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Introduction: What Is "Disruption" 

 

As a word in common usage, “disruption” carries a stronger connotation than, say, “disturb.” If, 

for example, one was accused of “disturbing the other customers,” it would be a reasonable 

expectation that consumerist calm would reassert itself after the disturbing agent had left, like 

stillness returning to the surface of a pond after a skipped stone has sunk. “Disruption,” however, 

connotes a bursting apart or a breaking asunder, a dramatic or even violent separation in the 

manner of an earthquake or eruption. A disruption lingers, if only in feeling or memory, like a 

previously concealed fault line. What was once steady has faltered; what was once contiguous, 

broken. Still it is milder than “destructive”; what has been (dis)ruptured may yet be repaired, 

unlike that which has been destroyed. 

What is the political and social meaning of “disruption”? When deployed politically, 

specifically in the context of social movements, “disruption” or “disruptiveness” may describe a 

set of tactics, an event, or a particular theory of change. The term has also been drafted into 

service, perhaps most loudly, in the open-plan offices of Silicon Valley, where “disruption” is 

deployed as a highly desirable hallmark of creativity, innovation, and success. Though the term 

may be applied in a host of contexts, the question at hand is, broadly, what are the politics of 

disruption? Can it be interpreted to have one that holds steady throughout its applied contexts? If 

it does have some such underlying politics, what are its implications for the use of “disruption,” 

both as a descriptor and proactive guide of action? 

Disruption’s politics are primarily tied to a politics of radical, ideological nostalgia. Its 

conceptual opposite is not the apolitical “continuation,” but rather the liberal “progress,” and 

progress’s special, extreme form, “innovation.” Its closest conceptual synonym is “interruption”. 

The main project of disruptive or interruptive politics is to arrest the liberal drive of “progress,” 
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and in doing so achieve a number of potential ends: making room for the presence of 

counterpublics in public speech; provoking or inducing internal thought or reflection; arresting 

liberal progress itself or introducing strategic inefficiency into a given system; acting as a 

provocative performative example of a specific politics or practice; acting as a “steam valve” to 

release built-up pressures inherent in a particular society or way of life; or creating an “effective 

pause” through which to bleed the momentum from an cultural shift that is gathering speed.  

Disruptive politics and tactics present particular and special challenges when deployed in 

NCT (Networked Communication Technology) spaces, such as the internet or mobile phone 

networks, due to the dense overlap of speech, presence, spatiality, and property concerns; the 

domination of publicly subsidized private corporations; the lack of strong rights protections, and 

the breakdown of a geospatial understanding of legal regimes and controls. These challenges in 

turn have implications for the political potentials and limits of NCT spaces in general, and in the 

context of confrontational, dissenting, or counterpublic politics in particular. To fully consider 

these requires a reconceptualization of the metaphors used to understand these spaces, so as to 

take into consideration the entrenched infrastructure, highly motile “middle mile,” weakly 

rhizomatic nature of the spaces, plagued or blessed with both high intellectual and social fertility, 

as well as high mortality, outages, abandonments, and forgettings. What we can best achieve is a 

collection of metaphors, used as interlocking tools to grasp the general outlines of the “network 

society.” 

The special case of disruptive politics in NCT spaces also summons the attendant case of 

“disruption” as it is used as a concept within Silicon Valley, and technology development and 

capitalization. In this context, “disruption” is divorced from its radical nostalgia traditions and 

placed in an ahistorical, Whiggish setting wherein its closest synonym is Schumpeter’s concept 
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of “creative destruction.” This deployment builds only on disruption’s interruptive or rupturing 

potential, willfully ignoring its nostalgic, reflective, imaginative potentials, or its capacities for 

re-assemblage. While this usage does not render disruption a floating signifier, stripped of all 

integral meaning, it does serve to emphasize the potential of the concept and its associated tactics 

to wander, maintaining only the kinetic, physicalist aspects of their definitions as truly 

inescapable. 

This paper will examine disruption as a deployment of radical nostalgia. We first look at 

radical nostalgia, referencing the works of Craig Calhoun and Alastair Bonnet to arrive at a 

definition of the concept as it connects to disruptive political action, through theoretical and 

historical examples. We then move to an analysis of how disruption interacts with synonymic 

and antonymic concepts “interruption” and “progress,” and the ways in which disruption departs 

from or partially manifests in different forms of social or political unrest, followed by an analysis 

of two additional, perhaps more direct manifestations of disruption, “exit” and “refusal,” and a 

brief review of ways in which disruption can be justified by both those who engage in it and 

those who observe it. Finally, I consider an alternate manifestation of disruption as it appears in 

Silicon Valley, and the relationship between the network society and NCT spaces and disruptive 

politics. 

 

I. Radical Nostalgia 

 

“Radicalism” is a many-storied term, with a deep and at times contradictory history. Here, I use 

the term according to the tripartite definition used by Craig Calhoun. He identifies three main 

strands of radicalism: philosophical radicalism of theorists “who sought to penetrate to the roots 

of society with rational analyses and programs for systematic restructuring” (Calhoun 4); the 



 5 

reactionary radicalism of “those who tried to save what they values in communities and cultural 

traditions from eradication by the growth of capitalism” (Calhoun 4) which arises from “the basis 

of deep social and cultural roots” (Calhoun p. 14); and tactical radicalism, the seeking of 

immediate change through the use of violence and “other extreme measures” (Calhoun 4). 

Calhoun’s definition has the benefit of not being tied to a particular movement or era 

(though he is writing primarily through the tradition of British Radicalism and its influence on 

Western social movements), which given the temporal range of the cases under review, would 

limit our ability to come to a coherent definition of how disruption has operated through time and 

across different movement structures and ideologies. For while disruption has at its core a 

particular politics, that of interrupting liberal or neoliberal progress, this politics can be 

consistently mobilized in the service of a number of different ideological movements, some of 

which may have ends that contradict those of other movements which also employ disruptive 

politics. But the politics of disruption remain consistent throughout these apparently inconsistent 

or contradictory applications, across ideologies as well as across time. Therefore our definition 

of radicalism, as part of our definition of disruption and disruption’s own politics, must operate 

at a level that stands above and across ideological and temporal divisions. 

Here I employ “radicalism” to modify “nostalgia,” after the work of Alastair Bonnett. For 

Bonnett’s work, and for our purposes, nostalgia’s most important aspects are a sense of loss 

(Bonnet 60-64) and a creative impulse to reconstruct an ideological past (Bonnet 10). By 

“ideological past” here I mean the construction and deployment of a narrative of the past that 

brings it into accord with a particular ideology, to serve as a foundation for specific movement 

goals and projects. 
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I invoke “nostalgia” here to mean not a surface-level romanticization of the past, but 

rather a densely constructive nostalgia that is inherently idealistic, aspirational, and political. 

“Hiraeth” is a Welsh word, used to describe a sense of longing for an idealized Wales of ancient 

history, an independent Wales before the conquest by Edward I in the thirteenth century. Hiraeth 

combines a distinct sense of irretrievable, communal-scale loss, with a necessarily imaginative 

reconstruction of an idealized, ideologically nationalist past, which serves as the foundation of a 

millenarian nationalism through the figures of Owain Glyndwr, Cadwaladr, and Cynan Garwyn, 

mythologized Welsh princes who have served as messianic and totemic figures of Welsh 

nationalism. Though Bonnett does not cite hiraeth in his work on radical nostalgia, I find its 

particular combination of loss, the post-hoc construction of an idealized ideological past, and a 

far-future forecast of a millenarian, messianic nationalist future to be a helpful centering-point in 

our deployment of nostalgia. 

 

Nostalgia as Ideology 

“Radical nostalgia” describes a politics that reaches, creatively, into the past, drawing up 

stories, characters, events, and philosophies to retell and reinvent, in order to bolster and animate 

current politics, both as a foundation to build upon and as a goal to reach towards. 

In his work on radical nostalgia, Bonnett criticizes the idea that nostalgia must perforce 

be “misty-eyed myths found among the old and the weak-minded,” noting the “hard-headed 

recall” of the “radical rural laborers” that made up the Luddites and Swing rioters who 

“remembered a better life and…wanted it back” (Bonnett 10). He further criticizes the view that 

nostalgia is the result of a “failure to adapt.” Rather, “nostalgia disturbs modern life” (Bonnett 

10), and “simultaneously evoke[s] a refusal of the present age, while demanding to be 

understood as presaging a new one” (Bonnett 10). Here Bonnett gestures at an understanding of 
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radical nostalgia as pluripotent, narratively critical , and tense with immediate potential 

applications. Disruption is the activation of these potentialities into political praxis. 

Disruption as radical nostalgia articulates the politics of disruption as one of interruptive 

potentialities based in an ideological rejection or refusal of progress. The disruptive action is not 

simply a sterile freeze, nor does it lead to a barren space. The lead up to the disruptive act, the act 

itself, and interrupted spaces which result are all generative, creative zones; the politics of 

disruption are at every stage a creative politics. The radical nostalgia as core political impetus 

requires a creative engagement with the past, with myth, with modernity.  

Here it is worthwhile to spend some time on the creative, constructive role of ideology, 

which I see as a core aspect of radical nostalgia. Stuart Hall notes that as ideologies are 

understood to make up “the whole range of concepts, ideas, and images which provide the 

frameworks of interpretation and meaning for social and political thought in society”, “no 

ideology is ever wholly logical or consistent” (Hall (3) 36). Rather, ideologies are an active and 

ongoing process, what Hall describes as a “struggle” to make discordant and contradictory 

elements fit together within the broader landscape. An ideology becomes  

...organic to the broad contours of historical development when it 
is widely diffused through society and forms the basis, not only of 
philosophical reasoning but also of the ‘naive and spontaneous 
conceptions of the world held by ordinary people and thus 
becomes part of the common sense of the age.’ 
 (Hall (3) 36) 

 

It is this process of “becoming organic” that interests me, along with the effects of 

ideology that Hall refers to, through Marx, as “universalizing”, “naturalizing,” and 

“eternalizing”. Hall notes that these effects,  

...grounding what is historically specific in the apparently timeless 
and eternally changeless terrain of nature” are the result of “the 
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constitutive function of ideology. They are the mechanisms by 
which ideologies construct the world in definite ways, through 
certain distinct categories…. 
 (Hall (3) 52). 

