint of partisan fractions who 
know they will have to fight from particular, embattled locations, and win their battles 
successively rather than all at once. None of this means setting up a blueprint for the 
conduct of struggles, a transitional program. Rather, it means producing the knowledge 
which the experience of past struggles has already demanded and which future struggles 
will likely find helpful. 

 

Repurposing as bricolage 
 
It is this notion of repurposing as bricolage that we wish to elaborate, as it seems to unify the localised 
mutual aid of disaster communities with the global problematic of disaster communisation. The term was 
introduced into social theory by the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss in 1962, and developed by, 
amongst others, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari: 

 
Bricolage ( ...) the possession of a stock of materials that or of rules of thumb that are 
fairly extensive and at the same time limited; the ability to rearrange fragments 
continually in new and different patterns or configurations. 
 

Deleuze and Guattari, with their psychoanalytic hats on, are here concerned with elaborating 
schizophrenic cognition: the ceaseless connection and reconnection of seemingly unrelated words, 
concepts, objects. The translators' note to the quoted passage offers a more useful and plainly stated 
definition: "bricolage: (...) The art of making do with what is at hand." This is precisely the logic of disaster 
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communism. 
 
Toscano is therefore right to insist that "what use can be drawn from the dead labours which crowd the 
earth's crust in a world no longer dominated by value proves to be a much more radical question" than 
simply disrupting the logistical network of capital. But he's wrong to consequently endorse hierarchical 
'proper management' as a necessary 'transitional' measure. The examples of disaster communities in part 
1 amply illustrate this point: 'proper (hierarchical) management' pales in comparison to the efficacy of self-
organisation. 
 
This efficacy is premised on a pragmatic and improvised repurposing of whatever is to hand; bricolage. 
This in turn presupposes that logistics — and by extension, the existing infrastructure in general — need 
not be treated as an organic whole (a totality). 

 
Today, the main theoretical alterative to organic totalities is what the philosopher Gilles 
Deleuze calls assemblages, wholes characterised byrelations of exteriority.These 
relations imply, first of all, that a component part of an assemblage may be detached 
from it and plugged into a different assemblage in which its interactions are different.5 
 

What does this mean in plain terms? Simply that while logistics as a whole may well be irredeemably 
capitalist (as Bernes/Endnotes argue), it is made up of countless components at various scales: ships, 
trucks and trains; ports, roads, and railways; computers, algorithms and fibre optic cables; atoms, 
molecules and alloys; and not to forget, human beings. Just because the current organisation of these 
parts is optimised to the valorisation of capital does not mean there cannot be other configurations with 
other optimisations. Indeed, the possible configurations are practically infinite. It doesn’t matter too much 
whether these wholes are considered as ‘totalities’ or ‘assemblages’ so long as this potential for 
reconfiguration is recognised. There's no necessary reason a new configuration would need resemble 
logistics at all. 
 
Most obviously, warehouses trucks and trains can be put to other uses. So can ships — and not just the 
obvious ones. The current volumes of world trade probably don't make sense without the exploitation of 
global wage differentials. But ships can serve other purposes, from moving people, to being scuttled to 
initiate coral reef formation, to being stripped or melted down and remanufactured into other items 
altogether.6 Communications infrastructure is self-evidently multipurpose, and even the stock control 
algorithms may have potential uses if hacked, repurposed, and placed in the public domain. 
 
It is clearly impossible to specify in advance whether trucks will be repurposed to deliver food to the 
hungry, retrofitted with electric motors, stripped for parts, and/or used as barricades. Disaster 
communities give us ample reason to believe that local, emergent bricolage can efficiently meet human 
needs even under the most adverse conditions. But emphasising the nature of things as potentially 
reconfigurable — and stressing the sufficiency of self-organisation to reconfigure them — also informs the 
wider problematic of disaster communisation. In this way the question is not 'to take it over or to abandon 
it?' considered as a whole, but how to pull it apart and repurpose its components to new ends: an 
ecological satisfaction of human needs and not the endless valorisation of capital. 
 
� 1.Alberto Toscano, Logistics and opposition, Mute. 
� 2.Jasper Bernes, Logistics, counterlogistics and the communist prospect, Endnotes 3. 
� 3.But see this piece by Ashok Kumar for Novara, which argues that "large suppliers have expanded horizontally across the 

supply chain to include warehousing, logistics and even retail. This development has led to the emergence of quasi-supplier 
monopolization, leading to greater value capture at the bottom of the supply chain (...) It is now extremely costly for companies 
such as Adidas and Nike to cut-and-run from large-scale suppliers such as Pou Chen." 

� 4.Sandro Mezzadra & Brett Nielson, Extraction, logistics, finance: global crisis and the politics of operations, Radical Philosophy. 
This piece compliments the Endnotes one and is worth reading alongside it. The conclusion, proposing a 'counter-operations' 
echoes Endnotes' advocacy of 'counter-logistics'. The former arguably offers a richer concept in stressing not just cognitive 
mapping for the purpose of disruption, but also the generation of struggles, alliances, and subjectivities throughout the global 
logistical-extractive network. 

� 5.Manuel De Landa, A new philosophy of society: assemblage theory and social complexity, Continuum, p.10-11. We agree with 
Mezzadra and Neilson that "We are not without sympathy for these network and assemblage approaches that insist upon tracing 
the multiple and shifting relations that compose any social entity or form. But we are wary when such approaches are 
marshalled in ways that deny analytical validity to the category of capital." 

� 6.For example, a TV show recently attempted to upcycle an entire Airbus A320. 
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http://degeneratecommunism.org/2014/07/19/choke-points-mapping-an-anticapitalist-counter-logistics-in-
california/ 

 
 
“It should be obvious by now that logistics is capital’s own project of cognitive mapping. […] We might 
imagine, then, a logistics against logistics, a counter-logistics which employs the conceptual and technical 
equipment of the industry in order to identify and exploit bottlenecks, to give our blockaders a sense of 
where they stand within the flows of capital.” 
– J. Bernes, “Logistics, Counterlogistics, and the Communist Prospect”[i] 
 
“California occupies an economically strategic position in our State, the Nation and the world. All modes 
of freight transportation – trucking, shipping, air cargo, and freight rail – are critical to this success.” 
– Caltrans[ii] 
 
The post-Occupy stagnation of class struggle within the US context is becoming increasingly typified, in 
this period of ever deepening crisis, by a rather simplistic dual nature. The more radical milieus that 
emerged in the midst of Occupy, those that precipitated the emergence of a political non-subject, the 
refusal to enter into an articulable “political” discourse, the intentional lack of “political” demands, etc. 
have retreated into a period of convalescence, through which hopefully will emerge more critical self-
reflection and evaluation of the post-Occupy landscape. On the other hand, the more traditional leftist 
elements within Occupy, those that felt the need to frame their struggles in purely positive prefigurations 
(e.g. direct democracy advocates, certain political reforms, calling for political and economic 
accountability, a tempering of capital – not its abolition) have ushered in a series of reactionary forays 
back into a politics which grotesquely repeats old narratives of identity politics and/or single-issue reform. 
That this bifurcated nature of the current antagonism aligned against capital presently exists in the North 
American context, should come as no surprise since this binary was inherent in the generalized 
functioning of Occupy from its inception. There was a clear rift between what seemed like metaphysical 
sets of qualities and temperaments, which concretely manifested as very different sets of politics and/or 
antipolitics. Reductively (admittedly problematic), this split, this Janus of Occupy, could be interpreted as 
a series of contradictions that effectively formed into the limits of that struggle: prefiguration vs. abolition, 
prescriptive language vs. refusal of discourse, affirmative politics vs. negative antipolitics, and perhaps 
most contentiously, as Zuccotti Park vs. Oscar Grant Plaza. 
 
