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Abstract

In January 2010, hundreds of illegal migrants took to the streets of Rosarno in Italy, for a violent protest against the acts of racism which they had routinely suffered. A collective subject, considered invisible, dared to revolt. These migrants are an anomaly in the social, legal, and political senses.  Their revolt raises questions for political theory. In this paper, I analyze the revolt through categories of contemporary political theory such as the ‘bare life’ of Giorgio Agamben, and the ‘disagreement’ of Jacques Rancière. I show how these categories only partially help to interpret the phenomenon of this uprising. However, the Spinozist concept of indignatio is a more useful intellectual tool to interpret and understand the phenomenon of the revolt of Rosarno.
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When you're huntin' somepin you're a hunter, an' you're strong. Can't nobody beat a hunter. But when you get hunted—that's different. Somepin happens to you. You ain't strong; maybe you're fierce, but you ain't strong.

J. Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath

An unusual riot.

The small town of Rosarno is in the province of Reggio Calabria, in Southern Italy. It is one of the many agrarian regions where migrants arrive for seasonal work harvesting fruits and vegetables. Some of them are there legally, but most of them are illegal and have been officially expelled from the country, although they are still physically there. They live in miserable conditions, and work for a trifling sum of about 25 Euros per day, which they do not even always receive.

In January 2010 two migrants suffered the umpteenth act of violence: they were shot at by members of the local community (Lancari 2010, 4). The act is serious enough to provoke something unprecedented: the migrants, usually quiet and almost invisible, rallied to protest against the intolerable situation of racism and the abuse they regularly suffered from the local population. Hundreds of them turned out for a rally that was not supposed to be non-violent: cars and dumpsters are burnt, and the clash with the police went on for the night and the following day (Hooper 2010a, 2010b).

The local population was on the street as well, on the side of the police. They acted to – violently and illegally – to supress the protest. While the police wer charging at the immigrants, the population was engaged in a vigilante-style manhunt. The crumbling buildings where migrants lived were stormed and set on fire; isolated migrants were beaten up. Many migrants implored the police to ‘save’ them and help them leave the region. After a few days, a full ethnic cleansing was accomplished.

This violent uprising is deeply significant and can be contextualized and examined by using categories borrowed from contemporary political theory. The aim is to understand if these categories are useful in interpreting these phenomena that, although still uncommon and extraordinary today, are nonetheless integral to the social and economic reality that we all live within.

I will consider, then, some of the most interesting categories of recent political thought, including Giorgio Agamben’s ‘bare life’ and Jacques Rancière’s ‘disagreement’. These categories have been developed by their authors in order to describe, in light of ancient or modern genealogy, some of the political phenomena of contemporary societies. The paper will show how, on the one hand, the events of Rosarno can be partially understood by both categories but, on the other hand, the events go beyond each of them and prove to have richer implications for the future. Finally, the Spinozist category of ‘indignation’ is invoked.  Although developed over three hundred years ago, it is paradoxically more successful in interpreting and accounting for the uprising of Rosarno.

Theoretical context: slavery, citizenship, and the bodies

On the face of it, it is plausible to think about the Rosarno riot in terms of a ‘slave revolt.’ In its romanticised and idealised form, this perspective has often been used to explain uprisings  as fights against the hateful phenomenon of slavery: from the helots’ revolts in Sparta to the Servile Wars in Rome, from the Peasants’ War of Thomas Müntzer to the Haitian revolution of Toussaint L’Ouverture. If we want to adopt a more careful historical perspective though, such a genealogy is probably too wide, and it would be better to evoke here the infinite series of small acts of rebellion and resistance that a multitude of anonymous slaves have practised against their masters, at the risk of their own life, over the centuries. As C.L.R. James profoundly puts it, ‘The only place where negroes did not revolt is in the pages of capitalist historians’ (James, 1939).

A theoretical question arises here though: is it correct to think about migrants, working and living in awful conditions in our countries, as ‘slaves?’ Is slavery a useful category in order to conceptualise work relationships that, although extreme in terms of exploitation and asymmetric relations of force between employee and employer, still fall under the category of wage labour? The answer is probably not, if we take a strictly formalistic approach to the question: historically and legally there is a clear distinction between the slave and the wage labourer. Whereas the slave himself or herself is the property of the master, only the labour of the employee becomes the property of the employer, no matter what the salary is (Finley, 1980).

