Appendix: Interview with Franco Berardi

Gary Genosko and Nicholas Thoburn
Nick: Your politics and writing in associations like A/traverso, Radio Alice, Telestreet, and Rekombinant has been entwined with media practice. I’m very interested in the way that your work here has tended to break with the dominant political media models of “counterinformation” and “manifesto”—one A/Traverso text, for instance, talks of Radio Alice enacting a “break in the relationship between broadcasting and the making known of facts.” Instead, you have politicized media form itself, attending to the associational, affective, asignifying, sensory properties of media. In After the Future, you write about the Russian Futurist “transrational” language of zaum, which communicates affects and intensities rather than meanings as such, and Radio Alice is said to have opened radio to the “unstated” and the “uncanny,” making language “tactile” and “unproductive.” Can you tell us when and why you first started paying attention to media form as a site of political practice?

Bifo: During the 1970s, in Italy social conflicts broke the established forms of political organization. At the same time, autonomous movements of young workers and students started speaking a language that was different from the legacy of twentieth century ideological language. 
In May 1975, with a small group of friends—students, militants, feminists, workers, and poets—I launched a magazine called A/traverso.

We wanted to create a new form of political communication. We had been reading Burroughs and Deleuze and Guattari, we had been listening to a lot of rock music, and our magazine was intended to bring into social communication the spirit of the artistic avant-garde, Dadaism and Futurism, Surrealism, and beat generation poetry.

In 1976, the free radio movement
 broke out, Radio Alice started broadcasting in February of that year. If you want to understand the effect that free radio produced in the mediascape of those years, consider that the infosphere was quite empty at that time. Only the state-owned RAI was allowed to air its messages. The voices of the Demo-Christian State and the Vatican dominated the airwaves and the imagination of the people. So, it was hence easy to find an audience. Those who had never had a voice in the mediascape could finally have their say.

Free radio helped a lot in the creation of a new culture: the autonomous culture of the young workers who expressed their refusal of industrial work. Their sensibility was free from the legacy of the modern work ethic. This was the expression of the legacy of the avant-garde of the twentieth century, but at the same time it was the announcement of a postindustrial society and the new cognitive labor.

The history of struggle in the field of the infosphere and the mediascape is an exciting history in Italy. The liberalization of broadcasting—initiated by a verdict of the Constitutional Court stating the unconstitutionality of the state-owned monopoly—led to a proliferation of free radio stations. But the next step was the creation of a financial empire based on television and advertising. Berlusconi, owner of Publitalia, an advertising company based in Milan, launched the TV channel Canale 5 in the late 1970s. It was the beginning of the Berlusconi empire, which has changed Italian culture and politics so deeply. In the 1980s, commercial television took the place of free radio in the production of the social imagination. The entire process of deregulation is encompassed in this passage. From liberalization to privatization; from the engagement of social energies in the field of communication to the privatization of the media. 

Nick: You’ve worked in print media, radio, television, mailing lists, and other digital mediums. What capacities and constraints have these different mediums presented for a politics of media form?

Bifo: Working as an activist in the fields of radio and the Internet have much in common. Free radio stations started using the telephone in their broadcasting. It was new. For the first time, the audience could intervene. The interactive spirit of the Net was already alive in the experience of free radio.

Television is a totally different place, a different relationship to the audience. TV is essentially centric, although it tries to incorporate interactive techniques. Television immobilizes people and saturates their attention up to a point of mental subjugation.

I’ve had two experiences with TV broadcasting. The first, between 1995 and 2000, was a program broadcast by RAI 3 (the cultural channel of the national public television station). The name of the program was Mediamente. It was about the emerging Netculture and digital technologies, new lifestyles and new social values. It was an interesting experience, but it was brutally ended in 2001, when Berlusconi won the political elections. The political blackmail was intolerable; they wanted me to do things I didn’t like. I gave up and resigned.