The claim that Occupy ushered in questions of class and wealth into the forefront of the American popular 
consciousness is not enough, for it presupposes that counter-ideological consciousness-raising is in and 
of itself revolutionary. In the current crisis, the restructuring of globalized speculative capitalism in this age 
of neoliberal austerity, the raising of revolutionary consciousness seems inherently redundant. False 
consciousness is a meaningless concept now, as most proletarians (our understanding of the term 
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broadly being all those excluded from the means of production, not only those that sell their labor-power) 
will recognize something fundamentally wrong with the social, economic, and political relations under the 
capitalist mode of production, yet even with this understanding we cannot extricate ourselves from our 
roles in the maintenance and reproduction of these relations by our counter-ideological will alone. This is 
one of the fundamental ironies about the current crisis; we viscerally feel the weight of capital’s increasing 
exploitation and can identify it as such, yet we still have not been able to overcome our implication in its 
prolongation and reproduction. 
 
In the context of Occupy, consciousness-raising stopped at merely calling attention to the widening 
income gap in the United States. It couldn’t move from superficial condemnations of wealth inequality to 
cogently theorizing disruptions to the production of surplus-value and the accumulation of capital, let 
alone the abolition of the value-form in its entirety. This is not surprising, given the dissolution of all 
pretense towards class identity, the decline of American manufacture and the transition into pure post-
Fordism, the rise of service work and immaterial labor, the rise of indentured servitude via the debt 
relation, increasingly precarious labor, and of course the persistent ideological conception of capitalism as 
the end of history with no alternative. Faced with these relatively deterministic qualifiers, it would simply 
be idealistic revisionism to impart a much more radical reading of Occupy’s potential than there actually 
was. That said we are concerned with taking from Occupy’s demise the fragmentary remains of certain 
tactics in their stillborn form. While they failed to become extensively generalized both within the moment 
and the immediate aftermath of Occupy (hence aborting their ability to become communising measures), 
the tactics we are choosing to excise and examine from that context are those that seem, theoretically of 
course, to possess a certain dormant potentiality. Admittedly, this process is purely speculative, as in any 
tactical translation from one unique moment with its own exigencies to another moment not yet 
manifested can only be one of conjecture (prefiguration encounters limits, theory informed by praxis 
supersedes them). This essay is merely a set of interrelated questions-without-answers about the 
potential to disrupt the valorization of capital in the present post-Occupy US context. If they are to be 
answered at all, the answers are only to be found in our generalized direct confrontation against capital 
and its abolition, in the immediate process of the production of communism itself. 
 

The Theoretical Logic of the Disruption of the 
Circulation of Capital 
 
“From the 1970s on, one of capital’s responses to the reproduction crisis has been to shift its focus from 
the sites of production to the (non)sites of circulation. Once the introduction of labor-saving technology 
into the production of goods no longer generated substantial profits, firms focused on speeding up and 
more cheaply circulating both commodity capital (in the case of the shipping, wholesaling and retailing 
industries) and money capital (in the case of banking).” 
– Bay of Rage, “Blockading the Port is Only the First of Many Last Resorts”[iii] 
 
The historical legacy left by the defeat of the worker’s movement and dissolution of proletarian identity 
aside, the following alone radically necessitate a reevaluation of the sphere of production as a viable site 
of contestation within the context of US struggles: 1) the growth of low-skill service sector employment, 2) 
the decline of traditional goods-producing and manufacturing labor, 3) the exponential rise of precarious 
forms of labor (an aggregate of all the Bureau of Labor Statistics categories such as “long-term 
unemployed,” “involuntary part-time workers,” “persons marginally attached to the labor force,” and 
“discouraged workers”) and 4) the diffusion of immaterial labor. We are then left with following 
proposition: While it is indisputably within the sphere of production that the value-form is created and the 
obfuscation of social relations under capital begins, perhaps the notion that it is within sphere of 
circulation that the value-form can begin to be destroyed necessitates more tactical experiments 
explicitly targeting this realm in the US context of struggles. 
 
These experiments must necessarily have a temporal dimension to their tangible application, for the 
power of any blockage, reduction, or delay in the inherent flow of the circulation of capital derives from its 
ability to disrupt and sustain periods of non-exchange. In Chapter 14 of Capital Vol. II Marx differentiates 
between two stages of “the time of circulation”: “the time of selling” and “the buying time.” We are 
presently only concerned with former of the two. The “time of selling” is privileged as “the most decisive” 
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and Marx identifies this stage as “the period during which capital exists in the state of commodity-capital. 
The time of circulation, and hence the period of turnover in general, are long or short depending on the 
relative length of this selling time. An additional outlay of capital may become necessary as a result of 
expenses of storage, etc.”[iv] While the emergence of production developments such as demand flow 
technology, just-in-time production, demand-driven manufacturing, make-to-order production, logistics 
automation, and mixed-model production have assuaged the risk conventionally assumed in the 
relationship between sales forecasting and production by virtually eliminating inventory overhead, these 
are still capitalist stratagems that have yet to be generalized in global production. 
 
The temporal nature of any experiments attempting to disrupt the circulation of capital (specifically here in 
the form of “commodity-capital”) should aim to exacerbate the length of the time of circulation and general 
period of turnover to an unsustainable amount of concrete time between production and consumption. 
This tactical maneuvering finds its potential power precisely in the logic of a sustained blockage of any 
“additional outlay of capital” that will be deployed to address the ruptures in the temporal chains of 
circulation. Thus, as the general strike is temporally articulated as a “widespread time of non-production,” 
the generalized disruptions in circulation proposed here are temporally articulated as a “widespread time 
of non-circulation.” The limits of struggle within the spheres of reproduction and circulation are precisely 
that they often do not generalize to the sphere of production. The error that derives from this simple 
iteration of capitalist relations (the privileging of productive labor within the context of class struggles) is 
that struggle must necessarily start at the level of productive labor. The Italian autonomists challenged 
this idea by arguing that individuals squarely within the sphere of reproduction of the proletariat class 
were still producers, albeit indirectly, of surplus-value. Our insistence that the sphere of circulation is the 
preeminent site of contestation in the first zones of capitalist accumulation during this period of austerity 
and precarity, acknowledges such struggles as a means to disrupt the productive sphere by applying 
pressure to circulation logistics. 
 
It of course can be argued that focusing on the sphere of circulation is nothing new, given the precedents 
one can examine in US labor history such as the Great Railroad Strike of 1877or the 1894 Pullman Strike. 
Or perhaps even within California’s own specific labor history one can find examples in the eighty-three 
day long 1934 West Coast Waterfront Strike precipitated by the four-day long San Francisco General 
Strike – the former ultimately resulting in the unionization of all West Coast seaports. As production and 
circulation, labor and consumption, cannot be viewed in isolation from one another we do nonetheless 
concede that it is labor which drives circulation – simply stated, commodities do not move themselves.  
 
Yet contemporary tactical questions regarding circulation in the first zones of capitalist accumulation must 
necessarily come to terms with the fact that the labor involved in circulation has been significantly 
reduced by logistics automation and technological development. The sheer amount of variable capital 
involved in earlier forms of “proto-logistics” has given way to an industry comprised almost exclusively of 
incredible amounts of constant capital. Because of this, the questions now posed must be those that 
explore the ways in which individuals removed from the direct labor (a more expansive rendering of the 
proletariat) that facilitates commodities-circulation can in fact disrupt such capital flows. 
 