However, modern sociology and political thought have learned – often thanks to the struggles of labourers against their masters – that such a strictly formalistic approach can not capture the complexity of both the historical development and the current status of the labour relationship in every society (Bales, 1999). Socialist, Anarchist, or Marxist critiques of wage labour in comparison to slavery might sound metaphorical, or even naive. They catch, however, a fundamental perspective completely overlooked by the legal formalistic approach, namely the subjective perspective of the worker, who experiences his or her own status as a form of slavery, against which it is just – even if or precisely because unlawful – to rebel. As Marx clearly puts it: 

The free labourer [...] sells his very self, and that by fractions. He auctions off eight, 10, 12, 15 hours of his life, one day like the next, to the highest bidder, to the owner of raw materials, tools, and the means of life – i.e., to the capitalist. The labourer belongs neither to an owner nor to the soil, but eight, 10, 12, 15 hours of his daily life belong to whomsoever buys them. The worker leaves the capitalist, to whom he has sold himself, as often as he chooses, and the capitalist discharges him as often as he sees fit, as soon as he no longer gets any use, or not the required use, out of him. But the worker, whose only source of income is the sale of his labour-power, cannot leave the whole class of buyers, i.e., the capitalist class, unless he gives up his own existence. He does not belong to this or that capitalist, but to the capitalist class; and it is for him to find his man – i.e., to find a buyer in this capitalist class (Marx, 1933, 20).

The subjective experience of being enslaved, therefore, converges with the objective analysis, in strictly Marxian terms, of wage labour as a particular form of slavery, insofar as under capitalist conditions no escape is possible. This is true for every worker, but is intensified for workers whose conditions of life is so specific – and yet paradigmatic in global capitalism – such as that of illegal migrants, subjected to the highest degree of exploitation and violence typical of those who do not have legal rights.

Hence, escape and resistance are the key concepts for a richer interpretation of both the progressive establishment of wage labour, its meaning and status, next to other forms of labour’s organisation, and ultimately the development of capitalism in the modern age. A ‘historical economy’ is probably the best perspective to undertake such a revision of the classical relationship between slavery, wage labour, and the rise of the market. In his De l’esclavage au salariat: Economie historique du salariat bridé, Yann Moulier-Boutang attempts this revision by way of a re-politicisation of economics, putting the history of rebellions, revolts, and resistances of the early modern and modern proletariat at stage centre (Moulier-Boutang, 1998, Barchiesi, 2003, Mezzadra, 2003).

Moulier-Boutang convincingly argues that wage labour is far from being the most evolved and accomplished form of the labour relationship, compared to which slavery and non-free labour in general would only be a less evolved and residual form of relationship. Within global capitalism, and since its inception in the early modern period, ‘free’ and non-free labour coexist and are complementary. Far from representing archaisms that modernity should have wiped away or soon will, slavery and other forms of non-free labour have played a fundamentally constitutive role in the formation and evolution of global capitalism. Overlooking this fact has produced not only theoretical flaws even in Marxist interpretations (notably in structuralist Marxism), but also, and more tragically, the support, even from ‘progressive’ and reformist forces, of colonial regimes.

Moulier-Boutang’s perspective also points out the necessity of overcoming the traditional Marxist approach of relegating the legal forms of organisation of labour relationship to the superstructure and reserving ontological primacy for the structural mechanisms of the formation and establishment of the market relationship. The legal forms of relationships between employer and employee, or between master and servant, far from being a secondary dimension, on the contrary play a primary role in the capitalist project of exploiting the labour force.

This perspective brings into the picture the problem of contemporary citizenship in our societies and, more specifically, in our post-colonial societies. The prefix ‘post-’, in this case, does not point to a remote colonial past, finally overcome by our liberal inclusive model of citizenship. It points rather to a root that has not and could not be cut with the bloody past on which the relationship between the West and the ‘Others’ has been built. ‘We are here, because you were there’ has become a famous motto that is both true and partial at the same time. It is true, insofar as it brings forth the impossibility of cutting us apart from our colonial past: Western countries have been built on the systematic spoliation and exploitation upon which the colonial system is built. We live in a present deeply and necessarily rooted in our past. 

However, the motto is also partial as it can suggest a rigid mechanical or hydraulic structure that guides people’s choices on where to live, how to live, what kind of life one desires to live. It is partial, in other words, because it overlooks the subjective dimension of the migrants’ quest for freedom, which is based on a free determination to search for a new life at least as much as it is based on an objective economic mechanism that necessarily pushes migrants to leave their own countries. ‘They are here,’ in other words, not only because we were there, but also because they want to be here (Mezzadra, 2001 and 2008).