 

Disruption as radical nostalgia highlights the constructive nature of ideologies in two 

ways: the first by demanding and springing from the active reconstruction of ideology and 

renarrativization of extant ideological elements for its own justification; and second in how the 

disruptive, interruptive form and action themselves challenge not only progress, but the modern 

ideology of (neo) liberal progress, by introducing breakage and anti-continuity as a viable 

alternative and contribution. 

Frantz Fanon draws particular attention to the role of ideological history-making within a 

colonial or imperialist context: 

The settler makes history and is conscious of making it. And 
because he constantly refers to the history of his mother country, 
he clearly indicates that he himself is the extension of the mother 
country. Thus the history which he writes is not the history of the 
country which he plunders but the history of his own nation in 
regard to all that she shims off, all that she violates and starves. 
The immobility to which the native is condemned can only be 
called in question if the native decides to put an end to the history 
of colonization—the history of pillage—and to bring into existence 
the history of the nation—the history of decolonization. 
(Fanon 51) (emphasis added) 

 

This bringing into existence the history of the nation is a deployment of the constructive 

capacities of radical nostalgia, radical because it ideologically recrafts the historical narrative, 

and nostalgic because the built history is cast as foundational, constantly relevant, and that which 

determines the direction of the political program at hand. James Baldwin makes similar 

observation regarding Elijah Muhammed and the ideologies surrounding the Nation of Islam:  
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But now— now— African kings and heroes have come into the 
world, out of the past, the past that can now be put to the uses of 
power. And black has become a beautiful color— not because it is 
loved but because it is feared. 
(Baldwin 77) 

 

A few pages later Baldwin critiques the effectiveness of what he identifies as an “invented past,” 

saying:  

To accept one’s past— one’s history— is not the same thing as 
drowning in it; it is learning how to use it. An invented past can 
never be used; it cracks and crumbles under the pressures of life 
like clay in a season of drought. How can the American Negro’s 
past be used? 
(Baldwin 88) 

 

It is far from clear, though, if the difference Baldwin draws between “inventing” and 

“utilizing” is as stark or as meaningful as he appears to claim. “Use” in this context implies 

“interpretation” as well as “application.” Political and social “acceptance” of a set of historical 

narratives also inevitably requires contextualization into a given ideological narrative. Baldwin’s 

observations highlight the cyclical nature of radical nostalgia, wherein the ideological past is 

brought forth as a tool or model in the reconstruction of the present of future. Radical nostalgia 

deploys a strategic past as a utopian, or near utopian, counterfactual1, to be mined as a political 

resource.  By describing certain ideological pasts as “invented,” Baldwin discounts the processes 

of creative construction and rationalization that are constantly at work within any ideological 

system, and underplays the constitutive power inherent in the interpretation and utilization of the 

past. 

Radical nostalgia is a mode of constructing a past to build a future. As such it is not 

exclusively or, at times, even primarily backwards-facing. As it is deployed in disruptive politics, 

                                                             
1 I’m indebted to Tim Carmody for suggesting this articulation. 
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particularly those forms of disruption that entail exit or the manifestation of alternate paths of 

action and being, it is focused on constructing a potential future using the foundation of an 

ideological past. Utopian millenarianism, as described by Hobsbawm, presents us with a 

different face of radical nostalgia, one which draws its inspiration and power from an ideological 

construction of a forecast perfect future in reaction to a less ideal (and less ideologically stable) 

present and past: “the hope of a complete and radical change in the world which will be reflected 

in the millennium, a world shorn of all its present deficiencies…present, almost by definition, in 

all revolutionary movements of whatever kind…insofar as they have ideals” (Hobsbawm (1) 57) 

Though Hobsbawm describes millenarianism as it appears in “primitive” or “archaic” forms of 

social disturbance, I would hold that the radical utopianism as it is on display in millenarianist 

movements is similarly mobilized within the radical nostalgia at the heart of disruptive politics. 

Where the past and present fail to provide the ideological consistency politically required, these 

movements draft the future to serve that foundational role. The future is ideologically idealized, 

and used as the base of the path toward itself, and perhaps it is this ouroboros aspect of these 

future-oriented millenarian communities that leads to their instability. For while, as noted earlier, 

a utopian vision can be deployed as an effective critique of the society and trends in the present, 

those communities that rely on utopian millenarian models to achieve that critique are often 

themselves short-lived, though the critiques they have made and the ideals they aspired to often 

have a longer political life. Utopian millenarianism has served in the past as the motivation for 

disruptive acts manifest as exit or refusal, both in the cases of overtly religious millenarianist 

groups like the Shakers or the Oneida Perfectionists or in more avowedly “political” groups like 

the autonomist squats and communes in Germany, Denmark, and the Netherlands (Katsiaficas 

107; 153) 
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The squats of the Europeans autonomists represent performative, illustrative exit. We will 

examine the disruptive potential of “exit” in a later section. For now, we will focus on the ways 

in which autonomist squatter communities used a future-facing ideology to justify and fuel the 

construction of alternative communities in the midst of social and political crisis. Squatter 

communities in Germany, Switzerland, Italy, Denmark, and the Netherlands manifested 

communitarian alternatives to increasingly atomized urban life, which in many locations was 

increasingly plagued by high rents, poor services, and deteriorating infrastructure (Katsiaficas 

22; 66; 117-120; 174-176).  

In this way, they operated similarly to the theory of “propaganda by deed,” here 

articulated by Paul Brousse: 

Prior to the Paris Commune, who in France was conversant with 
the princiciple of communal autonomy? No one. Yet Proudhon had 
written magnificent books. Who read those books? A handful of 
literati. But once the idea what brought into the open air, in the 
heart of the capital, onto the steps of city hall, when it took on flesh 
and life, it shook the peasant in his cottage, the worker at his 
fireside, and the peasants and workers alike had to reflect on this 
huge question mark posted in the public square. 
(Brousse, excerpted in Graham 150-151) 

 

In this articulation and via the example of the Paris Commune, propaganda by deed serves as a 

living, provocative example of viable alternative futures. The commune or the squat bring future 

potentials into the present conversation. They manifest “fundamental opposition to the existing 

world system” (Katsiaficas p 60). Katsiaficas describes the autonomist squats as existing in a 

repetitive, cyclical dance with state forces in various countries, as police and housing authorities 

destroy or evict squats only have them rise up again in the same or different locations (for an 

example in Switzerland, see Katsiaficas, pp. 65-66). This repeated resurrection across space and 

time indicates the persistence of the ideological vision of future and present potentialities held by 
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the various autonomist groups, a persistence in many ways radicalized by reactive oppression at 

the hands of the state: 

The [Berlin] squatters defied simple classification: from rockers 
with working- class roots to feminists, recent immigrants from 
Turkey to the elderly, students to single mothers, and born-again 
Christians to ideological anarchists, they were more a motley 
collection than a self-defined collectivity of mainly students like 
the New Left was. As living behind barricades became a way of 
life for many squatters, the illegality of their everyday lives 
radicalized their attitude toward the state and hardened their own 
feeling of self-importance. When they moved against the squatters, 
German authorities adopted a course of action that sought to 
criminalize and punish hundreds of people whose only "crime" 
was having nowhere to live and moving into a vacant house. This 
hard-line approach further radicalized large numbers of young 
people, pushing many into desperate acts of resistance to perceived 
injustice.  
(Katsiaficas 91) 

 

But the example of the Berlin squats also illustrates the manner in which that ideology 

and politics can follow on the heels of an activist action. The squatter communities brought 

together diverse collections of individuals motivated by various, occasionally conflicting 

ideologies and politics. Through the acts of setting up, maintaining, and resurrecting the squatter 

communities in the face of government oppression, a common ideology was formed, with the 

squatter communities at the center. The squatters communities served as illustrative examples of 

alternative ways of life, opposed gentrification and high cost development, defending “localized 

life-worlds” (Katsiaficas 120) in a way that presented a direct opposition to the trends of liberal 

progress in Germany in the 1980s and 1990s post reunification. 

If the European Autonomists were oriented towards the future, it was not because they 

ignored or denied the past. Rather, their future orientation was a reaction to and with Europe’s 

political history, especially those of Nazism and fascism. This past served not as positive and 
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foundational for Autonomist ideologies, but rather served a negative role, as the Autonomists 

defined themselves and their practices against and in contrast to it. Its power was to serve as a 

springboard for them to hurl themselves away from, rather than a foundation to build on, as the 

various European Autonomist movements grew to encompass anti-fascists (or antifa) movements 

and actions. 

Similarly, the AIDS And LGBT rights activism of ACT UP, as chronicled by Deborah 

Gould, acted as a demonstration of alternative ways of living to people both outside the 

movement and within it. Public actions like marches, “kiss-ins,” and disruptive actions targeting 

government agencies and pharmaceutical companies served to challenge public opinions about 

gays and lesbians. ACT UP also challenged what Michael Warner terms “heteronormative 

politics,” an ideology of “national heterosexuality” which “is the mechanism by which a core 

national culture can be imagined as a sanitized space of sentimental feeling and immaculate 

behavior, a space of pure citizenship” that uses a “familial model of society” to  “displace 

recognition of structural racism and other systematic inequalities” (Warner 189). 

Perhaps more importantly, and in line with the ideological coalescence we observed in 

the autonomist squatters communities above, Gould notes how ACT UP, though its actions and 

collectivities, defined an “emotional habitus” that enabled participants to identify their actions, 

emotions, and desires as politics and as potentially politically impactful. Gould defines 

‘emotional habits as:  

...a social grouping’s collective and only partly conscious 
emotional dispositions, that is, members’ embodied, axiomatic 
inclinations towards certain feelings and ways of emoting. By 
directly affecting what people feel, a collectivity’s emotional 
habitus can decisively influence political action, in part because 
feelings play an important role in generating and foreclosing 
political horizons... 
(Gould 32) 
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ACT UP’s disruptive politics were based in a radical nostalgia that found its base in a counter-

heteronormative future politics, shaped by the emotional habits developed within the movement. 

