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Educating Resistance 
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Abstract 

While deeply sympathetic to David Harvey’s commitment to a politics that can 
move to a new and more just order this paper, based on the experience of a  
period of immersion in the shack dweller’s movement Abahlali baseMjondolo,  
asks if Harvey’s commitment to scaling up the level of political action, along 
side a project of political education, risks removing politics from the grasp of 
the people who are currently struggling, with a considerable degree of success, 
to restore their right to political speech and imagination. 

 

In the doubtlessly inspiring text that we in this forum have been asked to react 
upon, David Harvey (2009b: 1), critical geographer and defining character of 
contemporary socialist thought, calls us to take advantage of the current crisis of 
capitalism: to look at it as the initial moment of the transition to “a new global 
order of governance”. To make this transition happen, Harvey argues, the left 
has to invigorate itself and actively engage in debating the future of capitalism. 
What is more, as it is exactly in times of crisis that the irrationality of capitalism 
is revealed, the left now has to take up the task of thinking alternative ways to 
rationalize the currently ongoing “irrational rationalizing of an irrational 
system”, that is, ways to reconfigure the relation of surplus capital and surplus 
labor so that it will be able to meet human needs (Harvey 2009a). For Harvey, 
such reconfiguration requires a revolutionary theory, a common vision that 
enables us to answer Lenin’s all too relevant question: “What is to be done?”, 
and thereby enables us to transcend the double blockage that impedes the 
emergence of a unified anti-capitalist movement that, in turn, could be the 
agent of this global transition to socialism or communism.  

In a time not much less hunted by the perceived crisis of capitalism, Michel 
Foucault (1991) and the Italian Marxist thinker Duccio Trombadori engaged in a 
series of discussions, some points of which, at least in my reading, are very 
pertinent to reflections on the stakes of formulating a revolutionary theory as 
called for by Harvey. Pushed hard by Trombadori to admit that his practice of 
problematizing specific effects of power is essentially particularizing and 
therefore closed off from “the political dimension of the problem”, Foucault 
(1991: 152) argues that “[l]ocalizing problems is indispensable for theoretical 
and political reasons. But that doesn’t mean that they are not, however, general 
problems”.  

When I decide to take this argument as my point of departure, and to pose it 
against Harvey’s (2009b: 9) statement that “broad adhesion to post-modern 
and post-structuralist ideas which celebrate the particular at the expense of big-
picture thinking does not help”, my aim is not to defend what is often thought of 
as a cottage industry of modest relevance – this would not only be futile but also 
unworthy of the motivation moving forward Harvey’s argument: a motivation I 
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am most sympathetic to. I do so rather to underline that beyond revealing 
practices of resistance that might not be best understood as anti-capitalistic per 
se, focusing on the localized effects of economic or political power as reflected 
by the way they are challenged can, I believe, avoid certain risks of large-scale 
theorizing.1 That is, problematizing power from the perspective of the point 
where it crystallizes and where it is challenged not only discloses the forms of 
life beyond the interpretive framework of relations of production entailed by 
globalized neoliberalism. It might also teach us about practicing equality and 
how politics can be thought today.  

Harvey (2009b) argues that a revolutionary politics “requires a sophisticated 
understanding of how social change occurs” and, as the basis for such an 
understanding, he lists seven moments that he derives from Marx’s Capital – 
seven moments in the mutually reinforcing dynamics that brought about the 
transition from feudalism to capitalism. According to Harvey, capitalism has 
survived because it continuously maintained the dialectical movement of these 
moments so securing its constant self-renewal, and this is exactly what the 
transition socialism or communism has to do if it is to provide a viable 
alternative.  