The modern progressive discourse on citizenship is based on a pacified inclusive lexicon of individual rights. This is the mythical modernity of Habermas in which modernity is unfortunately provisional, but certainly destined to result in a final accomplishment of the western liberal model (Habermas 1985 and 1992). This idea of progress, and the connected conception of citizenship, is shamefully western and Eurocentric. Post-colonial thinkers and (some) historian have unmasked this dimension and shown how modernity (the whole of modernity) is necessarily tied with slavery. The pacific and pacified rhetoric of western inclusive modernity must therefore be reconsidered in the light of what the postcolonial discourse has brought forth. Revolts and rebellions are the litmus test for the discourse on citizenship, and the status of migrants becomes today the conflictual ground for such an ideological kampfplatz.

This kampfplatz brings forth a final element that will underline the analysis in this paper, namely the problem of bodies, or the corporeality of this conflictual dimension. Although the analysis here will mainly be conducted on the ground of political theory, it is the corporeal and material dimension of the existance of migrants, of their struggles, of their desires and affects, that underlines the entire reflection. This might seem a clash between two different methodologies or the collapse of a theoretical enquiry into a sociological dimension, in an unlawful transgression of academic and disciplinary boundaries. Against this judgment, this paper shows that political theory can gain a wider and richer perspective precisely by challenging those boundaries and contaminating their arid theoretical premises by attending to the lively material and bodily dimension of people’s lives.

The migrants of Rosarno, as we will see, decided to speak the language of violence. It is a bodily language, and with their bodies they challenged the blind authority and the hateful racism that surrounded their ordinary existence. In this they also represented a challenge to the theoretical categories we usually use, opening up a new space of reflection in which theoretical, sociological, and historical analysis necessarily combine, beyond and against the disciplinary boundaries within which we are too often forced to reflect.

Slavery, citizenship, and corporeality represents the background upon which the analysis here develops. Rosarno is a case study for the sociologist, for the political theorist, for the legal philosopher, and for the historian: too many skills required, of course, for a single scholar. More modestly, the argument here will follow a pattern in the history of modern and contemporary political thought, keeping in mind that the erudite analysis we can develop is only made possible by the courageous struggle of subjects who live and act in conditions of horrible exploitation, not in a remote past or in remote countries, but close, too close to our reality.

Historical background: isolationism, revolution, and the mafia

It is interesting that the migrants’ revolt happened in Southern Italy, and especially in Calabria, for several historical reasons. Calabria has always been very ‘far’ from the rest of Italy. Geographically isolated and very poor, the region provided and still provides manpower to the rest of Italy and Europe. It is therefore a land of emigration (Gabaccia, 2003). Calabrians know very well what it means to leave one’s own land behind to be exploited in order to produce the wealth of other regions. And they also know very well what it means to suffer the effects of racism.

Calabria is also a land of revolutionary tradition and resistance against exploitation and imposed integration (Placanica, 1992). There is a ‘high’ and noble tradition of hereticism (for instance, in Joachim of Fiore, Bernardino Telesio, Tommaso Campanella), but most of all there is a ‘low’ and proletarian tradition of resistance. The latter developed through a powerful movement immediately after the Second World War against latifundium (a term deriving from the system of large landed properties in ancient Rome) and large estate owners. During the 1940s and the 1950s, to get out of the poverty of the Fascist era, farm labourers and peasants squatted vast portions of State land and private latifundium in order to till the land themselves. Although the movement was brutally repressed, in the end it was able to bring about large redistributions of land. Along with State support for improving irrigation, this movement began the agrarian development of the region, which made this sector of the economy rich and provided Calabrian fruit and vegetables to European markets.

Calabria is also the home of one of the most powerful and violent mafia organizations, along with the Sicilian Mafia, from which the general term arises, the Camorra in Campania, and the United Sacred Crown in Apulia. In this land where nothing escapes its influence, the ‘Ndrangheta controls the agrarian market, among many other economic sectors. But the mafia is never alone. It always interacts with the citizens; it is made by citizens; it has relationships with small and big agrarian owners in a continual exchange between the legal and illegal economies.

The situation is even more interesting, because the direct employers of those African migrants in Rosarno are not slavers or big owners from the pages of Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. They are, on the contrary, the sons and grandsons of those farm workers who occupied the land in the 40s. They are also relatives of many who had to leave their land themselves, moving to North Italy or Germany or the United States to look for work and a better life.