Production only maintains its primacy in its purely abstracted connotation, as the site in which the value-
form emerges – nothing more. Thus, disrupting circulation is merely a one-step-removed means to attack 
the construction and constitution of value itself.[v] With the theoretical target proposed as such, the 
tactical questions are subsequently formed as: What can these disruptions through delay, extension, or 
outright rupture, concretely appear as? Where is such intervention viable, given the rhizomatic nature of 
the hypermediated networks of circulation in both the global and domestic capitalist context? Proposing 
an answer, one of hopefully many more to be theorized through enacted self-reflexive experimentation, 
takes us back to our initial desire to excavate the corpse of Occupy for a set of tactics and techniques. 
 
Much has already been written on Occupy Oakland’s attempts to engage with and surpass the limits 
imposed by capital’s reproduction[vi], and while we concur with such readings, for the immediate purpose 
of this essay we are only concerned with exploring the tactics that targeted the circulation of capital 
(whether or not the intent of such actions were explicitly framed as such). In such previous analyses it has 
been rightly asserted that, “production won’t be able to be the centre that it used to be, but only as a part 
of a whole,”[vii] and that whole of the capitalist mode of production is constituted precisely by the 
interaction (re: relation) between the productive and reproductive spheres.  We simply wish to make more 
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explicit the role of circulation in facilitating the relation between the production of value and capital’s 
inexorable reproduction and the subsequent reproduction of all the social relations and categories 
inherent to the capitalist mode of production. For the purposes of this analysis of the viability of disruptive 
experiments in the sphere of circulation, the tactic, or perhaps more appropriately, the set of tactics that 
we wish to explore further (explicitly framed in the context of Occupy Oakland) stem primarily from the 
port shutdown. 
 

The Port Shutdown 
 
The shutting down of the Port of Oakland on November 2nd and December 12th both represented 
significant tactical experiments in the disruption of the circulation of capital (in the form of commodity-
capital). What complicates these actions is their seemingly defensive nature in the immediate historical 
unfolding of Occupy Oakland. 
 
The second, smaller blockade on December 12th was ostensibly done in solidarity with the Longview 
ILWU in their unarguably defensive stance to legitimate their collective-bargaining authority with the 
introduction of a transoceanic EGT grain terminal that would have employed non-ILWU longshoremen. 
The defensive nature of this blockade was never intended to be a protracted assault on the reproduction 
of capital, rather it was a purely an act of survival indicative of the moving contraction of capitalist 
relations – namely the contradictory need to secure one’s means of reproduction (crystalized in the wage-
form and exchanged for simple subsistence commodities) as being precisely that, which upon the selling 
of one’s labor-power, reproduces capital and the extraction of surplus-value itself. Upon the signing of the 
February 2012 collective bargaining agreement between the Longview ILWU and EGT, a quote from 
ILWU President Robert McEllrath made explicit the purely defensive nature of the Longview 
struggle: “The men and women of the ILWU have crafted hundreds of collective bargaining agreements 
over the past several decades that have made many companies profitable while also providing family 
wage jobs for communities like Longview. This agreement between EGT and the ILWU was crafted with 
the goals of safety, productivity, good jobs for the community, and stability for the grain industry in mind.” 
That said, the fact that the inherent purpose of this second port blockade in Oakland and all along the 
West Coast was purely defensive in nature, is irrelevant to our task at hand – the analysis of the tactical 
manifestation of the blockade in its pure materiality. 
 
The first, much larger (both in terms of participants and “ideological” resonance) blockade of the port on 
November 2nd was an explicit reaction to the police raid and destruction of the encampment at Oscar 
Grant Plaza. While we cannot deny the significance of the reaction to the police destruction of the 
encampment in constituting the initial planning around the tactic of blockading the Port of Oakland, the 
danger in such a passive reading lies in discrediting the actual material context – namely, if only for a 
brief period, the circulation of capital in one specific capacity (commodity-capital via the port) was 
disrupted. Herein lies the fundamental limit to the struggle in that particular moment, one that Occupy 
Oakland was ultimately unable to overcome. The encampment, by its very nature as a plaza occupation, 
possessed within itself limits that appeared as the parameters to its tactical form. The disruptions to the 
sphere of circulation caused by the encampment’s presence were marginal at best (e.g. certain 
businesses in the immediate vicinity of OGP noticed a decrease in sales, had to close early on certain 
occasions, etc.), but for the most part the tactic of plaza occupation was largely concerned with 
experiments aimed at diminishing the role of capital in the proletariat’s reproduction[viii]. 
 
When the police forcibly repressed these reproductive experiments on October 25th, the struggle then 
attempted to disrupt circulation by means of the port blockade. Given the context of that particular 
moment of struggle, we contradictorily claim: in arguing that the port shutdown on November 2nd could not 
have happened without the initial repressive police measures, one must also acknowledge that for many 
participants of the Nov. 2nd blockade the shutdown was therefore a reprisal for the destruction/eviction of 
the encampment on October 25th. We feel this is worth noting, because this moralistic/ideological reaction 
hindered the ability of the material tactic of the blockade to become protracted, dynamically sustained, 
and generalized as an overcoming of the limits encountered by the occupation of the plaza. Nonetheless, 
the blockades of the Port of Oakland materialized within the flow of history – and that fact alone is enough 
to warrant the exploration of the tactic of the port blockade as a legitimate avenue of attack against the 
circulation of capital in current struggles. 
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The Material Logic of the Disruption of the Circulation 
of Capital 
 
“The national economy could lose as much as $2.5 billion a day and disrupt thousands of jobs if labor 
talks between longshore workers and their employers force a shutdown of West Coast seaports, 
according to a new study released Thursday [6/26/14]. The 17-page report[ix], generated by economists 
at the Interindustry Forecasting Project at the University of Maryland, asserts that a five-day work 
stoppage could lower the national GDP by $1.9 billion a day and disrupt 73,000 jobs, while a 20-day 
shutdown could lower the GDP by $2.5 billion a day and disrupt 405,000 jobs.” 
– Long Beach Press Telegram, “National Economy Could Suffer from Shutdown of West Coast Ports, 
According to Study”[x] 
 
Hierarchizing the flows of commodities according to direct volume throughput we will explore the following 
options for freight transport in what we view as their ranked order by importance to the overall 
infrastructure of the circulation of commodity-capital: seaports, railway lines, freight truck routes, 
intermodal rail yards, and air cargo warehouses. We argue that the overall infrastructure and logistics of 
commodity-capital circulation depends on a reading of postmodernist society precisely as network 
society. As Manuel Castells writes: “…because the network society is based on networks, and 
communication networks transcend boundaries, the network society is global, it is based on global 
networks. So, it is pervasive throughout the planet, its logic transforms extends to every country in the 
planet, as it is diffused by the power embedded in global networks of capital, goods, labor, 
communication, information, science, and technology.”[xi] The danger of such expansive readings of 
networks, or even the propensity to speak about networks in purely qualitative terms, is that they often 
tend towards abstraction. 
 
In our use of the term network we wish to reiterate, as Eugene Thacker states in his foreword to 
Alexander R. Galloway’s Protocol: How Control Exists After Decentralizationthat “the first point is that 
networks are not metaphors. […] The concept of ‘protocol’ is thus meant to demonstrate the 
nonmetaphorical quality of networks. Or, put in another way, the concept of protocol shows the 
predilection for general discussion of networks in terms of general tropes. Networks are not tropes for 
notions of ‘interconnection.’ They are material technologies, sites of variable practices, actions, 
and movements”[xii] (our emphasis). When we speak of the networks through which capital in its 
commodity-form circulates, we are aiming to speak about the networks and the high-traffic nodes within 
them precisely in this material manner. Our use of the term network also does not assume a flattening 
into equivalence, or a pure horizontalist reading of the materiality of circulation flow. We also do not mean 
to assert that capital’s networks and global supply chains are inherently static in their composition, for 
they are flexible and perpetually in the process of reconfiguration – a fact ever more indicative of this 
current period of capital’s globalized restructuring. 
 