Whereas a Foucauldian genealogy of the emergence of capitalism would 
certainly include analyzing the interaction of many of the seven moments 
Harvey defines – the relationship to nature or, better put, the reconstruction of 
certain processes as natural, for instance, would feature as a crucial factor – for 
Foucault (1990), the emergence of capitalism was conditioned upon a shift of 
much more major scope. For him, the development of capitalism “would not 
have been possible without the controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery 
of production and the adjustment of the phenomena of population to economic 
processes” (Foucault 1990: 141). That is, the even vaster change occurring with 
modernity took shape in the emergence of two new modes of power: one 
(disciplinary power) concentrating on individual bodies, so as to make them 
economically more efficient, the other (biopower) calibrated to the massified 
level of the population to regulate its aggregate processes so as to provide for the 
best outcomes in its interaction with the natural dynamics of the economy. 
Crucially, Foucault (1990: 138; original emphasis) counterposes these modes of 
power to that of sovereign power characterizing the classic age: whereas the 
former practiced the right of the sword to “take life or let live”, these new modes 
of power “foster life or disallow it to the point of death”. Although this shift is 
still very much relevant for understanding our present, what is important for us 
here are the ways these new forms of power are deployed. More exactly, it is the 
claim that the government these modes of power entail is diffused throughout 
all levels of the social body.  

                                                
1 This point might seem unjust to Harvey who cannot be accused of ignoring local struggles: his 
engagement in the movement for the Right to the City proves the very opposite. Still, his 
contrast of the particularizing focus of poststructuralist theorizing and the global scope of a 
necessary revolutionary vision is doubtlessly analogous to Trombadori’s position and thus 
maintains the relevance of Foucault’s response. 
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But why exactly would such a conception of diffused power be relevant in the 
context of Harvey’s call for building a revolutionary theory upon the dialectic of 
the seven moments of social change? It might be so because considering the 
extended sense of government that signifies the circular operation of these 
dispersed technologies of power – which Foucault (1991: 176) sketchily defines 
for Trombadori as “the set of institutions and practices by which people are ‘led’, 
from administration to education, etc…” – possibly implies a different 
perspective on what Harvey (2009b) refers to as mobilization around questions 
of daily life.  

That is, once we think of government as tactically driven through networks 
woven into the various strata of society down to its very capillary ends so 
producing effects that can amount to “a kind of permanent oppression in daily 
life” might put “everyday” struggles into a different light (Foucault 1991: 144). It 
could do so because it implies an analytical focus directed to the points where 
tactics crystallize and where they are contested, and thus reconfigures our 
understanding of the relationship between the general and the local. By 
consequently being able to disclose ways of refusing “to be ‘governed’ in a 
certain way”, it can also direct attention to experiences of the political, which, in 
turn, might feature in thinking resistance today as more than bases for 
experimentation for a revolutionary politics (Harvey 2009b).  

Being aware that Harvey (2009b: 9) does not intend to play down the 
significance of what he calls the mobilization around questions of daily life, and 
also of his commitment to ongoing struggles for the right to the city I wish, 
through the following account of a particular struggle that I have had the chance 
to familiarize myself with, only to pose a question. The question that rests on my 
encounter and interpretation of the ‘living politics’ of Abahlali baseMjondolo, 
the largest South African shack-dwellers’ movement, is this: can a unified anti-
capitalist movement driven by an explicit revolutionary theory preserve the 
proximity to the revolting subjects’ “existential commitment” to resist being 
governed, and so to the practice of the political that they put forward? Or, by 
working to “scale up their activism”, would not such a movement put in place 
dynamics of power that would be incommensurate with the kind of subject such 
resistance produces? While this question is arguably akin to the way Harvey 
writes about fears of large-scale organization, the following interpretation of 
Abahlali’s living politics will hopefully save it from being judged similarly self-
defeating. 

Symptomatic of a rather general effect of global neoliberal governance that 
Harvey (2009b) mentions - of competing localities’ drive for creating a good 
business climate - the struggles of Abahlali baseMjondolo reflect the particular 
ways this rationality abandons masses of people and at the same time 
demonstrates a unique practice of democratic politics. Abahlali counterpose a 
politics that is built on their manifold insistence on proximity to the 
spatiotemporal ordering that is entailed by the ways an aspiring “global city” 
reconstructs itself through neoliberal urban governance and thus radically 
reconfigures access to infrastructure. The movement that emerged in 2005 out 
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of a spontaneous road blockade reacting to the decision of the Greater Durban 
municipality to sell a piece of land that was previously promised to the shack 
dwellers as a site of housing development challenges the superfluity imposed 
upon them by technologies of neoliberal governance.  