The question of ‘Italian Racism’: Frankenstein’s work

The historical background invoked above is important to understand the peculiar character of Italian racism: the racism of a poor country that has never had the extensive colonial and imperial tradition found in the UK or France. It is also necessary to understand what we can call Southern Racism: the racism of a population that has experienced at first hand racism and exploitation from fellow Italians, as well as the misery of migration (Burgio, 2010). Moreover, crucially, this racism against migrant workers, particularly from central Africa and the Maghreb, goes along with the full integration of this new exploited class within the agrarian economy of Southern Italy.

The mechanism of this contemporary Italian Racism is relatively simple: migrants live in abandoned factories, in situations at the edge of human endurance. They are illegal on Italian territory, therefore they do not have access to any rights or any State services (excepting, of course, those ‘provided’ by the police). They show up at dawn along the streets, where they are picked up and brought to the fields. Here, without any protection or union organization, they are exposed to all sorts of abuses.

Such irregular migrant workers are of course underpaid. And because of that, they boost the whole agrarian economy, which produces high revenue. This revenue does not necessarily go into the hands of the small owners who directly employ them. Oranges are bought from the owners at eight cents per kilo and sold to us in the supermarket at one Euro per kilo or even more. Where does the money go? It gets ‘lost’ in the distribution system, which is mafia controlled.

The local population that went wild in the manhunt in Rosarno was very well aware of this mechanism. It was also well aware that the local Calabrian workforce would not work under the conditions imposed by the mafia and the economy.  More accurately, the local population knows that the economy is necessarily mafia-lead, in the sense that the distinction between legal and illegal in the global economy is paradoxical at this level.  The local population is complicit in it, with all its illegalites, more or less consciously, when they go to the supermarket and, for example, buy oranges and strawberries that are simultaneously cheap and good quality.

At what and against whom was the racist outbreak directed? African workers are an indispensable element for this sector of the economy, because they work for extremely low wages in working conditions of extreme exploitation. However, these indispensable workers are, at the same time, the victims of physical attacks, which incidentally always take place outside working hours. That is, they occur during the time and in places when and where those ‘invisible,’ so necessary to the life of the community, become visible and meet the locals on the streets.

What happens at those times can be defined as the ‘Frankenstein’s creature syndrome’. In Mary Shelley’s masterpiece, the creature learns the language and meets civilization by hiding and secretly observing the De Lacey family (Shelley, 1985). The creature feels affection for them that leads him decide to show himself to them. He supposes that their affection and humanity (which he has seen in his careful observations of them) will overcome any disgust and repugnance for his monstrous appearance. Until that moment, the creature works for free, cutting wood for them in exchange for nothing but the common humanity which makes him progress and wish to come closer to the civilized life he observes.

Now the genius of Mary Shelley anticipates some Marxian concepts with a powerful metaphor: while the work of the creature is abstracted and ‘alienated’ from the worker himself, the De Laceys are happy (Montag, 2000). When the worker comes, in flesh and blood, with all his monstrosity, their reaction is violent. Fear prevails over humanity and over the generosity that the De Laceys happily exploited till that moment.

This metaphor anticipates and describes very well some tragic aspects of the western reaction to migrant workers within globalization: as long as their work is abstract and invisible and we can quietly enjoy the fruits of their labor, everything is fine. When, however, along with his work, the worker shows up in flesh and blood, racism breaks out. African migrants, precisely like Frankenstein’s creature, are accepted as long as they are confined to work in the fields and are invisible. When, in the evening, they materialize in the city, qua human beings, it is precisely their humanity that is challenged and rejected.

What is most striking about these events is not the racism of the local population or the reaction of the police force who work side by side with shotgun-carrying ‘civilians’ to repress the demonstration. Similar events, possibly even worse, have happened both in Italy (recently and currently against Roma for example) and abroad. The racist pogrom against North-African workers in El Ejido, Andalusia in 2000 in many aspects resembles what happened in Rosarno, and was even worse in terms of the number of people involved (Comité Européen de défense des refugiés et immigrés, 2000).

What is really unusual in the Rosarno case is that migrants dared to stage a demonstration that responds with violence (although only against things, not persons) to a situation that has become intolerable. Such an event is virtually unheard of, because these subjects are normally considered weak, victims, reduced to conditions of precarious life from the legal point of view, and slavery from the socio-economic point of view, which is why we almost never see them rise up in our western countries.