 

Radicalism as First Principles 

Calhoun’s definitions of “radicalism” revolve around the concept of “roots,” be it 

rootedness in a community or culture, or a philosophical focus on foundations and first 

principles. We shall take the second part first, and review Calhoun’s analysis of “philosophic 

radicalism” and how we might apply it to disruption. 

“Radical analysis” here prizes rational, logical reasoning from established first principles, 

often in the service of a reordering of philosophy or society. Calhoun identifies Descartes, 

Hobbes, and Kant as standard bearers of such radical philosophy, and religious leaders such as 

Thomas Müntzer, Andreas Karlstadt, and Anabaptist movements such as the Amish, Hutterite, 

and Mennonite movements as prominent in the Radical Reformation of Christianity, beginning 

in the 16th century (Calhoun 12). Calhoun intentionally highlights the cross pollination of 

religious reformation, Dissent, and Nonconformist movements with political philosophy in the 

early days of British Radicalism and liberalism. The antinomianism and antiauthoritarianism of 

the Radical Reformation and Dissenting traditions inflected the political conversations of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, particularly those early articulations of natural rights and 

individualist autonomy (Hall (3) 39) as articulated in the writings of Thomas Paine and Jeremy 

Bentham (Calhoun 15, 18). Calhoun’s argument for the role of religion in radical politics extends 

beyond England’s shores to movements in the United States, including abolitionist, Temperance, 

and anti-Masonic movements, of which “all had roots in the Second Great Awakening…a 
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religious revitalization that amounted to a social movement—or cluster of social movements—in 

itself” (Calhoun 35). 

Writers such as Bentham, Paine, Mary Wollstonecraft, William Godwin, and others 

“undertook to analyze and rebuild social institutions on the basis of first principles.” Calhoun 

notes that  

…the new political usage of “radical” was much indebted to the 
more philosophical ones. It emphasized the thoroughgoing nature 
of proposed reforms, the way they struck at fundamental issues, 
and how they proceeded by rethinking first principles and their 
logical entailments. This sort of radicalism had been brewing since 
John Wilkes agitated for parliamentary reform and responsiveness 
to public opinion in 1760s; it grew with the debates around the 
American Revolution and flourished most fully in the 1790s... 
(Calhoun 17). 

 

Calhoun groups together Bentham’s attempt to formulate, after Hobbes, “an approach to 

law and the design of social institutions based on what he regarded as the essentials of human 

nature” (Calhoun 18); Paine’s radicalism in his “appeal to nature and common interest as the 

basis for government—and for revolution when government was unjust” (Calhoun 16); and Mary 

Wollstonecraft’s “rationalist” arguments against “arbitrary tradition” (Calhoun 16) under the 

banner of politics-sprung-from-philosophical-radicalism. He further notes that the power of such 

modes of reasoning seemed obvious, and that “[m]any thinkers expected the most thoroughgoing 

rational reconsiderations of social order to bring dramatic social transformations and social 

progress” (Calhoun 19). 

How does radicalism-as-reasoning-from-first-principles modify nostalgia, and the 

particular hiraeth-connected connotations of nostalgia, and contribute to the politics of 

disruption? What is central here is the ability of philosophic radicalism to induce the construction 

of alternative systems and models based on ideologically-dependant first principles. Disruption’s 
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politics are rooted in the availability or potential of an alternative to the current flow of progress. 

The ability to construct that alternative from an ideological base assumption or (as we shall 

explore in the next section) return to an earlier, preferable state of things or simply induce stasis 

is what makes disruption a viable rather than nihilistic, suicidal option. The politics of disruption 

is, via radical nostalgia, a politics of creativity, of potential. Calhoun’s philosophic radicalism 

illustrates part of that potential. Even if the alternatives constructed are impossible, unreasonable, 

or fully utopian, Calhoun notes that “a utopian vision is a basis for critique of actually existing 

society and existing trends in social change” (Calhoun 34). What is central here is not the 

viability of the “rationally constructed” alternatives themselves, but rather first, that they exist at 

all, and second, that they will inevitably be carriers of ideological critique of the current state of 

things, as contrasted with constructed potentials.   

 

Radicalism as Rootedness 

The concept of “rootedness” persists in another strand of Calhoun’s radicalism, which he 

identifies as the “reactionary radicalism” of “those who tried to save what they value in 

communities and cultural traditions from eradication by the growth of capitalism” (Calhoun 4). 

While the radicalism of Godwin, Wollstonecraft, and Paine follows Calhoun’s definition of 

“rational radicalism,” the radicalism of writers and thinkers such as William Blake, John 

Cartwright, and William Cobbett situates itself among the traditions and habits of the culture in 

which it is embedded. This radicalism 

…intertwined with the thought of various communities who 
doubted whether the social changes goes on around them 
amounted to progress. If the rationalists debated analytic schemes 
or how far change should go, some others wondered whether 
prevailing patterns of change did not involve too large a mixture of 
destruction—or the creation of new evils. Some of these, like 
Blake himself, scorned direct involvement in politics, suggesting 
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that its corruption was too far gone for any reform. Part of the story 
of early nineteenth century politics is the growing political voice of 
artisans and other plebeian radicals who like Blake drew from the 
traditions of their communities different senses of who they were 
and what was right. 
(Calhoun 21) 

 

Calhoun identifies several strands of radical thought and action that draw primarily from 

this rootedness within communities and traditions. He focuses on two in particular: the first 

draws specifically on sentiments of popular constitutionalism and the idea of the ancient English 

constitution; the second depends on the traditional, communitarian nature of local craft and 

artisan communities, and the internal drive to defend them in the face of encroaching 

industrialization and capitalism. These strands were by no means distinct and discrete from each 

other; rather, they were often braided together, with artisan and craft communities staking claims 

to ancient rights as a defense against acts of enclosure and the introduction of technology 

(physical and financial), which rendered modes of traditional employment and community 

relations redundant, inefficient, or impossible. 

Thinkers like John Cartwright and William Cobbett “saw the idea of England’s ancient 

constitution2 as providing the basis for a radical reform. Indeed, [Cartwright] presented the 

ancient constitution as a measure by which the legitimacy of contemporary government could be 

questioned” (Calhoun 22) These thinkers and those who followed them held that the ancient 

traditions and common law “guaranteed liberties enough” and advocated for a defense of and 

return to these rights and traditions of old. “We want great alteration, but we want nothing new,” 
                                                             
2The “ancient constitution of England” refers not a particular document, as one might expect 
from the American tradition, but rather to a particular understanding of the tradition of English 
common law as opposed to royal prerogative in the 17th century and later deployed in resistance 
to technologic and capitalistic innovations which unbalanced the traditions of rural and village 
life. See Popcock, J.GA. (1987). The Ancient Constitution and the Feudal Law: a study of 
English historical thought in the seventeenth century (2nd ed.). Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press 
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Cobbett wrote in 1816, in perhaps the most well known articulation of this “reactionary” or 

“traditionalist” radicalism. 

The audience for William Cobbett’s extensive writings and speeches were small farmers 

and craft workers, whose ways of life and livelihoods were being directly compromised by the 

waves of domineering innovation in financial and industrial capital. His—and their—radicalism, 

sought to “conserve social relations and ways of life being undermined by existing trends in 

social change and the explicit programs of governing elites” (Calhoun 27). Cobbett’s audience 

and others like them found themselves boxed into a corner, forced as a matter of survival to 

mount a radical challenge to the established authorities which were permitting if not actually 

encouraging these trends. Calhoun notes the radicality of this challenge in two ways:  first in its 

rootedness in threatened communities, “and thus its capacity to appeal to ordinary people 

through the categories of traditional culture and mobilize the through the structure of their 

existing relationships” (Calhoun 27); and second in its “lack of easy compromise positions” 

(Calhoun 27). For those communities which depended on weaving, threshing, crofting, or other 

types of craft or use of the commons and cottager communities, their desire to maintain and 

reliance on traditional ways of life meant their claims and desires were “radically—deeply—

incompatible with the policies of dominant elites and the processes of industrial capitalism” 

(Calhoun 31). 

Here again we see the creative and ideological potential in the reconstruction of the past 

to serve current political ends. Cobbett and others like him explicitly invoked a creative, 

interpretive, ideological nostalgia for England’s ancient constitution in order to articulate and 

defend a bill of rights, freedoms, and obligations in the face of barreling innovation. Cobbett also 

invoked a direct, immediate, and personal nostalgia for practices and ways of life with which he 
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and his audience had either direct experience with or intimate familiarity through oral tradition 

(Bonnett 62). The radicalism displayed by these crafters, crofters, and cottagers was given its 

political program through both ideological and personal nostalgia, a political program which is in 

the main disruptive.  

As noted by Calhoun, Thompson, Bonnet, Hobsbawm and Rudé, and others, the 

radicalism of these threatened communities was in the main a demonstration on the 

incompatibility of their continued existence with the rising trends of industrialization, capitalism, 

and the drives of “progress.” The reactions open to them were not incremental accomodationist 

reform, as were open and attractive to the growing industrial labor force. The real threat of 

cultural destruction required a disruptive reaction radical in both form and intended effect.  