On the one hand, by demanding land and housing in the city, and insisting on 
the in situ upgrading of shack settlements, Abahlali contest the forced mobility 
of superfluous lives. By insisting on having a place in the city they bring into 
light and challenge policies that push them beyond the reach of the city and so 
deny them access to urban forms of life. On the other hand, against the notion of 
life that originally produces this superfluity through regulating the massified 
processes of the population, Abahlali pose the singularity of every human being. 
By conceiving of their politics as a space where everyone can narrate their own 
suffering that is inevitably part of life in shack settlements, it insistently 
preserves a close-up perspective on the sensible effects of the abandonment 
inscribed into neoliberal governmentality. In turn, these narratives provide the 
content of living politics and, through articulating perceptions of injustice, 
trigger the shack-dwellers’ appearance as political subjects. So by giving voice to 
its subjects, constructed as a space for speaking suffering, the practice of 
Abahlali’s living politics is furthermore disruptive of the order of biopower 
because it removes shack settlements from their audiovisual enclosure. By 
claiming that to let them live and die the way that shack-dwellers do is unjust 
their political practices reject the construction of the shantytowns as mute and 
apolitical spaces of despair.  

Thirdly, complementing the role that narrations of singular experiences have in 
their living politics, and keeping this politics close to the poor largely rests on 
Abahlali’s practice of ‘living learning’. As opposed to the assumption that shack 
dwellers cannot think, the practice of living learning aims to provide an 
egalitarian space for knowledge production that insists on maintaining a 
constant and direct relation between intellectual work and the suffering of the 
shack dwellers (Gibson, Harley, and Pithouse 2009).  

For example when they were offered scholarships for a degree in Participatory 
Development at the University of KwaZulu-Natal members of Abahlali 
baseMjondolo and the allied movement, the Rural Network, created a biweekly 
forum where they reflected on how they could utilize in their struggle what they 
have learnt in the university, and prepared for sharing this knowledge with their 
communities so as to avoid the forgetful distancing of those who leave behind 
the world of the shanty towns when integrated into official education. Although 
living learning thus aims to realize one of the central requirements of living 
politics, which is that everyone must be able to understand it, it does not 
become patronizing. Instead, by rejecting the pretentious superiority of 
academic knowledge, living learning reinforces the presumption of equality 
crucial for the disruptive politics of the shack dwellers. It does so because – in 
line with Jacques Rancière’s (1991) reading of Joseph Jacotot’s egalitarian 
pedagogy that the present interpretation intentionally evokes – it works toward 
eliminating the hierarchy of teacher and student; that is, it opposes the 
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proximity of equal minds to the distance of explanation. Driven by this 
opposition one of the participants of the living learning sessions formulates a 
crucial question:  

So many people see things in this way – that how the world is, is how God 
meant it to be, that we are meant to suffer. How can we enlighten others – 
not to think like us, but to think, to see the world? (Abahlali and Rural 
Network 2009: 60) 

It may well be that I am mistaken (perhaps I even hope to be) but it seems to me 
that a call for the revolutionary politics of a global anti-capitalist movement 
begs the same question. At the very least such inquiries cannot be completely 
avoided if we agree that “the right to speech and political imagination must be 
returned to [the people]” (Foucault 1991: 158-159). Or is it absolutely wrong to 
see the above questions about the risks of scaling up political activism 
reemerging when Harvey (2009a) states that “we have a huge educational task 
here [as] the mental conceptions of the world with which people are 
approaching these questions are absolutely erroneous”? Can such a huge 
educational task be carried out without redistributing the inequality of 
explanation and thus reinforcing invisibility and silence?  
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