Then I took part in an experiment called Telestreet. In 2002, trying to counter the Berlusconi dictatorship in the field of TV broadcasting, we called upon activists nationwide to create their own TV stations on a very, very local scale: a street, a neighborhood, a building, a school. Telestreet proliferated all over Italy between 2002 and 2003. 

At the end of 2002, almost two hundred small TV stations took part in a Telestreet meeting in Bologna. However, this project couldn’t survive for long, because producing TV is impossible in the long run, if you don’t have money. The energy of the Telestreet in its first period was generated by many video-activists who wanted to show their productions. But by 2005, the flow of video-activism had taken the path of YouTube; we could say that Web 2.0 killed the Telestreet experiment.

You see the difference between radio and TV. A radio station can survive with small amounts of money. On the contrary, TV cannot be turned into a democratic medium. It’s not democratic in its very paradigm and conception.

Nick: I want to raise for discussion the theme of “communism.” Leaving your specific practice in Potere Operaio aside for a moment, can you tell us how you first came to communist politics, and if there are any currents in Marxism that have been especially influential on your political and intellectual development?

Bifo: I joined the FGCI (youth organization of the Italian Communist Party) in 1964, when I was only fourteen years old. My father, who had fought in the Second World War as a partisan against the Nazis, was a Communist and a teacher, and had exposed me to Marxist philosophy since my childhood. He also suggested that I read Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard, and many other authors, but Marx was the most influential, as you can guess.

As a young militant of the Communist Party I became a high school student organizer. Then, in 1967, I was expelled from the Party, because I was accused of being too close to Maoism. I’ve never, in fact, been a Maoist but this was the obsession of the prosoviet Communists in the 1960s, so they decided I was a Maoist and sent me off. 

In that period, actually, I was consorting with the intellectual group of Potere Operaio. As far as my Marxist formation is concerned, I started studying the regular books of the communist militant, especially Marx’s economic-philosophical writings of 1844. But when I discovered the heterodox magazines Quaderni Rossi and Classe Operaia, and the seminal book by Tronti, Operai e capitale, I started thinking that the real problem was not the political organization of the Party, but cultural change, change in the social composition of labor. I can say that the most influential texts of my formative years were “The Fragment on Machines” from the Grundrisse, which was published in Quaderni Rossi, and a text by Romano Alquati concerning labor force and class composition in the experience of the northern Italian factory, Olivetti (“Forza lavoro and composizione di classe all’Olivetti di Ivrea”), also published in Quaderni Rossi.

Nick: I would be intrigued to hear if you have had any relation to the Italian communist Left associated with Amadeo Bordiga? It strikes me that Bordiga’s remarkable work in the 1950s on the capitalist structure of technology, his reading of Marx’s Grundrisse, his critique of democracy and “self-management,” and so on, displays striking points of resonance with operaismo (not that there aren’t also clear and important points of divergence). Yet there appears to have been little or no exchange between these currents.

Bifo: Bordiga is a very interesting case of denial in the history of the Italian workers’ movement. He has been erased from the history of the Party and from the history of Italian culture. Not only was he the first General Secretary of the Italian Communist Party, expelled and cancelled 
in the name of Stalinist orthodoxy, but he was also an original thinker, and has some interesting consonance with the ideas that Potere Operaio supported in the 1960s. The most interesting thing in Bordiga’s outlook is his radical refusal of any identification between the interests of the working class and the national interest. Bordiga’s assertion of a radical irreducibility of workers’ interests, the refusal of any general interest of the nation, of the people, of the country, is very much in the vein of the Trontian “rude razza pagana” (rude, pagan race), as he labels the industrial working class.

Nick: You mention Quaderni Rossi and Classe Operaia; did you have any involvement with the early incarnations of operaismo, with people like Raniero Panzieri?

Bifo: I was part of a younger generation, and never met Panzieri. I was eighteen years old in 1968, when the whole experience of Quaderni rossi and Classe operaia was over. I met Negri Potere Operaio and worked with him and many others after 1967.