The incendiarism and machine breaking of the Swing rioters and the Luddites in England 

in the first part of the 19th century constituted disruptive challenges to the perceived march of 

progress, in defense of and on the basis of an ideology imbued with a constructive, creative 

nostalgia for particular threads of history and experience, both ancient and recent (Hobsbawm (2) 

61, 62, 64; Hobsbawm and Rudé). As Hobsbawm notes regarding the Luddite machine breakers 

and their actions against weaving machines and those bosses who acquired them:  

...[the worker] was concerned, not with technical progress in the 
abstract, but with the practical twin problems of preventing 
unemployment and maintaining the customary standard of life, 
which included non-monetary factors such as freedom and dignity, 
as well as wages. It was thus not to the machine as such that he 
objected, but to any threat to these - above all the whole change in 
the social relations of production, which threatened him. 
(Hobsbawm (2), 61) (emphasis added) 

 

Hobsbawm and Rudé observe a similar existential threat in the case of the agricultural 

Swing rioters: 
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What happened between say 1750 and 1850 was not the 
destruction of a peasantry in the normal sense of the word, and the 
substitution of an agricultural proletariat, for the basic tripartate 
division of English land—a small number of very large 
landowners, a medium number of of tenant-farmers employing 
hired labour, and a large number of wage-workers—was already 
substantially in existence, in all but a few untypical regions and 
localities. What happened was rather that a rural society which 
was in some senses traditional, hierarchical, paternalist, and in 
many respects resistant to the full logic of the market, was 
transformed under the impetus of the extraordinary agricultural 
boom (and the subsequent though temporary recession) into one in 
which the cash-nexus prevailed, at least between farmer and 
laborer. The worker was simultaneously proletarianized—by the 
loss of land, by the transformation of his contract and in other 
ways—and deprived of those modest customary rights as a man 
(though subordinate one) to which he felt himself to have a claim. 
(Hobsbawm and Rudé 15) (emphasis added) 

 

The Luddite and the Swing rioter, while inevitably viewing these societal changes from a 

perspective of personal, local survival, were also possessed of an ideology, shaped by radical 

nostalgia, that informed their view of how the village craft and agricultural systems had been and 

should be.  And while the grievances of the Luddite and Swing rioters, and the capacity to 

articulate them as such, were rooted in a particular ideological construction of history, their 

ability to act effectively and collectively also derived from their “rootedness.” Hobsbawm and 

Rudé note how the limited, isolated, and introverted nature of the village political ecology 

provided the foundation for the organization of these actions: 

Essentially these [riots and other actions] modified the traditionally 
collective practices of the village, which had once served only to 
organize the annual feasts, the processions and waits, the rural 
ritual (sometimes by these period barely concealed under the 
utilitarian hood of the “village friendly society”), for purposes of 
social agitation. The village or parish remained the political 
universe; the band of mobile activist or the snowballing mass 
march through the neighboring parishes, was the only conscious 
method of spreading agitation from one settlement through a wider 
area. 
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(Hobsbawm and Rudé 18) 
 

Another movement that took advantage of the radically nostalgic ideology of the ancient 

English constitution and its attendant implied rights and freedoms was the British militant 

suffragette movement in the early 20th century. In their fight for the extension of the franchise to 

women, militant suffragettes intentionally called upon the Radical political tradition, presenting 

direct appeals to these traditionally understood rights, privileges, and obligations, specifically the 

right of the people “to resist corrupt and tyrannical government” (Mayhall (2) 40), a right which 

had previously been core to Thomas Paine’s radical writings (Calhoun 17). Though the militant 

suffragettes had, unlike their contemporaries, the suffragists, in the main abandoned the slow, 

mostly ineffective process of petitioning and lobbying Parliament for change, they did not see 

themselves as abandoning the constitutionalist idiom in their actions, even though they included 

disruptive and illegal actions such as street marches, sit ins, tax and census resistance, and more 

violent tactics like window breaking and occasional incendiarism (Mayhall (2) 41). What 

Britain’s suffragette’s sought was not a political innovation, but a political restoration. 

The suffragettes explicitly rooted their actions in the ancient British constitution and 

crafted an ideological nostalgia for various “golden ages,” which their resistive actions were 

intended to revive: 

They located Britain’s golden age at various points in time. Its 
dawning could be traced to the ‘Parliament of the Saxons,’ which 
‘was a Parliament’ of women,’ or only as far back as Magna 
Carta’s use of homo to mean both man and woman. Women’s loss 
of constitutional rights in the modern era corresponded to a 
curtailment of progress in civilization, and a shift from direct to 
virtual representation in government. 
(Mayhall (2) 43) 
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Suffragettes drew upon their rootedness in this radical nostalgia for not only their 

political rhetoric and logic, but their active repertoire of contention as well. They used their 

ideological kinship with historical British radicals to craft and defend their two main branches of 

practice: withholding consent from the British government via actions such as tax and census 

resistance, and actively resisting and impeding the operations of government via disruptive 

actions at Parliament, such as the “Grille Incident” in 1908 (Mayhall (1) 357) or the “Rushing” 

of Parliament that same year (Mayhall (2) 353). Leaders like Christabel Pankhurst consistently 

and repeatedly tied the logic of the militant suffragettes to the history of British radicalism and 

constitutional reform, noting that Magna Carta itself was secured from King John by “hard 

fighting” and “could have been got in no other way” (Pankhurst quoted in Mayhall (2) 48). Thus 

it was ‘hard fighting’ and violent action, Mayhall notes, that Pankhurst held as central to 

prompting political reform and social change. Pankhurst also “renarrat[ed]” British constitutional 

history to, in the first place, construct a strong sense of historical legitimacy for “popular 

violence as a counter to official despotism” and in the second place to strengthen the ancient 

constitutional support for women’s suffrage. The suffragettes active exercise of the constructive 

elements of radical nostalgia serve to undergird both their disruptive politics and their disruptive 

activist actions. 

Radical nostalgia finding expression through a sense of rootedness is also present in 

Black Power/Black Liberation movements in the United States. In the 1960s, the Huey Newton 

and the Black Panther Party built its political identity on the concept of African Americans as a 

“colony within the American empire,” drawing strong linkages between the struggles of the 

black community and anti-colonial struggles world-wide, particularly in Africa and in the raging 

conflict in Vietnam (Bloom and Martin 66): “In their view, the racist power structure was the 
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common enemy of all those engaged in freedom struggles” (Bloom and Martin 61). This 

association allowed the Panthers to tap into global histories and communities of resistance, gave 

them access to allies and networks of international support, and allowed them to appeal to people 

outside of the young, urban dwelling blacks who made up the core of the group, particularly in 

the context of opposition to the US’s war in Vietnam: 

Young men of every race, drafted to fight an unpopular war in 
Vietnam, found common purpose in the Panthers’ global anti-
imperialism. The Panthers drew a line dividing the world in two. 
They argued that the oppression of draft resisters by the National 
Guard was the same as oppression of blacks by the police and the 
same as the oppression of the Vietnamese by the marines. Forced 
to choose sides by the state, many young draftees chose the side of 
the oppressed. Alienated from the mainstream political leadership 
that had pursued the war despite popular opposition, many of their 
friends and family members supported their choice.  
(Bloom and Martin, 393) 

 

The Panthers drew upon a wide range of international anti-colonial and anti-imperialist 

thinkers to construct their political ideology, including Frantz Fanon, Mao Zedong, Che Guevara, 

Vladimir Lenin, Karl Marx, and Malcolm X, among others. Regardless of whether or not the 

Black Panther Party ever directly organized guerrilla warfare in the streets of urban America, 

they saw themselves as fitting into and moving forward the global anti colonial/anti imperial 

struggle. This allowed the Panthers to link into a ideological history of anti-imperialism, casting 

their struggles as a continuation of long-established international politics. 

The exile of Eldridge Cleaver in Algeria also gave the Panthers direct access to the Pan-

African movement in 1969:  

…[T]he Pan-Africanist leadership at the Algerian [Pan-Africa 
Culture] festival sought to transcend the racial, cultural, and 
political barriers that traditionally divided predominantly Arabic 
North Africa against predominantly black sub-Saharan Africa. The 
idea was to define the unity of Africa in geographic, class, and 
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social terms. As Keita Mamadi, head of the Guinean delegation 
said, the conference sought to identify culture as an “arm of 
economic and social liberation. 
(Bloom and Martin 315) 

 

which let the Panthers connect directly to leaders of the anti-imperialist struggles with whom 

they had been claiming affinity, on the African continent as well as in North Vietnam and 

Palestine. The Conference and Pan-African movement in general also promoted the necessity of 

a developed and unified culture of resistance, with Algerian president Houari Boumedienne 

saying “culture is a weapon in our struggle for liberation” (quoted in Bloom and Martin 316).  

Education was central to the Panthers’s political ideology, the manifestations of which 

included the teaching of Black History lessons during community Free Breakfast for Children 

programs, the establishment of liberation schools, and by building alliances with groups like the 

Third World Liberation Front, who called for “ ‘educational self-determination’ and developed a 

proposal for an ethnic studies program that would include black, Latino and Asian American 

curricula to be developed along similar anti-imperialist lines” (Bloom and Martin 272). The 

Panthers clearly saw the ideological power intrinsic in crafting the narrative of history, at one 

point distributing materials that read in part: “We want education for our people that exposes the 

true nature of this decadent American society. We want education that teaches us our true history 

and our role in the present day society” (Quoted in Bloom and Martin 272). The Panthers’s 

Liberation Schools had the same ideological goals: 

The Panthers’ liberation schools extended this tradition by insisting 
on a Black Power revolution: the inclusion of black perspectives, 
experiences, and knowledge in the formal and informal school 
curricula. The liberation schools typically served children in 
kindergarten through the eighth grade and included meals, social 
welfare help for needy students and families, and extended hours. 
These schools also featured black history and culture, a diverse and 
rich academic and political curriculum, and lessons in the Party’s 
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ideology, goals, and activities. Whereas the Party saw these 
schools as training grounds for well-equipped citizens, sensitive to 
issues of class, race, and socialism, the Black Panther Party’s 
enemies—principally state and federal governments—saw them as 
purveyors of anti-American and anti-white propaganda. 
(Bloom and Martin 192) 

 

The Black Panthers mobilized the radical nostalgia aspects of disruption in two ways. 

The first through the crafting claims of historical inheritance with global anti-imperialist 

struggles and through making alliances with ongoing struggles worldwide. The second is by 

directly emphasizing the ideological importance of history and by making their interpretations of 

received imperial and colonial history widely available through a number of formal and informal 

channels. The Black Panthers’ implementation of historical narrative is an illustrative example of 

the creative, constructive power of radical nostalgia and its central place within disruption’s 

politics. 