Normally such illegal migrants try only to survive, carrying on within an environment they’ve dreamed about, one that seemed to promise a decent life, but in fact turned out to be a nightmare of misery and marginalization. They are isolated, precarious, victimized, and therefore they barely dare emerge into daylight to protest against their situation. And this is even more true in the agrarian environment where they are compelled to follow the rhythm of seasonal work within an endless cycle of precarity.

Given their material conditions of life and background, these migrants’ riot is therefore an anomaly. Its outcome was perhaps unsurprising, and yet it raises a question for contemporary political theory: how do we interpret a phenomenon that, while marginal in our region or rare in our time, is in fact a predictable result of the current system of production, as well as of the relationship that our world entertains with the global South and the migrants that we both attract to and reject from our economic sphere?

Agamben’s bare life

Giorgio Agamben developed his theory of bare life in his Homo Sacer (1995).  The theory was followed up in several good works, such as The Open (2002), but they do not add much to an already interesting thesis. Agamben maintains that life in a biological sense appears within modern politics but is not considered by it, such biological life being regarded as a trace of something residual and belonging to the past. On the contrary, he argues, the politicization of life is the peculiar activity and original nucleus of sovereign power. It is the key event of modernity, reaching its climax in the Nazi concentration and extermination camps. Reworking the categories of biopolitics and state of exception of Foucault, Schmitt, and most of all Benjamin, Agamben maintains that there is a strong connection between power and exception, as well as between governmentality and extermination. This connection is particularly useful because it lets us go beyond the traditional political oppositions (such as the one between democracy and totalitarianism) to understand some of the tragic events of contemporary politcs (the book was written in the light of the ethnic extermination that took place in the former-Yugoslavia war of the mid-1990s).

The interesting category in Agamben’s discourse from the point of view of our present discussion is bare life. Agamben claims that the animality that is proper to man – in both a philosophical and a political sense – is not an original substratum or an underlying layer, eventually covered by further layers of civilizing ideology. Life is rather the specific object of politicization. And when it tragically reappears in this form, as in the former Yugoslavia, it is not therefore a barbaric residue that comes to the surface in an exceptional and pathological way within our by now civilized world. It is, on the contrary, a kind of return of the repressed, an element that is essential to civilization itself, and the ultimate and peculiar accomplishment of sovereign power. Men is therefore ‘ordinarily’ (rather than ‘exceptionally’) reduced to bare life by sovereign power, and governed and administered as such. 

Agamben’s interpretation is controversially trans-historical, and loses sight of the material differences between forms of social power and the sphere of politics. On this point, Zygmunt Bauman’s interpretation of Nazi violence, as having taken place through instrumental rationality, remains more effective (Bauman, 1989). I mention bare life here, however, because it grasps some features of the weakest subjects of our contemporary social, political, and economic order.

Agamben calls forth ‘The Muslim’ (der Muselmann), as he was called in camp jargon in the Yugoslavia case, that is, the man reduced to nothing more than his animal dimension, to life in its absolute bareness, and therefore absolutely exposed to the absolute will of sovereign power. Migrants who live in conditions of absolute misery, treated as slaves, and exposed to the racism I have been talking about, remind us of the bare life which is, in Agamben’s words, included by means of an exclusion. This apparently paradoxical expression – the inclusive exclusion – succeeds in clarifying the status of these new slaves: on the one hand as persons who are absolutely necessary for the extraction of surplus value in the global economy, but on the other hand, as persons relegated to the role of invisible creatures, neither more nor less than Frankestein’s creature was for the De Lacey family (the creature being, in my view, a good example of bare life).

Limits of a (good) hypothesis

And yet the Rosarno uprising is itself a good litmus test for Agamben’s hypothesis. Bare life is a category that effectively grasps the hypocrisies of contemporary politics when, for example, it claims to confine extreme violence within the boundaries of the ‘exceptional’ or the ‘residual,’ by constructing at the same time the image of the ‘absolute’ enemy (this being the terrorist, or the non-integrated migrant, etc.). From a different point of view, though, this category leaves in the shadow precisely the many forms of resistance these subjects do  perform and employ. Defining them as mere bare life and denying, even implicitly, their capacity of resistance, can be seen as killing them twice.

My perplexity concerning Agamben’s hypothesis is therefore that resistance can – and possibly must – be considered as part of life itself, while bare life is precisely ‘Resistance Degree Zero’. Either it is ‘bare,’ one could say, or it is not life. This conclusion does not mean, of course, that we can deny the misery of the conditions of life of the migrants of Rosarno. But when they rejected and repelled racism and those conditions of life, when they were able to get out of the invisibility conferred by their legal, social, and political condition, they resisted, first and foremost, that very same concept of bare life. Their life was not bare, in so far as they took action and implemented forms of resistance. By doing this, they claimed back and recovered their humanity, including through the violence – however minimal – with which they responded to the daily violence they had to endure.