Nick: Turning to your experiences in Potere Operaio, it’s clear that this was a hugely inventive and intense conjunction of people, ideas, and politics that had a great impact on the unfurling of workers’ politics over the course of the 1970s and, indeed, beyond. A good deal has been written about the political orientations and concepts of this group, but can you share your impressions of the atmosphere, culture, or style of Potere Operaio as an organization?

Bifo: My feeling was not of taking part in a political action, strategy, direction, or organization. I had much more the feeling of playing the role of the fortune teller, of the cartographer who reads signs of the future in the words of young workers coming out from the factory, who tries to sketch out possibilities and connections, and spells words and concepts in order to make the process understandable. Potere Operaio for me was much more a group of social artists than a group of politicians.

Nick: Then there is the crucial development in May 1973 when Potere Operaio abolishes itself as an organization so as to become immersed in the base structures of the emerging movement of autonomia. To me, this displays a crucial feature of non-Leninist communism, which interprets the existence of a distinct and enduring organizational faction more as a sign of movement weakness than strength. Nonetheless, the internal and external pressures of the vanguard-form—what Guattari analyses through the concept of the “subjected group”—are such that the group tends to develop its own momentum and rigidity, making dissolution a difficult task. You yourself have noted in the essay “Anatomy of Autonomy” that, as the new radicalism of autonomia developed, the revolutionary groups displayed an “inexorable bureaucratization.” Can I ask you, then, how did the decision to dissolve Potere Operaio come about? How did you experience the group’s end?

Bifo: When Potere Operaio decided to dissolve I was already out. I had left the organization in 1971, two years before the official dissolution. In that year, the leaders of the group turned Leninist, and they decided to act as a militant party; I disagreed with them. I published my first book, Contro il lavoro, in order to distance myself from the Leninist evolution, then I left. Therefore, you can imagine that I agreed with the decision to dissolve the group in 1973. I thought that social autonomy in the factories and in social life did not need any external direction.

Nick: All of this was a time—the late 1960s, the 1970s—when communism was very much in the air. What does it mean to you to be a communist today, when this figure has considerably less purchase on the popular imagination?

Bifo: Communism is a difficult word to use. It reminds us of the experiment in the foundation of a new totality, the dialectical negation, the inauguration 
of a totally new world. This experiment has been a failure. Lenin’s conception, and the affirmation 
of the Communist State in Russia, stiffened ocial dynamics throughout the century, and weakened rather than strengthened the social autonomy of workers in the world. I prefer to think in terms of autonomy and lines of escape
 from the established domination of capital.

Nick: Yet communism is not dead and buried. It is remarkable that a recent London conference, “On The Idea of Communism,” drew a crowd of 900 plus, and it was by no means a passive audience, expressing some frustration at the parameters of communism there displayed. Many people, I would suggest, are eager to engage with what communist politics might be today.

Bifo: I did not attend the conference, so I cannot talk about it. But I’m not sure that a large audience at the conference is proof that communism is alive. Anyway, I think that drawing any continuity with the historical legacy of the twentieth century today is of no use. There is no conceptual or political reason to stress the relation with the communist past.

The final neoliberal offensive, the financial dictatorship, the systematic destruction of the infrastructures of social civilization are growing concerns, and there is rage in a large part of the population. But this rage is impotent and inconsequential, as consciousness and coordinated action seem beyond the reach of present society. Look at the European crisis. Never in our life have we faced a situation so charged with revolutionary opportunities. Never in our life have we been so impotent. Never have intellectuals and militants been so silent, so unable to find a way to show a new possible direction.

Why? Because the historical process has totally exceeded human will and human understanding. Humans are overwhelmed, unable to control the hyperspeed and hypercomplex infosociety that has absorbed the historical dimension. The creation of a collective consciousness seems to be far beyond the reach of the metropolitan precarious cognitariat, who are unable to create the cultural conditions for solidarity.

I very much agree with Mark Fisher in Capitalist Realism: “British students seem resigned to their fate. But this is a matter not of apathy, nor of cynicism, but of reflexive impotence. They know things are bad, but more than that, they know they can’t do anything about it. But that ‘knowledge’, that reflexivity, is not a passive observation of an already existing state of affairs. It is a self-fulfilling prophecy.”