 

Radicalism as Tactics 

Violence or tactical extremity is identified by Calhoun as a type of radicalism, but of a 

“weak sort,” noting that the radicalism he describes lies not in the use of violence, per se, but in 

the “depth of the challenge to the dominant power structure and otherwise predictable course of 

social change” (Calhoun 41). At the same time, Calhoun does not require the movements aim for 

only dramatic and thoroughgoing change to be considered radical under his definitions: “…some 

movements are at least as radical, and in their own way strike at the base of existing power 

structures, when they make demands deeply at odds with the dominant directions of social 

change” (Calhoun 41). Accordingly, it was not the violence of the Swing riots that made them 

radical, but the demand, inherent in the dismantling of threshing machines and the firing of hay 

ricks, and articulated by the rioters, that farmers and landowners cease their use of threshing 
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machines and pursuit of large financial profit at the cost of hired laborers and the traditional 

economy of the village that rendered the actions radical (Hobsbawm and Rudé 95). Calhoun’s 

radicality lay in their desire to arrest the progress that was trampling them. 

So we can see here that, at least according to Calhoun, the marker of radicalism is not in 

its tactics, but in its aims, effects, and intellectual and community identities. Following this, we 

do not consider disruption to be merely a set of kinetic or practical tactics which interrupt or 

arrest progress, but the politics of the creations, justification, and manifestation of those tactics as 

well. As it was the politics of the Swing Riots that made them radical, and that the radicality that 

defined was primarily a radical nostalgia for village life and the ancient rights of English 

freemen, so it was that the disruption the Swing Riots entailed contained a politics within itself. 

 

II. Synonyms, Antonyms, and Differences 

 

To review, disruption is an ideological interruption of the dominant mode of liberal progress, 

based within an ideological radical nostalgia, which may manifest as a strategic past deployed as 

a utopian counterfactual or as a negative reaction against an ideologically unsatisfactory past or 

present towards an idealized future. Though the politics of disruption makes room for ideological 

motivation, it does not require a specific ideology to be deployed, beyond a desire to interrupt the 

stream of progress for a reason or cause. As such, disruption and disruptive politics can be 

deployed in the context of different movements and ideologies, some of which may be 

contradictory. 

It is worth here taking a moment to review synonymic and antonymic concepts to 

disruption, so that we can come closer to a solid definition of the concept itself. 
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Synonyms 

interruption 

I mentioned earlier that the closest synonym to disruption as used for our purposes is 

“interruption.” Here I refer to Arendt’s analysis of the “paralysis” induced by and required by 

“thinking”: 

Hence, the paralysis of thought is twofold: It is inherent in the stop 
and think, the interruption of all other activities, and it may have a 
paralyzing effect when you come out of it, no longer sure of what 
had seemed to you beyond doubt while you were unthinkingly 
engaged in whatever you were doing. If your action consisted in 
applying general rules of conduct to particular cases as they arise 
in ordinary life, then you will find yourself paralyzed because no 
such rules can withstand the wind of thought. 
(Arendt (3) 434) (emphasis added) 

 

Unpacking Socrates’s characterization of himself as, alternately, a paralyzing electric eel 

and an inciting gadfly, Arendt here picks apart what she has identified as the interruptive or 

paralytic potential of thought. She presents an argument that thought and thinking in the 

meditative, reflective mode, that which deals with intangibles, invisibles, and a contentedly 

unproductive search for meaning, is, as a state of being, incompatible with activity or action, 

which Arendt holds are limited to interactions with particular instances, those things and people 

actually in front of you, and broadly governed by extant doctrines of behavior, politics, and 

ideology (see Arendt (3) 423-424; 425-426; 435). Only thinking, as distinct from action or 

behavior, Arendt claims, has the capacity to unsettle doctrine without being merely a usurpation 

of one doctrine by another: “Thinking is equally dangerous to all creeds and, by itself, does not 

bring forth any new creed” (Arendt (3) 435).  
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As such, it is this interruptive, paralytic manifestation of “thinking” that is the closest 

conceptual synonym for “disruption.” It most closely describes the immediate effects of 

disruption and disruptive politics, or their immediate goal: the arresting or interruption of the 

process and doctrine of “progress.” For the initial disruptive, interruptive moment is without 

doctrine, without ideology, except that of breaking with continuity, breaking with a given stream 

of progress. Its interruptive nature denies any framing doctrine or ideology, including those that 

may have motivated the action. As that near-kinetic breakage occurs, it prevented from 

becoming a political or ideological vacuum by the forces that rush in to fill the empty space. The 

ideologies that spurned the disruptive action and those that propelled the stream of progress that 

was interrupted collide as their adherents attempt to turn the moment of vacuum into an 

advantage for their side.  

The moment of vacuum is the briefest flicker of Arendt’s interruptive, paralytic 

“thinking.” The politics of disruption as an opposition to continuity and progress arc over the 

ideology of any particular movement or action. Disruption seeks the interruption itself, and 

cannot prevent the in-rushing of ideology. 

 

Antonyms 

progress 

The liberal view of progress, and of history in general, broadly holds that humanity is, 

over time, trending towards greater liberty and freedom in accordance with liberal, and now 

neoliberal conceptions of those virtues. In the 17th and 18th centuries, liberal thinkers introduced 

new conceptions of society, the role of the state, and emerging civil society, and market 

capitalism. An exact analysis of the particularities of liberal ideology and its rise are beyond our 
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present scope, but a broad overview here is help, if only to provide a more focused look at 

disruption’s target. 

Liberalism’s conception of society was contractual and atomized compared to previous 

views. The newly abstracted individual was no longer an obligate, inextricable part of a larger 

society, as the new concepts of “human nature” and “natural rights,” absorbed in part from the 

Radical Reformation and Puritan movements, set him apart from previously unavoidable 

supporting structures, like the Church. 

It was the Reformation and Puritanism, which loosed the 
individual from the institutional supports of the Church and set him 
in direct confrontation with God. This idea was then absorbed, in 
its more secular form, into the categories of the new social 
philosophy. This conception of the individual, stripped of status, 
position, relationship or place in the divine scheme of things was a 
highly atomistic and materialistic conception. Yet, it was also 
idealist and abstract—a category conceived as free of all 
constraints on action and endowed by Nature with certain 
inalienable rights. This stripped down, atomistic version privileged 
Nature over society and destroyed the whole web of social and 
spiritual constraints in which, in the older philosophies, human 
beings were understood to be embedded. 
 (Hall (3) 39) 

 

The material, atomized view of the individual, part of society and a subject of the State 

only by his explicit consent, regulated both society and the State to secondary roles, supporting 

the free individual to pursue his own ends, rather than being collective ends in and of 

themselves: 

The good society was that which guaranteed the liberty of the 
individual to maximize the self and its freedom of action. The 
purpose of the state was to create for individuals the conditions in 
which they could pursue their private affairs as equal members of 
society….The only legitimate government was one to which 
individuals had freely ceded their inalienable rights and with which 
they had consented to make a contract—offering political loyalty, 
consent and obligation in return for good government, the 
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protection of the individual’s life , property and liberties. In short, 
classic liberalism had a strong but limited concept of the state and 
a contractual conception of the social bond. 
(Hall (3) 40) (emphasis added) 

 

Liberalism broadly “privatized” society through the concept of “civil society,” bringing it 

beyond the reach the state, rendering it private, voluntary, associative (Hall (3) 40). Civil society 

was tripartite: the domestic family, the free, contractual economic market, and voluntary social 

and political associations. All these stood outside the influence of the state, the purview of only 

of free, private individuals. Liberty was viewed negatively, as freedom from constraints that 

might be imposed by the state. Equality was held subordinate to liberty, and as a strict effect of 

the aforementioned “natural rights”: 

...all individuals are equal because they are born with the same 
rights. None therefore should have prior status as a consequence of 
birth or inherited position. Everyone must have an equal chance to 
enter the competitive struggle—there must be no barriers to entry. 
Everyone must be free to compete. Whatever their real differences 
in power and wealth, the law recognizes all individuals as equal 
‘legal subjects.’…. Note that it does not mean that people must 
have equality of condition so that they can compete equally, or that 
those who start from a poorer position should be ‘positively 
advantaged’ so that they can really in fact, compete on equal terms; 
and certainly it does not mean that everyone should end up in 
roughly equal positions. 
 (Hall (3) 41) 

 

The state and its law were thus held to only “[maintain] fairness between competing contenders 

without questioning or interfering with the basic dispositions of wealth and power in society” 

(Hall (3) 42).  “Economic individualism” was embodied in the free market, speculation in land 

and capital, and an emphasis on individual, financial profit over other concerns. (Hall (3) 43) 

Beginning with the period of English Revolution in the 17th century and continuing 

through the 18th and 19th centuries, the rise of liberalism entailed a massive reorganization of 
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English political, social, and economic life. As we’ve seen the in the familiar examples of the 

Luddites and Swing rioters, these changes often entailed the obliteration of rural and village 

ways of life. Landlords, factory owners, and tenant farmers were forced to keep up with the 

capitalization of their industries despite any misgivings they might have as to the effects of the 

required industrialization, mechanization, and the introduction of labor practices such as 

“sweating”, which were almost without exception to the detriment of their labor force (for 

examples see Stedman Jones; Hobsbawm and Rudé; Thompson). 

Calhoun notes how liberalism and the narrative of liberal progress came to occupy a 

central, foundational role in modern politics: 

 

The idea of an ideological spectrum was shaped by later 
eighteenth-and early nineteenth-century political conflicts. It 
reflected not only the seating in the French National Assembly 
during the Revolution in 1789 but also the consolidation of a broad 
political center during the following decades. This was shaped 
equally by the idea that existing social trends were part of a long-
term pattern of progress and by the conviction that continued 
progress depended on management of the process of change by 
‘forces of order’ that would defend the state and the capitalist 
economic system. Within this framework, self-described liberals 
and conservatives could argue for modestly different agendas. But 
conservatives were liberal insofar as they distanced themselves 
from those who would try to turn back the clock of progress. And 
liberals were conservative insofar as they distanced themselves 
from those who would seek better social conditions. This defined 
the limits of legitimate politics and of the dominant public sphere.  
(Calhoun 61) 

 

In modern, Western democratic states, liberal progress remains a core ideology. 

Relentless advancement, or at least the appearance of such advancement, along the track of 

social, political, and capitalist progress is central. The aim of disruptive politics is to interrupt 

that (appearance of) progress, creating a potential space for the manifestations of alternatives. 
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Those alternatives may in the end re-establish the march of liberal progress, but the disruption 

itself, the moment of interruption, of non-advancement, is in itself counter to the liberal ideology 

of progress. 