Rancière’s Disagreement
Jacques Rancière developed the category of mésentente (disagreement) in his book of the same title published in 1995. Here he addresses the fundamental issue of redefining the meaning of ‘politics’ itself and of what we understand by it. For Rancière the meaning of politics happens through the paradox, at the same time implicit and openly claimed, that characterizes the conflict between different parts of the political community. The Greeks – and the Latins after them – were already aware of the fact that ‘the community’ is always the encounter between and mixing of nonequals. The ‘parts’ of the polis are the composition of elements with different natures that each brings with them different characteristics and resources to be shared within the community itself.

Historically, the particular resources of the aristocracy were deemed to be wealth and wisdom (be it economic, political, or the like). But what are the particular resources of the people, that is to say the part of the community whose name is demos and which claims precisely its kratos over the other parts, namely democracy? According to Rancière, the ancient literature shows that their only resource was ‘liberty’ and ‘freedom,’ in the sense that they do not have anything else particular and specific to share within the community. But freedom belongs to the others as well, and this misunderstanding – which is better called disagreement – is what grounds the paradox Rancière discusses.

Under the name of ‘politics’, Rancière says, two different and conflictual logics are hidden. The first one, which, partially following Foucault, he calls police, distributes different roles within the community. The second one – he suggests calling it politics – is the logic that disrupts this harmony of roles and divisions by challenging them in the name of the appropriation of something which is common (freedom itself) by a single part, namely the people.

Rancière brings several examples drawn from classic and modern political literature to support his thesis. For example he reports the account of the secession of the Plebs on the Sacred Mountain in the fifth century B.C., and, even more interesting from our perspective, Herodotus’ account the revolt of the Scythian slaves. The Scythians customarily took out the eyes of their slaves to prevent them from rebelling. But, after a long absence fighting a war, they return, to find the sons of their slaves who have not yet been blinded, who can see with their own eyes, and who therefore dare to rebel. When the warriors try to enter the city, they are repulsed by the armed slaves. One of the warriors then suggests that their mistake has been to fight their own slaves with weapons, as if they were warriors themselves and not slaves. That is to say, the mistake was to recognize them as fully human. On the contrary, he points out, slaves are mere living tools, non-human, and must be treated as such. The following day,the Scythian warriors do not approach the city wearing their usual armor and weapons, but wielding whips. Seeing the masters approaching with whips, the rebel slaves run away in terror. This example is particularly instructive, according to Rancière, concerning the nature of the mésentente between conflicting subjects.

Limits of a (good) hypothesis (2)

The category of disagreement, as for that of bare life, is extremely rich and effective in grasping some of the tensions that run across the whole history of western political thought. Moreover, within the framework of what we are discussing here, the concept of disagreement has the merit of responding, at least partially, to my critique of Agamben’s hypothesis. It has the merit, that is, of putting conflict back at the centre of the entire history of western political life. The supposedly weak and ignoble subject, the inferior, is not deprived or divested of his own characteristics and reduced to bare life. Or rather yes, the slave is in some sense reduced to a kernel of bareness, but this is now synonymous with ‘bare humanity’, and it is claimed as the fundamental political property. It is political – we might say – because conflictual: Rancière’s demos claims its own bareness, and it claims the fact of not having any other resource but its own freedom to place against the resources of the aristocracy. And this possession is sufficient to ground their claim to be part of the political community.

However, if we bring this discourse back to our contemporary global reality, and read the revolt of the slaves of Rosarno through Rancière, we see that disagreement only partially explains these events. There is certainly a fundamental misunderstanding – and possibly a disagreement – between the citizens and the migrants of Rosarno. The misunderstanding and the disagreement are connected to an unavowed and unspoken racism. The disagreement is linked to the clash between police and politics. On the one hand there is the police of those who, within the global economy, consider the abject role and illegal status of those migrants as normal, in order to produce the wealth of the agrarian sector of the economy. On the other hand, there is the politics of the migrants who break this process and this logic with a violent protest. 