Our use of the term “high-traffic nodes” is both an attempt to argue for the existence of actual material 
sites, similar to vertices in graph theory, of high intersections or throughput of value in the commodity-
capital form. We argue that “high-traffic nodes” are simply that, spatial, physical, topographical points of 
super-intersection where many lines of circulatory flow converge. In this post-industrial age we feel it is 
pointless, if not impossible, to identify originating or terminal points in the networks of circulation precisely 
because the divisions between the traditional spheres of production, reproduction, circulation, and 
consumption have become virtually indistinguishable in the current phase of capitalist development. For 
as Research & Destroy claim: “It is no doubt true that the spheres of circulation and reproduction depend 
upon the sphere of production and productive labor; however, the converse is also true. Production can 
be halted from beyond, by proletarians who are not productive labourers, through an interruption of the 
circulation upon which production depends. […] If the commodities (raw materials, half-finished goods, 
finished goods) and bodies which capital needs don’t arrive at the factory, the warehouse, or the retail 
outlet, then all labour and all production of value stops.”[xiii] Focusing our analysis on circulation is not to 
say that it exists independent from production and consumption, but rather that all such spheres are 
inherent to the forms of the others. 
 
In our tactical evaluation of the current landscape of material commodity circulation in the United States, 
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disruption can occur either at these points of convergence, these “high-traffic nodes” through which many 
lines (flows) of high quantities of value converge, enter, and exit, or along “high-traffic lines.” The term 
“high-traffic lines,” similar to edges in graph theory, are simply the singular lines connecting “high-traffic 
nodes” through which high quantities of value pass (high-value throughput). 
To ground our distinction between “high-traffic nodes” and “high-traffic lines” in material examples we 
present the following: 
 

1. We consider The Port of Los Angeles to be a high-traffic node in the network of commodity-capital 
circulation. The Port of Los Angeles is one of the most important high-traffic nodes in North 
American commodities circulation precisely because of infrastructure statistics like these: “In 2010, 
the Port’s cargo terminals handled an impressive 7.8 million TEUs (twenty-foot equivalent units). 
Home to the nation’s largest on-dock rail assets, the Port of Los Angeles provides the highest 
frequency of intermodal access to 14 major freight hubs across the United States.”[xiv] Because of 
the staggering volume and value throughput ($285.4 billion in 2013)[xv] of the Port of Los Angeles, 
we hold it to be of the utmost importance to circulation infrastructure in the United States – it is thus 
hierarchized as such, in a preeminent logistical position, privileged above other American seaports, 
intermodal rail yards, railway lines, freight truck warehouses, etc. 

2. Many high-traffic lines converge at, enter, and exit the Port of Los Angeles (shipping routes, rail 
lines, freight truck routes, etc). The sea transport corridors used by the Yang Ming Marine Transport 
Corporation from Taiwan to the Port of Los Angeles could be considered individual high-traffic lines 
within the network of commodities circulation. Likewise the specific rail routes from the Port of Los 
Angeles’s Maersk On-Dock Rail Yard (intermodal facility) to the Commerce Eastern, Sheila, Hobart 
BNSF rail yards in Commerce, CA can also be considered high-traffic lines while the 
aforementioned intermodal rail yards in Commerce can be considered high-traffic nodes. The high-
volume BNSF Southern Transcon main rail line from the Port of Los Angeles by way of San 
Bernardino and exiting California in the town of Needles can also be considered a high-traffic line 
connecting many high-traffic nodes in the Midwest to the San Pedro Bay Ports. 
 

Thus, central to our understanding of this distinction between high-traffic nodes and high-traffic lines 
within our theorization of the network(s) of material commodities circulation in the United States, is the 
fact that high-traffic nodes are localized physical sites while high-traffic lines are logistical routes, often 
spanning hundreds or thousands of miles, on which commodity-capital traverses and circulates.   High-
traffic nodes can be physically massive like the Port of Los Angeles with its 7,500 acres and 270 berths, 
or smaller like the Oakland International Gateway (OIG) Intermodal Facility operated by BNSF. High-
traffic lines can be assessed in either their localized spatial fragments (i.e. the BNSF Gateway subdivision 
can be viewed in tactical segments) or in terms of their historical and organizational continuity (e.g. the 
Southern Transcon’s official designation as a rail line stretches almost 2,000 miles from San Bernardino, 
CA to Chillicothe, IL). Each form, high-traffic nodes and high-traffic lines, possesses both tactical 
strengths and weakness as sites for potential disruption, which will be expanded upon in the subsequent 
sections. Each high-traffic node has a corresponding high-traffic line (e.g. intermodal rail yards = high-
traffic node, while railway lines = high-traffic line). For the purposes of this essay, we have chosen to 
focus solely on seaports/megaports, railway lines, intermodal rail yards, freight truck routes, intermodal 
rail yards and air cargo warehouses. 
 
Our choice to not analyze shipping routes (sea transport corridors), freight truck warehouses, and air 
cargo flight routes is intentional. We do not believe in the current context of struggles that disrupting 
shipping routes is a tactic that possesses the potential to be generalized. With the notable exception of 
piracy in the waters off of the Horn of Africa, a significant disruption of global shipping routes seems to be 
untenable solely because it requires substantial maritime resources; which is something the global 
proletariat has little access to. Freight trucks form a significant link in the logistics of commodity-capital’s 
circulation through drayage. Drayage is the transport of material commodities over short distances, often 
as a section of a longer overall transport process. We believe that the sheer number of intermodal 
drayage facilities and warehouses in California alone (compared to California’s three mega-seaports) 
makes it incredibly difficult to coordinate effective disruptions against these lesser high-traffic nodes, 
hence our omission of that particular circulation form. Finally, the absence of air cargo flight routes in our 
analysis is essentially due to the same reasons we ignored shipping routes (sea transport corridors): the 
proletariat does not have the technological means and access to aviation resources to effectively block air 
cargo transport en route. The circulation forms that we will attempt to explore as viable sites for the 
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disruption of the circulation of capital are outlined in the table below, along with their network 
classification, and what we abstractly posit as their limits of form – limits which we will explore further and 
attempt to tactically exploit in the subsequent sections. 

Circulation Form Network Classification Weakness of Form 

Seaports/Megaports High-traffic node Massive Width, Breadth 

Railway Lines High-traffic line Linearity, Length, Fixity 

Freight Truck Routes High-traffic line Dispersal, Diffusion 

Intermodal Rail Yards High-traffic node Width, Breadth 

Air Cargo Warehouses High-traffic node Width, Breadth 

In what follows then, we present not a program or a set of tactics that “should” moralistically be 
implemented. Instead, in the spirit of adding to the cartography of the current struggles against the 
reproduction of capital we intend to focus on a set of questions emerging from the material tactics 
enacted in the immediate past within the context of Occupy. As their starting point, this set of questions 
starts with the material practices that attempted to disrupt the flows of capital and then problematize them 
through an analysis of their limits.  Speculatively, this set of questions will then attempt to envisage what 
the generalized application of these practices may indeed look like – not in order to institute them as a 
necessity for revolution, or to hold on to them as “correct” forms of struggle, but rather to map a 
potentiality in order that their emerging forms may be recognized if and only if the struggles themselves 
result in their manifestation. 
 

Seaports 
 
“California seaports are a major economic force and are critically important elements to the growth of 
California and the nation’s economy.  Seaports are dependent upon the goods movement chain to 
efficiently distribute freight around the globe and across the nation.” 
-Caltrans[xvi] 
 
In terms of high-traffic nodes in the logistics networks of commodity-capital circulation, none are more 
central than the seaport-form. In using the broader term seaport, we are obviously only concerned with 
cargo ports (break bulk ports, intermodal container ports, etc.).   The sole factor contributing to the 
centrality of seaports in logistics infrastructure networks simply has to do with the value of their 
commodity throughput. In 2012, the three largest seaports in California had a combined cargo value 
throughput of $477.8 billion dollars. 