 

Differences 

Some alternate modes of political action and activism may partake of disruptive politics 

or disruptive tactics, but are themselves qualitatively different from disruption in itself. In this 

section, I will review some of these modes, the ways in which they engage with disruption and 

disruptive politics, how disruption may find partial manifestation within them, and the ways in 

which they ultimately diverge. 

 

disagreement 

Jacques Rancière’s definition of “disagreement” depends on his definition of “politics,” 

which he considers to be a special, rare state in which there is aporia or inescapable conflict, 

interruption, and the opportunity for substantive change. This state of “politics” is in contrast to 

“policing,” the normal condition of the state wherein no substantive decisions or changes can be 

made, but rather processes and populations are maintained in a kind of stasis. A state of 

“politics” is arrived at when 

…wherever the count of parts and parties of society is disturbed by 
the inscription of a part of those who have no part. It begins when 
the equality of anyone and everyone is inscribed in the liberty of 
the people [the demos]. This liberty of the people is an empty 
property, an improper property through which those who are 
nothing purport that their group is identical to the whole of the 
community. Politics exists as long as singular forms of 
subjectification repeat the forms of the original inscription of the 
identity between the whole of the community and the nothing that 
separates it from itself—in other words, the sole count of its parts. 
Politics ceases whenever this gap no longer has any place, 
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wherever the whole of the community is reduced to the sum of its 
parts with nothing left over. 
(Rancière 123) 

 

In other words, “politics” is that special state of generative conflict that appears when the 

claims of equality and liberty are not congruent with the experience of the community’s 

population. “Disagreement” in Rancière’s construction is a “a determined kind of speech 

situation” attendant to the state of politics:  

...one in which one of the interlocutors at once understands and 
does not understand what the other is saying…It is the conflict 
between one who says white and another who also says white but 
does not understand the same thing by it or does not understand 
that the other is saying the same thing in the name of white-ness. 
(Rancière x) 

 

Rancière’s “disagreement” and “politics” describe the state of constructive ideological 

clash that follows the disruptive moment. It is a potential outcome of disruption, but not the 

process itself. As such, we can best describe them as attendant, but not intrinsic to, disruption 

and disruptive politics.  

 

disobedience 

Civil disobedience often engages with disruptive politics in its initial, inciting actions, but 

rarely follows through on its disruptive potential. Civil disobedients often reject the disruptive 

potential of their actions due to their particular and peculiar relationship with the laws they 

violate. Civil disobedients frequently base their actions in a fidelity to the spirit of the law and 

liberal conceptions of equality, liberty, and the consent of the governed (Arendt (1) 96-102), and 

are limited in their actions and demands by their basic adherence to foundational liberal 

ideology, a faith they often share with their targets. Civil disobedients operate on a belief that 
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this is the path of liberal progress that has been strayed from and ought to be returned to, not that 

the path should be willfully abandoned or radically altered. 

Rawls notes that the civil disobedient seeks to “bringing about a change in the law or 

policies of the government” (Rawls 320), but not to shift the nature or trend of the state itself.  

[Civil disobedience] expresses disobedience to law within the 
limits of fidelity to law, although it is at the outer edge thereof. The 
law is broken, but fidelity to law is expressed by the public and 
nonviolent nature of the act, by the willingness to accept the 
legal consequences of one’s conduct.  
(Rawls 322) 

 

The civil disobedient is thus differentiated from the “militant,” whom Rawls identifies as  

 

…much more deeply opposed to the existing political system. He 
does not accept it as one which is nearly just or reasonably so; he 
believes either that it departs widely from its professed principles 
or that it pursues a mistaken conception of justice altogether.  
(Rawls 322) 

 

So while civil disobedience may perform actions that are contrary to the dictates of the 

overarching ideology of liberal progress, it can never fully depart from it. It seeks course 

corrections within the manifestation of particulars within liberal ideology, but never to depart 

fully from the course. Though the particular actions taken by civil disobedients might be 

kinetically disruptive or follow the script of disruption, the underlying motivation, that of acting 

as a fundamental counter to the current track of liberal progress, is often missing. To qualify as a 

civil disobedient, an activist must remain within the anticipated confines of the current 

manifestation of liberal civil society, hence those demands which can even be comprehensibly 

formulated and expressed are limited by the shared liberal political horizon (Gould 32). Not only 

are the demands of civil disobedients restricted by the liberal political horizon, but the 
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disobedient actions themselves are trapped in an interchange with law and civil society. These 

actions must be legally transgressive, but only in a way which recognizably falls within an 

ideologically determined set of politically recognized, ideologically valid transgressions (see 

Bedau 653-654; for examples of ways in which activist actions can be excluded from the 

potential of being actions of civil disobedience, see legal defenses and condemnations of draft 

resistance as a valid form of civil disobedience: Dworkin 206-222; Zinn, Disobedience and 

Democracy; for examples in environmental movements see Will Potter, 35-62, and Alexandra 

Plows, et al, 199-219.). Sit ins and other “non-violent” actions are held to be appropriate modes 

of civil disobedience, but those actions which lead to the destruction of property are often held as 

beyond the political pale, as they counter the high value liberal ideology assigns to physical 

property and the norms of ownership. Militant British suffragettes at times intentionally 

transcended the limits of what was considered “appropriate” defiant behavior, engaging in 

window breaking and other acts of property destruction to dramatically illustrate their exclusion 

from political society (see Mayhall (2) 40-63).  

As previously mentioned, the goals of civil disobedience cannot reach outside of the 

ideologically established and widely accepted basis of civil society. It can appeal only to 

“recognized principles” already in circulation (Rawls 337). When a civil disobedient’s demands 

transcend these boundaries, she passes into militancy, because she demands that society make a 

radical change in its make up and expression. This was apparent in the militant actions of British 

suffragettes, who demanded a recognition that the ideology of the day had no desire, intention, or 

capacity to bestow (Hall (3) 42-43). The radical demands of the militant suffragettes invoked the 

desire for fundamental change that lies at the heart of disruptive politics, and were a 

manifestation of Rancière’s special generative state of “politics.”  
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demonstration and protest 

Demonstrations and street protests are similar to civil disobedience and subject to similar 

ideological constraints. Due to shifts in policing to models that relying more heavily regulation, 

permitting, and increased reliance on “negotiated management” and social control of activists, 

rather than simple escalation of force, it is unlikely that a modern protest march or demonstration 

will itself be truly disruptive. Luis Fernandez characterizes current policing practice around 

protests and street demonstrations as “an effective mixture of hard- and soft-line tactics, 

including the use of new ‘non-lethal weapons’ as well as laws, codes, regulations, and public 

relations strategies that attempt to control protest spaces directly and indirectly” (Fernandez 17). 

There are simply too many opportunities for law enforcement and the state to counteract the 

disruptive potential of a street protest or public demonstration. Activists can be coaxed away 

from confrontational or disruptive tactics during the process of securing permits from the police.  

Arrests can be made at any stage of the protest action, sapping it of participants, resources, and 

momentum. Permits, licenses, and access to venues and materials can be denied or revoked. 

Demonstrations can partake of disruptive politics when the nature or form of the action 

fundamentally counters the boundaries of liberal politics and civil society. The “kiss-ins” and 

other actions staged by ACT UP to dramatically oppose the dominate ideology of 

heteronormativity and its refusal to acknowledge the AIDS epidemic could be considered 

disruptive, and a manifestation of Rancière’s “politics” as it was an instance of the LGBT 

population demanding recognition of their presence in civil society as such (Gould 215). The 

Berkeley Free Speech Movement in 1964 and 1965 could be also considered disruptive in so 

much as they represented a direct challenge to the increasing corporatization and 

neoliberalization of the California university system (Rosenfeld 163-165). 
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A demonstration or street protest can also partake of disruptive politics if its participants 

or observers are radicalized through the oppressive reaction of the police or the state. In these 

cases, however, the event quickly loses the shape of a protest or demonstration, instead taking on 

the shape of a riot. 

 

riots 

When a protest or demonstration is radicalized by state violence, it takes on the form of a 

riot. A riot need not necessarily began as a sanctioned protest, but is often a response to violence 

or repressive actions by the state and police forces. Due to its violent, chaotic, and potentially 

indecipherable nature, a riot has a the potential to be manifestation of disruptive politics. 

Alain Badiou describes three different stages as a riot develops from a cacophony into a 

recognizable political force: immediate riot; latent riot; and historical riot. For our purposes, the 

first and third of these are the most relevant. The first, the “immediate riot,” is described as: 

“violent, anarchic, and ultimately without enduring truth….[U]nrest among a section of the 

population, nearly always in the wake of a violent episode of state coercion” (Badiou 21-22). 

Badiou’s “immediate riot” takes place in a local context, reacting to a given stimulus of state 

violence by targeting symbols of wealth and the state, such as shops, banks, cars, infrastructures 

of the state and police forces (Badiou 23). Badiou is drawing his examples from the riots of the 

Arab Spring, and we can see examples of his “immediate riot” in the 2005-2007 balieue riots 

described by Matthew Moran, and in the riots in Ferguson, Missouri.  

The “immediate riot” spreads by “imitation” to sites that are largely similar or identical to 

the original sites of unrest (Badiou 24). These imitations are more than echoes, because these 

sites often feel the same grievances and hurts as the community that was the original site of 



 38 

unrest. Rather, it is like a series of voices, coming together in a chorus, all singing the same 

unsettling note.  

Badiou calls the “immediate riot” “politically impure,” saying 

…in among the destruction of hated symbols, the profitable 
pillaging, the sheer pleasure in smashing what exists, the joyous 
whiff of gunpowder and guerilla warfare against the cops, one 
cannot really see clearly. The subject of immediate riots is always 
impure. That is why they are neither political nor even pre-
political…they make do with paving the way for an historical riot; 
in the worst, they merely indicate that the existing society, which is 
always a state organization of Capital, does not possess the means 
altogether to prevent the advent of an historical sign of rebellion in 
the desolate spaces for which it is responsible.  
(Badiou 26) 

 

Here Badiou is claiming that because the “immediate” riot does not possess or claim to possess a 

political program and because its participants are not disciplined in their attacks on the symbols 

of the state and police, it cannot be said to be “pure” in its politics, or even properly claim to 

have them. Here, though, I think Badiou bounds his claims too tightly. The riot spurned by police 

or state violence clearly partakes of the politics of disruption, as it is a declarative rejection of the 

present state, a demand that the current thread of progress stop within the boundaries of the riot 

site. The riot is a forcible arresting, rejection, and partial erasure of the liberal ideology of 

progress as manifest though the state and police. The liberal ideology of progress often entails 

the economic exploitation and social abandonment of these riot sites, and the riot, through the 

dramatic destruction of the infrastructure of exploitation challenges both of these outcomes. 