Rancière’s concept of disagreement ultimately speaks about the tensions of a community and the grounding of a political order that is common and shared by its non-equal members. That is to say, the logic of Rancière’s argument is that the polis must ultimately include and merge those unequals, the ‘part that have no part’, into a superior order. However, it is difficult to interpret the revolt of Rosarno in this way. The migrants of Rosarno did not intend to claim their ‘part’ within the political community, but to resist and protect themselves from the racist attacks and the abuses they had to endure. Their action was something different from and even more vital than Rancière’s idea of a political community. The migrants were claiming back their own and full humanity itself, by rejecting the slavery conditions they had to endure. The violence and revolt with which they responded to the racist violence were not intended as means to political recognition. They were rather the affirmation of a neglected humanity. They were not a tool to be recognized by others, but gathered together to recognize themselves as a collective subject, capable of asserting its own humanity through a process of resistance, even a violent one.

The outcome of the Rosarno revolt was predictable. Nothing has really changed, either within the mentality of the Calabrian locals, or in the organization of the agrarian work of that region. Yet the revolt helped in opposing the racism and resisting the exploitation, at least in the short term. In this sense it can be useful to consider the example of the Scythian slaves from a different perspective. The anecdote is traditionally interpreted as a victory and affirmation of the point of view of the slavers. They were able to restore – with the whip rather than with weapons – the inhumanity of their slaves. In contrast, the anecdote can be as an exodus from that logic of inhumanity, as a tale of escape from slavery, of liberation and restoration of one’s own humanity, through conflict. In other words, the slaves found a way of distancing themselves from both the whip and the armed confrontation. It was not a struggle for recognition, but a rejection of the fight, as well as an journey, through conflict, toward humanity. 

Spinoza’s Indignatio
There are strong grounds for arguing that it is through an early modern category that the meaning of the events of Rosarno are best understood. By going back to the idea of indignatio, an embodied emotion, developed by the seventeenth century Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza, we find a category that offers what we need to understand Rosarno. Spinoza works out his thought in opposition to the theories of Thomas Hobbes, and through a reworking of the seventeenth century theories of the passions (Del Lucchese, 2009). It is well known that for Hobbes, the process of formation of the State is grounded on the primacy of fear within the pairing hope/fear. Writing a few years after Hobbes, Spinoza always insists on the primacy of hope within the imaginative process of construction of the political community. Peace is not solely a matter of fact secured by the absolute sovereign; rather it is a mental state through which citizens recognize each other and actively adhere to the community not by virtue of fear, but because of a love of their own freedom.

Spinoza developed a theory of the passions in which the affects of sadness and joy are fundamentally opposed. As he defines them, sadness always corresponds to a decrease in power, while joy corresponds to an increase of power for those who feel it. In dealing with the relationship between the sovereign and the subjects, Spinoza insists on the constitutive role of hope. Yet indignatio also receives a grounding, positive, and constitutive role. This is striking, insofar as indignatio is unambiguously a sad affect (Matheron, 1994). 

Hence, instead of destroying the social bonds, the embodied emotion of indignation unites subjects in a common effort of resistance and affirmation of their own being. Spinoza’s category of indignatio is therefore at the crossroads of ontology and politics, insofar as it is not only the cause of the union of similar subjects against a common enemy, but is also the effect of the self-affirmation of the individual, qua individual political subject similar to others. In a word, indignation is life itself intended as an effort of conservation of one’s own being or, as Spinoza calls it, the vital conatus. Life develops itself, ontologically and politically, as an effort of resistance and affirmation of freedom and political subjectivity, at one and the same time individual and collective (Deleuze, 1968).

The power of a (good) hypothesis

It should be clear, at this point, why in my view this ‘old’ category of Spinozist political thought successfully describes the anomalous revolt of Rosarno. The explosion of violence of 2010 is not a sad and powerless rage (although it happens in a condition of misery and exploitation, which – themselves – can only produce sad affects). It is rather the necessary response of a common being who reclaims his own neglected humanity through a violent resistance against the oppressor. Life itself is resistance.

In his Political treatise, II,15, Spinoza writes that ‘the natural right specific to human beings can scarcely be conceived except where men have their right in common and can together successfully defend (vindicare) the territories which they can inhabit and cultivate, protect themselves, repel (repellere) all force, and live in accordance with the judgment of the entire community’ (Spinoza, 2002, p. 687). Vindicare and repellere are, in this reading of Spinoza, the ultimate meaningful kernel of one’s own humanity, and it is also what provides for us an extraordinarily interesting insight into the events of Rosarno.