CA Main Seaports/Megaports Cargo Value Throughput (2012) 

Port of Los Angeles $283.6 billion 

Port of Long Beach $155 billion 

Port of Oakland $39.2 billion 
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While the majority of California seaport commodities-circulation happens at three high-traffic nodes 
outlined above, California actually has 12 cargo seaports. These include “3 ‘megaports’ (Los Angeles, 
Long Beach, and Oakland); 8 smaller niche ports (Hueneme, Humboldt Bay, Redwood City, Richmond, 
West Sacramento, San Diego, San Francisco, and Stockton); and 1 private port (Benicia).  [In addition to 
these] The ports of Oakland, Stockton, and West Sacramento are developing a new barge shipping 
service funded through a federal TIGER grant.”[xvii] “Megaport” is a loose term that simply refers to the 
world’s largest and busiest cargo seaports. On the economic significance California’s three megaports: 
“The Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach comprise the largest port complex [San Pedro Bay Ports] in 
the United States and are key players in global enterprise.  Together, they handle a fourth of all container 
cargo traffic in the United States. The Port of Oakland, the fourth largest port in the nation, handles trade 
from the Pacific Rim countries, delivering 99% of the ocean containers passing through Northern 
California to the rest of the nation.”[xviii] 
 
In terms of the sheer economic impact of port shutdowns, one only has to look at the estimated figures of 
the Port of Oakland shutdown during the Occupy Oakland-led “West Coast Port Shutdown” on December 
12th, 2011. Isaac Kos-Read, the director of external affairs for the Port of Oakland at the time of the 
December 12th port shutdown, estimated that “for the day, it was a loss of $4 million to $8 million, 
easily.”[xix] Certain moralistic debates concerning the impact such blockades had on “the working class” 
emerged from both the November 2nd and December 12th shutdowns of the Port of Oakland. Some 
Occupy activists argued that in blocking entrances to the Port of Oakland (what we identify as one of the 
highest-priority high-traffic nodes in California’s logistics infrastructure), such actions were in fact making 
the blocked truckers trying to enter the port “working-class” collateral damage. John Carino, a Tracy, 
California resident and truck driver attempting to deliver rice on December 12thduring the port shutdown 
remarked to a local news agency: “I’m trying to figure out what these people want with their movement 
[Occupy]. I’m trying to make a living doing this. These shutdowns are hurting us.”[xx] In response to these 
views by the “working-class” directly affected by these port shutdowns, many moralistic sentiments were 
then proffered by the more liberal-minded Occupy Oakland activists: “We will find more effective means to 
take action. […] Hopefully we will find other techniques that don’t burden a group like the truckers as 
much.”[xxi] Through this toxic activist guilt a subsequent orthodox privileging and romanticization of the 
“programmatic working-class” experience emerged. 
 
We argue that the view held by many Occupy Oakland activists that such port shutdowns actually hurt 
“the 99%” unintentionally, formed one of the limits to the tactic of the port shutdown within the specific 
context of Occupy. Given the fact that many freight truckers (central conduits among the high-traffic lines 
of commodity-capital circulation) felt that Occupy was damaging their right to the wage-form through such 
blockades, and the disheartening reality that most of the Port of Oakland’s 2,000 ILWU longshoremen 
make “between $100,000 and $200,000 a year”[xxii] which is considerably more than California’s average 
per capita yearly income of $29,634 back in 2011[xxiii], it is painfully obvious to us that “working-class 
identity” is one of the interminable barriers to the generalization of communist measures. The identity of 
the “programmatic working-class” itself must be overcome, hence our insistence that there is no room for 
moralizing discussions in the disruption of the circulation of commodity-capital. If a set of tactics emerges 
from a future context of struggles that explicitly targets commodity-capital circulation and becomes 
generalized, it will undoubtedly impact everyone and everything simply because of our own inescapable 
implication in the circulatory flows of capital. Despite the utopian pretenses of many radical leftists, we 
cannot step outside of this flow simply because of our own capital-dependent existences and the real 
subsumption of life under capital and “the modification of the labour-process along specifically capitalist 
lines.”[xxiv] 
 
We argue that the weakness of the seaport-form is precisely their massive “width” or “breadth.” By width, 
we simple mean that seaports act as large material aggregate facilities in which a wide array of 
commodities enter, are stored, sorted, and exit. They are the super-nodes in the logistics networks of 
commodity-capital circulation. They are geospatial sites, which through their width or breadth possess the 
highest levels of circulatory “bandwidth” so to speak. The highest volume of material goods pass through 
these super-nodes, hence our classification of these sites as massively “wide.” While this breadth lends 
itself to incredible high-volume capacities and logistical centrality, this is also its structural weakness. 
Because such a high volume of goods enters and exits these seaport super-nodes, disrupting such sites 
within the circulatory network has the most economic repercussions. Unlike the less-volume high-traffic 
lines of railway lines, freight truck routes, and cargo plane transport, seaports are not “diffuse” forms in 
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and of themselves – they merely act as the main node from which more “diffuse” or “dispersed” forms of 
transport stem from. The diffuse forms facilitating commodity-capital circulation are unequivocally more 
difficult to disrupt with coordinated network-wide disruptions or blockades than the “wide” seaport-form. 
Thus, because of the seaport-form’s “super-node” centrality in commodity-circulation networks and their 
relative “width” in terms of their relation to other circulation forms, we argue they are the preeminent sites 
for disruption in the sphere of circulation. 
 

Railway Lines 
 
The majority of all commodities circulation via rail transport occurs in California along 5,412 miles of 
“Class I railroads – the designation for the major freight rail carriers – [and] are represented in California 
by the Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railway (BNSF) and the Union Pacific Railroad (UP).”[xxv]  While 
“these two railroads have extensive rail networks connecting California with the rest of the nation, 
particularly corridors to the Southwest, Midwest, and Northwest,”[xxvi] there are nonetheless still high-
traffic lines within the Class I railroad network that the CA Department of Transportation identifies as “Key 
Freight Rail Routes.” In Southern California the CA D.O.T identifies the Tehachapi Trade Corridor 
(dispatched by Union Pacific) as a “major trade route which connects the State with national markets,” 
while in “Northern California, the Martinez Subdivision, Feather River Canyon, and Donner Pass routes 
serve the Port of Oakland and Port of Stockton, and are owned and dispatched by the UP but serve 
BNSF [Burlington Northern Santa Fe] through trackage right agreements. Donner Pass has replaced the 
Feather River Canyon route as UP’s primary intermodal service route eastward.”[xxvii] The Union 
Pacific’s “Los Angeles Service Unit operating from the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach is the 
primary route to the four major gateways of St. Louis, Chicago, Memphis, and New Orleans,” while the 
BNSF “Transcontinental (Transcon) route east from the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach is an 
integral part of the California freight rail network and is their land bridge link to markets in Kansas City, 
Memphis, and Chicago.”[xxviii] 
 
What is remarkably easy to overlook in terms of the railway logistics away from California’s three 
megaport-seaports (Oakland, Los Angeles, and Long Beach) is that in terms of Class I freight-rail routes, 
there are only seven that ultimately leave the state borders of California. There are two routes exiting 
Northern California into Oregon, two routes exiting Northern California into Nevada, one route exiting 
Southern California into southern Nevada, and the final two routes exiting Southern California into 
Arizona. Tactically, seven seems to be a relatively small number of terminal routes out of California 
especially when compared with the mess of Norfolk Southern, BNSF, UP and CSX routes operating 
trackage in the Midwest and Eastern United States. Given that the Port of Los Angeles is the busiest port 
in the United States by container volume and the number-one freight gateway ranked by the commodity 
value of its throughput, and the 9th busiest port worldwide when combined with its immediate neighbor, 
the Port of Long Beach, it is striking to come to terms with the fact that there are only three Southern 
Californian exit points for the majority of the intermodal rail freight operating between the Ports of Los 
Angeles and Long Beach and the rest of the United States. 
 