Reaching back further into history, E.P. Thompson, Eric Hobsbawm, and Natalie Zemon 

Davis describe riots that operated as more overtly as modes of social correction and control. 

Thompson and Hobsbawm in particular describe riots that served to interrupt and discourage 

trends of machination, industrialization, and capitalization, thus operating to oppose and disrupt 
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the ideology of liberal progress directly (Thompson 78; Hobsbawm (2) 62). The eighteenth 

century food riots described by Thompson and the Luddite machine breakers described by 

Hobsbawm each engaged in disruptive, destructive riot to interrupt or arrest processed of 

liberalization that threatened the traditional organization of rural and village life.  

Hobsbawm describes two types of machine breaking. The first is a type of “collective 

bargaining by riot”:  

…a normal means of putting pressure on employers or putters-out. 
This sort of wrecking was a traditional and established part of 
industrial conflict in the period of the domestic and manufacturing 
systems, and the early stages of factory and mine. It was not 
directed against machines but also against raw material, finished 
goods, or even the private property of employers, depending on 
what sort of damage there were most sensitive to.  
(Hobsbawm (2) 58-59) 

 

The second sort was targeted more at operational or finished machines, particularly the 

“labor-saving” devices of the Industrial Revolution. In this case, as has been noted earlier in this 

text, the machine breaker was not so much concerned with the destruction of the machine itself, 

but rather with the interruption of processes of industrialization and capitalization which 

threatened his “customary standard of life, which included non-monetary factors such as freedom 

and dignity, as well as wages” (Hobsbawm (2) 62).  

Both types of machine breaker described by Hobsbawm served to express dissatisfaction 

with the creeping takeover of artisan labor by ideologically backed capitalization and 

industrialization. Further, both were based in a comparison of a projection of an undesirable 

liberal future with a radically nostalgic image of a better past, which in turn provided the 

foundation for a preferred future. The Luddite machine breakers based their actions in a belief 
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that they were defending traditional rights and obligations.  Thompson describes a similar stance 

held by 18th century food rioters: 

It is possible to detect in almost every eighteenth century crowd 
action some legitimizing notion…[T]he men and women in the 
crowd were informed by the belief that they were defending 
traditional rights or customs; and, in general, that they were 
supported by the wider consensus of the community. On occasion 
this popular consensus was endorsed by some measure of license 
afforded by the authorities.  
(Thompson 78) 

 

The riots described by Thompson and Hobsbawm are useful here to illustrate how the 

politics of disruption may not necessarily be oriented towards radical, forward-oriented-change. 

Rather, disruptive actors may be conservative, looking to arrest change, halt liberal progress, or 

go backwards to a pre-liberal political point (Calhoun 21). 

 

revolution 

“Revolution” is a mobilization of disruptive politics and tactics for the intentional support 

of a specific political program. It does not stop at the simple interruption of liberal progress. 

Revolution is a potential result of a manifestation of disruptive politics, but revolutionary 

disruption represents an additional constitutive political and ideological layer added to disruptive 

politics itself. 

Arendt distinguishes between a “rebellion” and a “revolution,” arguing that “the end of 

rebellion is liberation, while the end of revolution is the foundation of freedom” (Arendt (2) 

133). This articulation potentially clarifies how a deployment of disruptive politics (here referred 

to as “rebellion”) must be first present, but ultimately altered before it can constitute a 

“revolution.” For while disruptive politics is motivated by a constructive radical nostalgia, 

disruptive politics is not, in and of itself, constitutive of a revolutionary political structure. 
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Arendt’s theory of revolutions requires liberating rebellion followed by constitutive 

revolution: 

The basic misunderstanding lies in the failure to distinguish 
between liberation and freedom; there is nothing more futile than 
rebellion and liberation unless they are followed by the 
constitution of new won freedom.  
(Arendt (2) 133) 

 

It is worth noting here that Arendt is using the liberal construction of “liberation” here as a 

negative freedom, a freedom from rather than a positive capacity to. Here we should note that 

disruptive politics, as it seeks to wrest society off the track of ideological liberal progress, is also 

seeking the liberation in the liberal sense. Ironically, it is seeking, as a first step, freedom from 

the ideology of liberal progress.  

This negative constructive capacity of disruptive politics is essential when in a 

revolutionary context. This disruptive moment, in itself motivated by an ideological opposition 

to the current track of progress, acts to clear away the previous structures, much like the remains 

of derelict buildings must be demolished before a new structure can be built. This clearing-away 

is an essential part of the new building’s construction but is not in and of itself constitutive of the 

new structure. As such, disruptive politics is constructive, but not constitutive of revolutionary 

politics. 

 

violence 

Arendt identifies “violence” as instrumental in nature, indicating that it is incapable of 

carrying a politics or an ideology in and of itself. Rather, it takes on the ideology it is being 

deployed to support (Arendt (1) 145). Žižek identifies three modes of violence: subjective 

violence, or violence that is performed by a clearly identifiable agent on a clearly defined victim; 
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and two separate modes of “objective” violence, symbolic violence and systemic violence. 

“Symbolic violence” is, for Žižek, the violent “imposition of a certain universe of meaning” 

(Žižek 2) inherent in language, while “systemic violence” is “the often catastrophic 

consequences of the smooth functioning of our economic and political systems” (Žižek 2). 

However, Žižek’s three modes of violence do not inherently contradict Arendt’s observations on 

the instrumental nature of violence. After all, it is not unique to the ideologies of liberalism and 

neoliberalism that their “smooth functioning” entail “catastrophic consequences.” Violence as 

such is not restricted to the defense and maintenance of our current dominant ideological 

systems. While violence can be part of disruptive attacks on the structures of liberal and 

neoliberal ideology, because of its instrumental nature, it cannot be considered inherently 

disruptive or inescapably tied to any particular ideology. 

 

III. Disruption’s Manifestations and Justifications 

 

Disruption manifests primarily along two lines: the subtractive line, and the additive line. I 

define the subtractive line as disruptive strategies and actions that entail the removal or 

interruption of content without replacing it, or the rejection or abandonment of liberal civil 

discourse.  Specific examples can include service or signal interruption, certain types of exit, 

Bartlebaian refusal, or certain cases of sabotage.  I define the additive line as disruptive strategies 

and actions that manifest as the addition or creation of content, noisy interruptions, the 

advertisement of alternative lifestyles or ideological constructions, or the insistence on 

previously denied or unavailable civil discourse. 

Specific examples of these can include militant protest strategies, like those used by the 

British suffragettes described above, riots, the street demonstration of ACT UP, infrastructure 
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destruction in the environmental movement, and the occupations and sit-ins of the Berkeley free 

speech movement. The specific difference between these two lines is whether or not the 

disruption is publicly justified or if the disruptive activists seek out a dialog regarding their 

motivations and politics with their targets and the broader public. 

Many of these examples and manifestations have been described elsewhere in this paper, 

but I would like to here briefly describe the examples of exit and Bartlebaian refusal. 

 

exit and refusal 

“Exit” is the political and social manifestation of “Well, then I’ll just take my ball and go 

home.” In some cases, it is an extreme manifestation of the liberal ideology of the individual’s 

autonomy from society and the state. In other cases, it can be a tacit acknowledgement that 

liberal ideology cannot, in modernity, be easily ducked, and what is needed instead is a complete 

split, or as complete a split as is possible from liberal modernity. The infrastructure and culture 

local to those “exiters” may or may not resist such a split: Amish communities in the United 

States have repeatedly found the US state ultimately friendly to their mode of religious secession 

from modernity, mostly due to the wide berth religious communities in the US are afforded for 

faith-based exit and refusal. The exit of communities like the Amish is relatively silent: being 

isolationist and not particularly evangelical, they have little interest in recruiting others to join 

their rejection of modernity, and their communities are, for the most part, distant from cities and 

population centers, so accidental cross-pollination is unlikely. Amish communities are an 

illustration of how exit can be a rejection not just of the political and social structures of liberal 

modernity, but of any civil discourse with liberal modernity. In its most extreme manifestation, 

exit seeks isolation, not tolerance. 
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A less extreme version of exit is the Autonomist squatters communities in Europe, 

described elsewhere in this paper. Though these squatters communities opposed and opted out of 

many aspects of liberal modernity, setting up alternative infrastructures for housing, 

employment, entertainment, and social services, they did not seek isolation from the broader 

society (Katsiaficas 169). Rather, autonomous squatter communities in Berlin, Copenhagen, and 

other European cities were embedded in urban centers. This allowed them to take advantage of 

vacant buildings and services, but also meant they were constantly in conversation with the 

liberal modernity that surrounded them (Katsiaficas 119-124; 236-267). This type of “embedded 

exit” is also advocated in the writings of Tiqqun, in their concept of “secession through the 

middle” (Tiqqun 69). Exit does not require willful isolation. Rather, in the context of disruptive 

exit, it requires at base engagement with alternative ideological structures at the level of 

community construction and operation, in a manner that can be either visible and 

confrontational, as with autonomous squatter communities, or silent and non-confrontational, as 

with communities like the Amish. 