 
The origin of this impotence lies in the growing disparity between the speed of infoflow and the slowness of human reactivity (which implies culture, affectivity, corporeality, disease). Nature explodes. The volcano erupting in Iceland, metaphor of the sudden return of the unconscious (corporeality of the planet, corporeality of affects), disrupts the flow of transportation and the interconnection of the European brain becomes hectic, frantic, and finally inefficient. International meetings are interrupted. International fairs go empty. Tourism cracks. Technology fails to contain the energy of overexploited Nature. Cherno-drill
 in the Mexico Gulf. The hubris of the most powerful corporations, BP and Halliburton, and the nemesis of the gigantic oil spill.

In the Euro-chaos, Nature seems not to play any role. Only figures, zeroes and ones. But the problem is the same. Human will has become unable to process the exploding complexity of its own products, to understand, predict, and manage the info-overflow, and the intricacies of the ever-changing network, the virtual infrastructure of the swarm, the soul of the swarm.

It’s not the good will or the bad will of human actors, but the automatic interoperation of abstract functions that holds together and suddenly breaks the continuum of social life. Monetary dogma has incorporated into social relations an abstract model of interdependencies and compatibilities that makes the system operational. Any break in the flow produces effects of self-protection in the system. Positive feedback. When a system exposed to a perturbation acts in such a way to increase the magnitude of the perturbation, we speak of “positive feedback.” This is what happens in the sphere of neoliberal economy: the more neoliberal politics destroys life, environment, wealth, and welfare, the more the ruling class strengthens neoliberal rule.

What can be done in such a situation? What political methodology should we follow? Demonstrations and protests are no use. Democratic elections are no use, as the leaders elected by people have to respond to monetary authority and the financial algorithm.

Only withdrawal, passivity, abandonment of the labor market, of the illusions of full employment, of a fair relation between labor and capital, can open a new way. Only self-reliant communities leaving the field of social competition can open a way to a new hope. This is why I prefer to say “autonomy” rather than “communism.” Autonomy does not refer to creating a new totality, nor to a general subversion of the present, but to the possibility of escape, of self-reliance. Autonomy means reduction of contacts with the economic sphere. 

Nick: I have a great deal of sympathy with your critique of activism and militancy. The recent return to the figure of the militant—in circles influenced by Badiou and Zizek for example—is certainly challenging and provocative in the face of neoliberal consensus and the cynicism of democratic politics. Nonetheless, it seems that this move has missed or deliberately ignored the radical critique of the repressive structure of militant subjectivity that characterized the leading edge of post-’68 political culture (including Deleuze and Guattari, but also left communism, antipsychiatry, and socialist feminism too). Moreover, the new conditions of the production of subjectivity—associated with the expanded media sphere, digital communications networks, disaggregated and precarious labor, the rise of psychopharmacology, mass modulation of affect, and so on—leave a politics founded on militant consciousness and commitment somewhat floundering, lacking purchase on the real conditions of life. 

In contrast, your work here crucially asks that we face up to the radically changed social situation, and with sober senses—in an interview with Giuseppina Mecchia you state that today a leftist “optimism of the will seems to me a kind of hysterical reflex.” But isn’t there a danger that “withdrawal,” “passivity,” and “self-reliant communities”—the terms you use above—lead to a self-enclosed subjectivity, an isolation against the outside world, with the conservatism and moralism that this can entail?

Bifo: I think that the long-lasting neoliberal rule has eroded the cultural and material bases of social civilization, which was the progressive core of modernity. And this is irreversible. We have to face it. The mutation produced by global capital intermingled with recombinant technologies cannot be undone. In this context, passivity does not mean ethical resignation, but refusal of participation. Capitalism is demanding participation, collaboration, active intervention in the economy, competition and entrepreneurship, critical consumption, constructive critique. All this is fake. Activism is fake, when no horizon can be seen. Radical passivity means active withdrawal, and withdrawal means creation of spaces of autonomy where solidarity can be rebuilt, and where self-relying communities can start a process of proliferation, contagion, and eventually, of reversal of the trend. I don’t see any conservatism or moralism in this, just the acknowledgment of the dead end we are facing after thirty years of economic subjugation and profit worshipping. 