The disruption of the circulation of capital in the form of material commodities was challenged in a new, 
resounding way on November 2nd and December 12th – this form of blockade could potentially be 
expanded and generalized, in California at least, on other circulatory forms. The Port of Long Beach could 
not be shutdown on December 12th in conjunction with the West Coast Port Shutdown in solidarity with 
Longview and Occupy, and had only an estimated 200 people present. The sheer size of the so-called 
San Pedro Bay Ports (much larger than the Port of Oakland) made it logistically impossible for 200 people 
to block in any material way. With no solutions, we simply ask what could a creative occupation or 
blockade of the Class 1 intermodal freight-rail routes in California look like? Could a group as small as 
200 people succeed in blocking an isolated high-traffic line in the desert as opposed to a high-traffic node 
in an urban center? A nascent response may be found in the recent radical actions of First Nations 
activists in Canada. As recently as March 19,2014, “protesters near the Tyendinaga Mohawk reserve in 
southern Ontario […] blocked the Montreal-Toronto Via Rail line to draw attention to missing and 
murdered aboriginal women.”[xxix] This was one of many recent rail and road blockades by indigenous 
activists in Canada. While one blockade resulted in an extremely short stop-order for all CN (Canadian 
National Railway Company) freight trains on March 8th, and the later March 19th blockade resulted in 
passenger train service on Via Rail to be disrupted for several hours – the point we wish to focus on is 
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that these disruptions, while never intending to be anything more than actions to raise media awareness, 
did in fact disrupt the flow of goods and persons. The March 8th action blocking the CN mainline[xxx] can 
specifically be evaluated as an action that possessed within itself a sketch of how generalized railway 
blockades could possibly manifest[xxxi] – explicitly with the intent to disrupt the circulation of capital. If an 
action conducted by a relatively small group of people (infinitesimal compared to the thousands present 
for the November 2nd shutdown of the Port of Oakland) could halt a major Class I route operated by CN 
for a few hours, what could possibly emerge if intermodal railway line blockades became a tactic diffused 
and implemented in the same way plaza occupations were globally diffused in 2011-2012? 
 
A word on the railway-form itself. Railways suffer from being remnants of a lingering modernity in a 
postmodern world. The concomitant rise of industrialism and the expansion of global rail networks were 
both apart of a world-view which viewed expansion as a pure linearity – outward almost always meant 
moving in one specific direction. While capital, production, and perhaps more specifically, manufacturing 
itself, changed with the development of new material and informational technologies, the rail system 
continued to exist with relatively few radical technological transformations. There are only so many 
technological leaps one can make in altering the physical way in which moving a certain volume of goods 
from Point A to Point B along trackage is done. 
 
The notion of the “logistics revolution” underscores the rise in importance of circulatory management and 
the diminishing importance of the technology of transport itself. While new transport technologies have 
undoubtedly expedited the way in which goods physically traverse the world, the significance of the 
“logistics revolution” is precisely that it is the management of these commodity flows that has been 
streamlined, hypermediated, and made incredibly efficient. W. Bruce Allen argues that “while 
transportation is the largest components of logistics, ordering costs, carrying costs, warehousing costs, 
and administrative costs are nontrivial. […] Transportation has been subsumed, in many cases, by these 
broader departments. Managing the supply chain – from raw material assembly, to work in progress, to 
the physical distribution of the final product or service – is the essence of business logistics.”[xxxii] 
Physical distribution itself happens in accordance with particular modes much in the same way that it did 
fifty-years ago; it is the drive to maximize the capacities of the existing infrastructure and material 
technologies (both productive and distributive) to their most efficient and fullest extent that comprise the 
field of logistics. Most logistics attempts to work within the already delineated form of transport in order to 
maximize efficiency, much in the same way that Marx writes about efficiency and the production of 
relative surplus-value. This brings us now to the limits of the railway-form. 
 
We argue that the limits of the railway-form are “linearity” and “length.” The “logistics revolution” has not 
been able to supersede these limits, thus we posit them as weaknesses that can be exploited. We do not 
mean linearity and length in abstract terms; we are speaking about these limits as concrete materialities. 
Linearity here simply refers to the fact that the railway-form operates along a purely outward and fixed 
course of travel between high-traffic nodes such as stand-alone intermodal railway yards, seaports, etc. 
Because of the fixed and relatively immutable nature of this linearity, flexibility in transport via railway is 
almost nonexistent. In this context, length therefore refers to the fact that while all rail routes span 
hundreds and even thousands of miles, one knows precisely (geospatially) where Train X must pass 
through if it is using Route Y. This rigidity in the railway-form is a tactical weakness, in that it gives the 
potential blockader an almost clairvoyance in terms of looking into the future and knowing precisely where 
a certain train will ultimately have to pass through. Thus, because of this length – any point along a high-
traffic line in the form of a railway line becomes a legitimate site for blockage. 
 
It is precisely this antiquated linearity and length which makes certain points in the circulation of 
commodity-capital via railway lines relatively easy to identify as, paradoxically, both high-traffic lines and 
defensively vulnerable. Block a rail route in the right place, the right way, and for a protracted duration – 
and there is simply no getting around it. Railway length also possesses another tactical weakness in the 
fact that many rail routes travel through isolated physical locations that are difficult to defend and access 
by road (the thoroughfares that any State-enacted counter-blockade defense would necessarily have to 
traverse). A perfect example of the hostility of the terrain and relative isolation that many rail routes 
traverse is the mountainous trackage section of the Union Pacific Roseville Subdivision that passes 
through Donner Pass in the High Sierras of Northern California. 
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Class 1 Rail Lines 
Leaving CA 

US Dept. of 
Transportation 
Current Train 
Volumes Compared 
to Current 
Capacity[xxxiii] 

US Dept. of Transportation 
Projected Train Volumes in 
2035 Compared to Current 
Capacity 

Location: Closest City to 
California Border and 
Adjacent State Rail Line 
Exits Into 

UP Black Butte 
Subdivision (I-5 
Corridor) Below Capacity Above Capacity 

Doris, CA (Northern CA 
into OR) 

BNSF Gateway 
Subdivision Below Capacity Below Capacity 

Kalina, CA (Northern CA 
into OR) 

UP Feather River 
Canyon Subdivision 
(Feather River 
Corridor/Central 
Corridor) Below Capacity Below Capacity 

Herlong, CA (Northern 
CA into NV) 

UP Roseville 
Subdivision (Donner 
Pass/Overland Route) Below Capacity At Capacity 

Truckee, CA (Northern 
CA into NV) 

UP Cima Subdivision Below Capacity At Capacity 
Nipton, CA (Southern CA 
into NV) 

BNSF Needles 
Subdivision (Southern 
Transcon) Below Capacity Above Capacity 

Needles, CA (Southern 
CA into AZ) 

UP Yuma Subdivision 
(Sunset Route) At Capacity Above Capacity 

Winterhaven, CA 
(Southern CA into AZ) 

 

Freight Truck Routes 
 
In terms of the sheer throughput aggregate that constitutes the global supply chain, the further one gets 
from the large high-traffic nodes such as “mega-seaports” the more diffuse the means of freight transport 
become and thus, are subsequently harder to disrupt. Freight truck routes, as high-traffic lines, 
necessarily conform to this rule. Due to the fact that, theoretically at least, any road that can 
accommodate the weight, length, breadth, and height of a standard semi-trailer freight truck is ostensibly 
a route which commodity-capital can traverse, freight truck routes are inherently diffuse modes of 
transport. Thus, unlike railway lines which are fixed and relatively few in number (when compared to 
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durable load-bearing roads and highways in the United States), freight truck routes can immediately be 
reconfigured in the event of blockages or disruptions. While freight truck routes are the most diffuse 
method of commodity-capital circulation, they still are logistically significant in terms of their sheer 
proliferation across the entirety of the global supply chain. 
 