The resistance that is at stake here is not merely a philosophical concept. Vindicare evokes the idea of claiming one’s own position, one’s own role, one’s own humanity which is not inferior to someone else’s humanity just because it belongs to a ‘black’ or a ‘poor’ or a ‘migrant’ subject. Repellere signifies the rejection of the attacks, the provocations, the abuses imposed by those who feel themselves to be on a higher level of humanity. The slaves we are talking about do not possess anything (anything but the chains that they can finally break, as Marx said). And yet they are not naked. Their bodies speak of an ontological resistance, in this case against misery and racism. And through this resistance they reclaim their humanity and their political subjectivity.

The Uprising of Rosarno and the Arab Spring

Although it might seem paradoxical, it is pertinent to place the revolt of the migrants of Rosarno side by side with the recent uprisings of the Arab people against their dictators. These events do not seem to have much in common, but for the way in which they both feature African people. The ‘high’ politics of the ‘Arab Spring’ and the uprising of whole nations does not seem to share much with the ‘low’ politics of resistance triggered by racist attacks against a small community of migrants in a foreign land.

Yet if what has been suggested here makes sense, namely resistance as the affirmation of life itself (a ‘human life,’ as Spinoza says), then indignation is the common ground of those uprisings. Migrating and facing mortal dangers, misery, exploitation, racism, looking for a better life, as much as fighting against the tyrant, again for a better life, can be seen as  common challenges. In both, we can read indignation. And it might be useful at this point to remember the etymology of this word, namely the dignitas which is proper to man, in the sense of a full humanity gained through resistance.

Alluding to Humanism through the concept of dignitas should not be intended as a call for an abstract or trans-historical category of humanity, opposed for example to the concrete historicity of the Marxian category of ‘class’. Throughout this paper, I consciously did not refer to the migrants and their struggles by employing the term ‘class’ or the idea of ‘class struggle’, precisely to respect the concrete historicity of the Marxian category. Scholars like Mezzadra or Moulier-Boutang have already convincingly explored this perspective (Moulier-Boutang, 1998, Mezzadra, 2001). Rather than trying to fit the migrants’ struggles into the category of class struggle, I have preferred to explore the possibility of redefining humanity through the lens of struggle itself. Hence my argument is not a plea made in the name of an abstract Humanism, which has been criticised--rightly--by several Marxist approaches. It is rather the attempt to grasp what can be understood about the category of humanity through the struggles of subjects that, in the global economy, are not and cannot be considered fully human. Thus either they are not humans, or we can glean from them a new sense of humanity. A sense that is both philosophical and political at the same time, as Baruch Spinoza suggested in the 17th century. Spinoza’s humanity is necessarily linked with resistance and struggle, against the discourses that only consider migrants as victims and trafficked human goods.

The connection between humanity and resistance should not be seen as an extreme case. In other words, via Spinoza we can come to see resistance not so much as the extreme act that re-establishes a balance that has been lost, but rather the core itself of humanity as well as of politics. When at the heart of the seventeenth century Spinoza indirectly responds to Hobbes and challenges the idea of the transcendental nature of power that gives unity and ontological consistency to the multitude, a new and original idea of citizenship is developed. Citizenship is not based anymore, for Spinoza, on the mutual recognition of a common ground between the subject and the sovereign. It is rather grounded on an armed resistance, actually exercising conflict. 

The relationship established by Hobbes between the sovereign and the subject is, in Spinoza’s eyes, closer to slavery than to politics. There is no middle ground for Spinoza: either freedom or slavery; either one is a free subject of a free Republic, or one is a slave under a tyrant. Freedom has to be won. It is not an abstract right – similar to those that will be articulated in the liberal tradition – but rather a concrete right (intended as power, according to the Spinozist principle Jus sive potentia) that calls for the active engagement of every citizen in the resistance to any form of actual and potential subjection.

The active dimension of this engagement, once again, speaks about the bodily dimension of the Spinozist conception of politics: it is not in the abstract world of ideas that freedom can be dreamed of, but in the practical dimension of bodies, in the continual struggle against exploitation. This is why  the Spinozist philosophy can be regarded as the most apposite ground to interpret phenomena such as the revolt of Rosarno. By putting their own bodies at the forefront, migrants fought with the only weapons they possessed. They also demonstrated a dimension of politics that has been lost by contemporary political thought. Migrants dare to challenge the abstract idea of liberal citizenship and the factual conditions of slavery and extreme exploitation, with their bodies. The corporeal becomes here, in the practice of the struggle, a mean of redefining politics itself, beyond and against the settled meaning of citizenship. Political subjectification, through their extreme and violent acts, is not an empty theoretical category, but rather a material and corporeal practice of challenging the current state of affairs.
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