Nick: Staying with your critique of activism, in After the Future you make moves toward a political practice of “exhaustion.” I was reminded of a comment Deleuze makes about Guattari, that amidst the whirlwind of Guattari’s life he also had a “passion for returning to zero.” You’ve written some very interesting and moving lines about the place of depression in Guattari’s life and work. Have you also found resources in Guattari for thinking about a nonactivist approach to politics, a politics of exhaustion?

Bifo: Actually the problem of depression and of exhaustion is never elaborated in an explicit way by Guattari. I see here a crucial problem of the theory of desire: the denial of the problem of limits in the organic sphere. I mean, the problem is that the organism is intrinsically limited, and when you speak of subjectivation you are not only speaking of enunciation, but also of the organic dimension of the enunciator. 

The notion of the “body without organs” hints at the idea that the organism isn’t something that you can define, that the organism is a process of exceeding, of going beyond a threshold, of “becoming other.” This is a crucial point, but it’s also a dangerous point. 

Subjectivation means “becoming other,” and this process has no limit, you can always shift and go elsewhere, and become other, and other, and other. It’s okay, but you also have to answer the question: who is becoming other? The subject does not pre-exist the process of becoming, that’s true. But the physical and nervous matter of the body, this cannot be separated from the process of becoming itself.

What body, what mind is going through transformation and becoming? Which invariant lies under the process of becoming other? If you want to answer this question you have to acknowledge death, finitude, and depression. Here is the problem of the limit, the problem of irreversibility, the problem of death.

Gary: Guattari comments on his use of Gamma-OH in the early 1970s as an antidepressant and socialibilizer. It was not especially effective, but did show that he was taking some measures to deal with depression during the Anti-Oedipus years. However, Guattari’s drug use was closely linked to couples’ issues
 at a number of different points in his life. What do you know about this drug and Guattari’s use of it?

Bifo: I don’t know about this drug, but I remember that in the last years of his life, sometimes Guattari told me: I’m taking drugs in order to become stupid. He was joking with his own depression, with his experience of the black hole. 

The way Guattari considered drugs was very interesting. I remember the first time I walked with him in La Borde clinic. He gave pills to some of the people who were recovering there, and I asked him why do you do that? Don’t you think that chemical drugs are bad? 

And he answered, what do you have against chemistry? Actually, he refused the idea that there is a radical discontinuity between chemistry and Nature, a radical discontinuity between the mechanosphere and the noosphere and the sociosphere and the infosphere. It’s all part of the same process of heterogeneous becoming.
Gary: In the mid 1980s, you were involved in a group called Topia, which Guattari praised for its work in the promotion of singularity and the development of antitechnocratic mental ecologies. Now, Guattari did this in the context of alt-psychiatric movements. Can you explain what this little-known group Topia was interested in? Did you get involved with alt-psychiatry in Italy? Were you conversant with Franco Basgalia and other institutional experimenters in Italy in the alternative treatment stream—whether this was in the mental hospital, prison, or factory or school?

Bifo: Topia was the name of a large space which once upon a time had been a textile factory. In 1985, I rented this place with some friends who were psychologists, and electronic programmers and artists. 

The idea was to create a center for the ecology of mind, a space for schizotherapy and theater, visual arts and infotechnology. In that period, I was strongly influenced by Gregory Bateson, and the relationship between art therapy and new technology was the core of our experiment. Guattari came there and gave a lecture. 

As far as concerns my relation with the Italian antipsychiatric movement, during my university years I studied with Gianfranco Minguzzi, a Bolognese psychologist who was one of the main theoricians of the antipsychiatric movement, so I was aware of the importance of Franco Basaglia’s work, at the theoretical and political level, but I never personally met him. 