The California Department of Transportation acknowledges both this centrality and the fragility of the 
freight truck-form: “In terms of value and weight, most commercial freight is moved by 
trucks.  Approximately 71% of goods by value and 69% of goods by weight are carried by truck in the 
United States (Bureau of Transportation Statistics, September, 2009). […]There are many factors that 
challenge commercial trucking such as traffic congestion, traffic accidents, weather, operating rules and 
regulations, scarcity of truck parking spaces, shortage of available drivers, road restrictions, and lack of 
intermodal connectors to ports and intermodal terminals.  Increased competition in the trucking industry, 
rising fuel costs, and just-in-time delivery have forced the industry to be more efficient and responsive to 
their customer needs.”[xxxiv] 
 
The relative flexibility that semi-trailer freight truck transport affords the logistics of capital (e.g. the literal 
capacity to instantly and easily maneuver around material obstacles) comes at a cost: volume. The fact 
that most standard semi-trailer freight trucks lack the capacity to move incredibly high volumes of 
commodities should also be of tactical consideration for those attempting to disrupt the circulation of 
commodity-capital. Blocking intermodal freight truck routes far away from freight truck hubs, intermodal 
rail yards, or seaports does not have the same tactical significance than if such disruptions were to occur 
physically closer to the aforementioned high-traffic nodes. The further a semi-trailer freight truck is from 
such high-traffic nodes, the more possibilities for maneuvering, escape, and route reconfiguration exist for 
it. In addition to this ability to circumvent any material impediments to its flow, the further the once tightly 
aggregated commodity-capital being transported in freight trucks gets from high-traffic nodes the more 
that high-volume of concentrated capital becomes dispersed over a vast geographical space – as vast as 
the entire road and highway infrastructure. Thus, blockades along the high-traffic lines of freight truck 
routes can be tactically effective if they are done within a relatively close physical proximity to high-traffic 
nodes. 
 
This difference in form sharply contrasts with the other high-traffic line already discussed here, the railway 
line. The railway line, due to its limitation of form in its fixity and linearity, can effectively be disrupted 
along any portion of its trackage. The freight truck route is markedly different, and we venture to say that 
all disruptions within this particular mode of commodity-capital circulation will be most effective within a 
fifty-mile radius of the high-traffic node that it is arriving at/departing from. This posses another tactical 
problem on the part of the potential blockaders, for this necessity of relative proximity to such high-traffic 
nodes ultimately means that (unlike the miles of remote trackage on many Class I rail routes) such 
locations are more often than not concentrated in urban centers – changing the political stakes, defensive 
viability, and duration capability of any potential disruption along freight truck routes. 
 
In terms of mapping potential choke points along freight truck routes, like most critical assessments of the 
flaws and impediments within the capitalist global supply chain capital has already done a better job of 
identifying these “problems” than we ever could and as such, we present the findings of studies 
conducted by the “American Transportation Research Institute (ATRI) and the Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) Office of Freight Management and Operations [:organizations] monitoring freight 
significant highways as part of the Freight Performance Measures (FPM) initiative.  A central aspect of 
these monitoring activities is the identification and quantification of major chokepoints and bottlenecks 
along highways that are critical to the nation’s freight transportation system.”[xxxv] These studies showed 
that “of the top 250 major freight chokepoints and bottlenecks in the nation, as identified by the FHWA 
and ATRI in 2011, 15 were in California – 6 in Los Angeles, 3 in Sacramento, 2 in Oakland, and 1 each in 
San Bernardino, Corona, San Rafael, and San Diego.”[xxxvi] 
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ATRI Identified Freight Truck Infrastructure Choke Points in Close Proximity to 
Seaports: 
 
 

CA Main Seaports/Megaports 
Cargo Value 
Throughput (2012) 

# of ATRI Identified Freight Truck Infrastructure 
Choke Points Within 50 miles 

Port of Los Angeles $283.6 billion 7 

Port of Long Beach $155 billion 7 

Port of Oakland $39.2 billion 3 

 
Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach 
Closest Freeway/Highway Freight Truck Infrastructure ATRI-Identified Choke Points: 

Distance from 
Ports of Los 
Angeles and 
Long Beach 

Closest Freeway/Highway 
Congestion Choke Points as 
Identified by ATRI affecting 
Freight Truck Infrastructure City 

ATRI 2011 Ranking Position 
Out of 250 Most Congested 
Choke Points in U.S. affecting 
Freight Truck 
Infrastructure[xxxvii] 

15 miles I-405 at I-605 Seal Beach, CA 119th 

16.1miles I-110 at I-105 Los Angeles, CA 77th 

16.6 miles I-710 at I-105 Lynwood, CA 33rd 

32.1 miles SR 134 at SR 2 Los Angeles, CA 143rd 

33.6 miles SR 91 at SR 55 Anaheim, CA 110th 

40.2 miles SR 60 at SR 57 Diamond Bar, CA 10th 

48.4 miles I-15 at SR 91 Corona, CA 57th 
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Port of Oakland 
Closest Freeway/Highway Freight Truck Infrastructure ATRI-Identified Choke Points: 

Distance from Port of 
Oakland 

Closest 
Freeway/Highway 
Congestion Choke 
Points as Identified by 
ATRI affecting Freight 
Truck Infrastructure City 

ATRI 2011 Ranking Position 
Out of 250 Most Congested 
Choke Points in U.S. affecting 
Freight Truck 
Infrastructure[xxxviii] 

3.4 miles I-80 at I-580/I-880 Oakland, CA 41st 

11.2 miles I-880 at I-238 San Leandro, CA 61st 

23.3 miles I-580 at US 101 San Rafael, CA 134th 

 
What then could a disruption in freight truck route transportation possibly look like? We need look no 
further than the context of recent struggles in Oakland. In 2010, as a part of the national March 4th “Day of 
Action to Defend Education” a more radical contingent of about 200 protesters broke away from the larger 
march from Berkeley to Downtown Oakland and stormed onto Interstate 880 effectively forcing Bay Area 
rush-hour traffic to a standstill for close to two hours. While this action was largely symbolic and the 
temporary “blockade” was literally comprised only of stubborn human bodies, it still nonetheless points to 
the fragility of highway infrastructure in certain parts of California. The freeway “takeover” on March 
4th took place at the northbound I-880 entrance to what is aptly described by locals as “The MacArthur 
Maze” after the confluence of the I-580 (MacArthur Freeway), I-880, and I-80 freeways.   “The MacArthur 
Maze” is identified by the ATRI as 41st out of the 250 most congested chokepoints in the US affecting 
freight truck infrastructure. Freight trucks entering and leaving the Port of Oakland and OIG must 
necessarily contend with and add to the congestion of “The MacArthur Maze,” and as such it forms a 
material site for potential freight truck route disruption – with a relatively recent historical precedent of 
blockading already enacted. 
 

Intermodal Rail Yards and Air Cargo Warehouses 
 
We end our analysis of circulatory forms within the capitalist global supply chain with two types of high-
traffic nodes that we argue are strategically less-important than seaports simply according to their lower 
total value throughput: intermodal rail yards and air cargo warehouses. This section is admittedly brief for 
three reasons: 
 

1. We believe that in terms of rail networks that railway lines (high-traffic lines) are more tactically 
sound to disrupt than intermodal rail yards (high-traffic nodes) – and if generalized, the successful 
blockading of railway lines makes the blockading of intermodal rail yards redundant. 

2. Air cargo transport already possesses inherent limits to the realization of its logistical capacity that 
make it the less relevant mode out of all the modes of commodity-capital transport previously 
discussed – i.e. the technological limits to air travel and volume capacity or the fact that out of all the 
various logistical transportation modes “air cargo grew [least,] by a meagre 1.4% in 2013, trailing 
significantly behind the 2.6% increase in freight capacity. That prompted IATA [International Air 
Transport Association] to call freight markets the ‘biggest worry’ for the airline industry. Although 
freight traffic has picked up slightly in 2014, IATA warns of ‘trends which are not in the industry’s 
favour’.” Consider this juxtaposed against rail’s “record intermodal growth” in 2013.[xxxix] 

3. Given that intermodal rail yards and air cargo warehouses are high-traffic nodes similar to seaports, 
we argue that they possess the same inherent weakness of form – width/breadth (though to a lesser 



 
 

43 
 

extent than seaports) – and as such, we do not feel the need to reiterate our analysis of this 
weakness of form. Please refer to our discussion of this weakness of form at the end of our section 
on seaports. 
 

California Intermodal Railway Yards: 
Operating Railway 
Company Facility Location 

BNSF Commerce Intermodal Facility Commerce, CA 

BNSF Fresno Intermodal Facility Fresno, CA 

BNSF Los Angeles Intermodal Facility Los Angeles, CA 

BNSF/UP(trackage rights) 
Oakland International Gateway (OIG) Intermodal 
Facility Oakland, CA 

BNSF San Bernardino Intermodal Facility San Bernardino, CA 

BNSF Stockton Intermodal Facility Stockton, CA 

UP Los Angeles Intermodal Facility Los Angeles, CA 

UP LATC Los Angeles, CA 

UP City of Industry Intermodal Facility City of Industry, CA 

UP ICTF Long Beach, CA 

UP Lathrop Intermodal Facility French Camp, CA 

 

On Finance Capitalism and the Circulation of Money-
Capital 
 
Starting from the premise that the capitalist sphere of circulation is essentially comprised of both the 
circulation of capital as commodities and capital as money, we must at least mention the problem money-
capital poses for the cartography of the anticapitalist counter-logistics that we have been attempting to 
map. In regards to the transformation of capital through exchange Marx writes that, “the circulation 
of money as capital is an end in itself, for the valorization of value takes place only within this constantly 
renewed movement. The movement of capital is therefore limitless.”[xl] This forms the basis for the well-
known general formula of capital, M-C-M‘ (money exchanged for a commodity exchanged for a larger 
sum of money). Faced with the restructuring of capital in the 1970s in the first zones of capitalist 
accumulation, the commodity central to the production of value, labor-power, is essentially pushed out of 
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the production process through technological developments such as wide-spread automation explicitly as 
a reaction to the crisis precipitated by the worker’s movements of the early 1970s.   The less actual living-
labor involved in the production process, meant that less real wages were being paid, and as a result 
capitalist firms could extract higher amounts of surplus-value from what little actual variable capital they 
were ultimately realizing. 
 
Post-Fordist financialization is, as Christian Marazzi argues, a direct result of the fallout from “industrial 
profits not reinvested in instrumental capital [specifically variable capital] and wages.”[xli] Yet, as is always 
the case with capitalism, the fundamental contradictions of its form came to bear down on capital’s 
impetus towards valorization. As Marx points out about this paradox, “…the mechanism of capitalist 
production takes care that the absolute increase of capital is not accompanied by a corresponding rise in 
the general demand for labour.”[xlii] An exclusion of labor-power alienates the only consumers of any 
commodities produced-in-general, and as such capital through its restructuring in the 1970s witnessed an 
attempt to circumnavigate this truism by the proliferation of the credit economy and the financialization of 
the global economy. The formula now at play within finance capitalism does away with the transformation 
of money into other commodities, simply relying on the pure liquidity of the money-capital form as the sole 
means towards capital’s valorization: M-M‘ or according to Marx, “money which is worth more money, 
value which is greater than itself.”[xliii] Interestingly enough, Marx initially uses this formula in Capital 
Volume 1 to describe usury – not far off from today’s finance capitalism. As the universal equivalent for all 
other commodities, the money-form in 21st century finance capitalism circulates faster and in stranger 
transubstantiated modes than Marx could have ever imagined. 
 
While it is tempting to view money-capital as the blood coursing through the veins of commodity-capital 
networks, this is simply too reductive a reading of the newer immaterial conduits through which money-
capital moves and transforms. The terrain of money-capital’s circulation is at once entirely related to the 
flows of material goods within the global supply chain, and paradoxically, autonomous to such structuring. 
Just as the “logistics revolution” ushered in a whole new language in which to understand and remake the 
capitalist sphere of commodities circulation through things like just-in-time production, radio frequency 
identification, and intermodal containerization, finance capitalism created virtual spaces and relations that 
are all too real in terms of their impact on the global economy. This virtual reconstitution of the money-
form is incredibly complex, complete with spaces and relations in the further transubstantiations of 
“collateralized debt obligations,” “asset-backed securities,” “toxic assets,” “subprime loans,” “leveraged 
buyouts,” “hedge funds,” etc. [xliv] This is all to simply acknowledge the profound qualitative difference in 
blockading or disrupting capital’s circulation in its commodity-form versus its hypermediated money-form. 
We have no illusions about our ability to effectively disrupt the circulation of money-capital, hence our 
insistence that in terms of mapping potential chokepoints in the network of capital’s circulation the 
mere materiality of the global supply chain makes it the more viable terrain for contestation. 
 

Conclusion 
 
“The generalisation of the struggle can only be the generalisation of practices that question proletarian’s 
existence as proletarians. […] The generalisation of the struggle, as a coming together of conflicts within 
struggles, will immediately bring multiple aspects of surplus value production/capitalist reproduction to a 
halt, thus putting at stake proletarian reproduction itself, necessitating simultaneously the intensification 
and expansion of what will then be an open insurrection, or probably multiple insurrectionary fronts.” 
-Rocamadur/Blaumachen[xlv] 
 
We have attempted to sketch out not a program, but a cartographical analysis of that which already 
exists. What use is any of this, beyond a geospatial recontextualization of aggregated value in the form of 
commodity-capital? Our aim is that through such analyses a clearer conceptualization emerges of the 
terrain or stage upon which “a coming together of conflicts within struggles” may materialize. We make no 
pretense in attempting to articulate what forms of struggle will generalize and thus be realized as 
communist measures; only that because struggles must happen on material terrains of contestation, we 
therefore believe that studying such spaces constitutes a worthwhile project. This is not the defining of the 
form struggle must necessarily take, but rather the delineation of a space in which struggles may emerge 
and generalize if at all. Our hope is that if a disparate set of actions, some evocative of past events like 
the Port of Oakland shutdown, the I-880 takeover, and CN railway blockades, and others without 
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historical precedents, begin to emerge as a part of future struggles we can situate them within a broader 
tactical framework and understanding – a map of sorts – and evaluate their merits and limitations within a 
more clearly elucidated counter-logistics aimed at bringing “multiple aspects of surplus value 
production/capitalist reproduction to a halt.” 
 

- Degenerate Communism, July 2014 
Many thanks to the handful of comrades that helped in refining this essay, especially LH. 
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