The 1977 movement in Bologna was conscious of the political importance of a nonauthoritarian approach to psychopathology, and many of the students of the movement in the 1970s had been reading Psychoanalyse et transversalité, the first of Guattari’s books published in Italy, which was dedicated to the relation between social movements and the antipsychiatric approach.

Gary: Can you elaborate on the problems between Jean Baudrillard and Félix Guattari? Despite early cooperative efforts in the French Maoist movement, Baudrillard’s break with progressive politics and the French Left was early and definitive. Yet Guattari sometimes had favorable things to say about Baudrillard, especially the simulation hypothesis when applied to the first Gulf War. Your acceptance of simulation as deregulation suggests a rapproachment with Baudrillard’s legacy is necessary. What are its conditions?

Bifo: The relationship between Baudrillard and Guattari and in a broad sense the difference and the controversy between Baudrillard and Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari, and Lyotard is, I think, a very interesting subject. It’s a subject that has never really been confronted, as far as I know. 

The friends of Foucault decided never to answer the provocations of Baudrillard, after the publication of Forget Foucault … and the second generation of Guattarians (if I may label myself this way, and you, and our friends) have always been embarrassed by this quarrel. I think we absolutely have to go back to the texts, understand the texts in the special situations of the 1970s and of the 1980s. I have tried to do this in Soul at Work. Many pages are dedicated to this confrontation, and I have admitted that Baudrillard, especially in his Symbolic Exchange and Death, was been extremely far-sighted.

Having emphasized the ambiguous character of desire, Baudrillard has often been accused of acting as an agent of dissuasion, because of his pessimistic view of the future in consumerist society. Thirty-five years after the publication of Symbolic Exchange and Death, I think that this book has to be read together with Anti-Oedipus if we want to understand the entire spectrum of the anthropological change that has been produced by capitalism in the age of globalization. 

If you only refer to Baudrillard’s vision, you miss the energy of subjectivation and the potency of autonomy. But if you read only Anti-Oedipus and forget about Symbolic Exchange and Death, you refuse to see the dark side of desire, and you risk becoming a fan of neoliberal deregulation and of the false ideology of boundless energy.

Nick: To draw to a close I would like to turn to your more recent political and media practice. You were one of the founders of the Rekombinant mailing list in the early 2000s—can you tell us a little about the purpose of this list, and the reasons for bringing it to an end?

Bifo: In the 1990s, Arthur Kroker and the Critical Art Ensemble used the word “recombinant” in order to define the special feature of technologies like informatics and biogenetics. Following this intuition, with some friends who were activists, artists, psychologists, and biologists, I created a mailing list called Rekombinant. 

The list was launched in the highpoint of the movement for global justice, in 2000. It was mainly dedicated to the relation between social activism and the new technologies, and played an important role in discussion about the philosophical and political issues of the movement. The list had 1800 subscribers, most of them Italian researchers, when I and Matteo Pasquinelli (the webmaster, and the main contributor to the list) decided to bring this experience to a close.

We made this decision because we thought that the list was inscribed in the past configuration of the movement, and that it was becoming an obstacle to the creation of something new, something that could adapt to the postactivist phase. As a form of communication and collective research, the mailing list seems to be scarcely in touch with the present of the Web 2.0. Therefore, we are going to start a new virtual space of research and elaboration, which will be mainly dedicated to schizotherapy and politics in the age of disruption, and to poetry as a way to counter the invasive velocity of the image. The new space will be called Lotremond.

Conducted by email in Spring 2010

�Throughout this interview, the movement and radio stations are presented in an awkward manner in English. What are called simply “radios” would be “radio stations” in English, and the general movement would be singular. Similar to: “the pirate radio movement” or “I became involved with pirate radio” or “Many pirate radio stations were set up.” Ditto for television. It’s either “commercial television” or “television stations”


�not sure what this word means here.


�establisment? founding?


�triumph? experience? rise?


�escape routes?


�??


� Not sure what this refers to. Problems in romantic relationships? Something else?
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