Refusal is a milder form of exit. While exit requires an engagement with alternate 

ideologies, refusal does not require that alternatives be created or considered, only that what is 

offered is rejected. The canonical example is Melville’s Bartleby, a scrivener who gradually, and 

without offering an explanation or rationalization, opts out of all aspects of his profession, social 

expectations, interpersonal expectations, and eventually life itself. Refusal maintains a presence 

within the ideological system it opposes, and as such serves as a provocation to those observing 

it. This effect is apparent in Melville story of Bartleby, as those around him try to accommodate, 

analyze, justify, and alter his behavior, even as their behavior is altered around him. Initially, the 

narrator notes how Bartleby’s acts of refusal dramatically shook his own faith in systems he had 
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previously thought were solid and dependable, leading him to reach out to his other employees 

for reassurances: 

It is not seldom the case that, when a man is browbeaten in some 
unprecedented and violently unreasonable way, he begins to 
stagger in his own plainest faith. He begins, as it were, vaguely to 
surmise that, wonderful as it may be, all the justice and all the 
reason is on the other side. Accordingly, if any disinterested 
persons are present, he turns to them for some reinforcement of his 
own faltering mind.  
(Melville 114) 

 

As Bartleby’s refusals continue and escalate, so does the narrator’s increasingly panicked 

introspection, leading him to mold the world around Bartleby to accommodate and in some ways 

reward his refusals. Bartleby serves as an example of the ways a simple interruption of 

expectation can serve as a powerful provocation: 

Nothing so aggravates an earnest person as a passive resistance. If 
the individual so resisted be of a not inhuman temper, and the 
resisting one perfectly harmless in his passivity, then, in the better 
moods of the former, he will endeavor charitably to construe to this 
imagination what proves impossible to be solved by this judgment. 
Even so, for the most part, I regarded Bartleby and his ways. Poor 
fellow! thought I, he means no mischief; it is plain he intends no 
insolence; his aspect sufficiently evinces that his eccentricities are 
involuntary. He is useful to me. I can get along with him. If I turn 
him away, the changes are he will fall in with some less-indulgent 
employer, and then he will be rudely treated, and perhaps driven 
forth miserably to starve. Yes. Here I can cheaply purchase a 
delicious self-approval. To befriend Bartleby; to humor him in his 
strange willfulness will cost me little or nothing, while I lay up in 
my soul what will eventually prove a sweet morsel for my 
conscience. But this mood was not invariable with me. The 
passiveness of Bartleby sometimes irritated me. I felt strangely 
goaded on to encounter him in new opposition—to elicit some 
angry part from him answerable to my own. But, indeed, I might as 
well have essayed to strike fir with my knuckles against a bit of 
Windsor soap.  
(Melville 115-116) 
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This passage illustrates two of the potential impacts of refusal: one, the depth and 

complexity of introspective thought refusals can induce in observers, as they try to assimilate the 

rejection of aspects of the dominate ideology with the ideology itself, and two, that the world 

might, around the refuser, scramble to accommodate what appear to be individual eccentricities. 

Bartleby provides an example of how political refusal is nearly impossible for an individual to 

practice on his own, even if he, unlike Bartleby, should deign to explain his reasoning to other. 

The counter-hegemonic actions of an individual cannot have an effect outside his local situation 

and cannot be considered politically efficacious. But if a group of individuals join in coordinated 

acts of refusal, as in draft avoidance during the Vietnam War or tax and census resistance by 

Britain militant suffragettes, then their actions shift from individual eccentricities to a coherent 

challenge to the manifestations of liberal modernity. 

 

justifications 

The politics of disruption is that of arresting the course of liberal ideological progress, 

either through direct interruption or by introducing sufficient inefficiencies to bring “progress” to 

an effectively halt. This can be justified in a variety of ways: making room in political and civil 

society for counterpublics or previous unrecognized populations (as described in Rancière’s 

conception of politics); slowing the march of ideological progress to allow and encourage 

reflection on (neo)liberal ideology and the current track of progress itself; or serving as a 

provocation to consider alternative ideologies or ways of life, as illustrated by the concept of 

“propaganda by deed.” These justifications have been explored elsewhere in this paper, and so 

we will not be reviewing them in detail here. 
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IV. Specific Implications of Disruption for Online Politics 
 

The internet and other NCT spaces are a special case for disruptive politics. Because of the dense 

overlap of dense overlap of speech, presence, spatiality, and property concerns; the domination 

of publicly subsidized private corporations; the lack of strong rights protections, and the 

breakdown of a geospatial understanding of legal regimes and controls, the impacts of disruptive 

tactics and disruptive politics can be difficult to predict, trace, or fully appreciate. The 

technological and social systems at play are often too complex to be readily grasped in their 

entirety, and so a number of different metaphors are often deployed in order to enable people to 

think with and about these systems. When thinking about how disruption and disruptive politics 

manifest on and impact NCT spaces, it is worth first taking a moment to consider the intellectual 

tools we use to think about those spaces. 

 

Metaphors of NCT Spaces 

 The metaphors used to describe these systems reflect how these systems are thought about 

as well as acting as a proscriptive force for how these systems and technology can be developed 

in the future. Patrice Flichy refers to this as the utopian or ideological potential of an imaginaire, 

or the collective vision of a technology, both as it is manifest and as it’s potential (Flichy 4-11). 

There a certain amount of churn in the metaphor landscape and different conceptual metaphors 

for the NCT space have gone in and out of fashion over the last half-century. Here I would like 

to review some of those metaphors, as well as the different layers of the NCT stack they do or do 

not effectively grapple with. 

 Popular and influential metaphors of the NCT space, such as “information superhighway,” 

“global village,” “cyberspace” in the Barlowian sense of the term, refer primarily if not 
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exclusively to the human-readable surface of the NCT space. In the recent past we might have 

referred to this layer as the World Wide Web, but it has now expanded to include smart phone 

apps, texting clients, and the interfaces of an entire galaxy of various “smart devices” (often 

referred to by the phrase the “internet of things”). But the human readable layer of the NCT 

space is just its skin, most familiar to us, but not to be mistaken for the deeper layers of core 

functionality and transport.  

 A thorough analysis of the NCT stack is beyond the scope of this paper, but for our 

purposes we can (very) broadly divide it into structural and infrastructural elements, user 

elements, and content elements. Infrastructural elements include physical assets like backbone 

infrastructure, buried and above ground cables, server farms, cable hotels and interchanges, as 

well as software and firmware infrastructure, which can be considered the protocols, coding 

languages, and written code which allow the basic transport and memory functions of NCT 

spaces to operate. User elements are themselves a deeply multi-layered space, as they include not 

just humans, but also non-human corporate entities, programs, apps, and various automated 

systems and “smart” objects of every stripe. The content elements include the ways in which 

human-readable content interacts with itself in NCT spaces, and includes linkages and referrals 

as well as one to one, one to many, and many to many exchange patterns. 

 In theory, an effective metaphor of the NCT space would be able to take into account 

aspect of these three major elements. Realistically, however, conceptual metaphors of the NCT 

space end up privileging one or two of these elements, and disregarding the others. Often the 

human-readable aspects are emphasized at the expense of infrastructural or computer-readable 

elements. 

 In this work, I favor the “network society” metaphor, as it gestures at the machine-readable 
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infrastructural elements as well as the human and user elements. For our purposes, it also stresses 

that the deployment of disruptive politics in NCT spaces can have human-readable and machine-

readable impacts, which may harmonize together to generate additional effects. The “network 

society” indicates a greater complexity than the simple utopianism of the “global village” and a 

denser play of heterogeneous elements than the municipal “information superhighway.” 

 Another popular metaphor to describe the NCT space is Deleuze and Guattari’s “rhizome.” 

The rhizomatic network provides “collection and heterogeneity: any point of a rhizome can be 

connected to anything other, and must be” (Deleuze and Guatarri 6), a type of universal network 

organization attractive in its utopian equality of deployment. The rhizomatic network is one 

defined by multiplicity, having “no unity to serve as a pivot in the object or to divide in the 

subject” (Deleuze and Guatarri 8). The rhizomatic network cannot be ruptured, it “may be 

broken, shattered at a given spot, but it will start up again on one of its old lines, or on new lines” 

(Deleuze and Guatarri 9). 

 These aspects of rhizomatic networks are attractive to a certain strain of utopianism in the 

imaginaire, to borrow Flichy’s phrase, of NCT spaces. The rhizomatic principle of “asignifying 

rupture,” the one which states that any interruption will be rebounded against and overcome as a 

matter of course, echoes the words of early internet engineer and activist John Gilmore, “The 

‘Net interprets censorship as damage and routes around it.” The principles of collection, 

heterogeneity, and multiplicity appeal to conceptions of NCT spaces as egalitarian, meritocratic, 

and flat. While this characterization might have been momentarily true within a limited 

population at certain early points during the internet’s development, it no longer grasps the 

organization of the NCT space, the ways in which neoliberal ideologies have permeated the 

management and distribution of information, and the compounding of network effects. 
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 While NCT spaces are remarkably generative, their generatively is not of the distributed 

across the network space. Rather it is concentrated over time, by the distribution of venture 

capital, infrastructure stability, self-reinforcing exponential economy of attention, network 

effects, and other factors, in a few particular nodes. The generatively of NCT spaces is one of 

high fertility, high mortality, and an outsized impact space afforded to the survivors. In biology, 

this would be referred to as an “r-selected” space. R-selected species produce extremely high 

numbers of offspring, but these offspring have, individually, low chances of surviving to 

adulthood. NCT spaces, and the high tech sector in general, exhibit and prize this style of high 

fertility, high mortality generativity. It can be particularly observed in methods of capitalization 

that rely on venture capital and the appearance of “unicorn” startups (Friend, “Tomorrow’s 

Advance Man”). 

 

Disruption as Deployed within NCT Spaces 

 Disruption manifests in NCT spaces in several ways. Two major threads will be examined 

here. First is the deployment of the concept of “disruption” and “disruptive innovation” within 

Silicon Valley and the neoliberal capitalization of technology. This deployment runs counter to 

our previous description of disruptive politics as radical nostalgia in many ways, and it is 

worthwhile to note how neoliberal ideology has altered the political valance of disruption within 

this particular context. The second is the deployment of disruptive politics as previously defined 

within the network society though NCT channels. Here we will unpack the special implications 

of disruptive politics within NCT spaces and how those impact the potentials and limits of NCT-

mediated politics in general.   
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disruption and innovation in the Valley 

 Disruption as it manifests in Silicon Valley ideology is divorced from the traditions and 

politics of radical nostalgia we reviewed above. Rather, the Silicon Valley deployment of 

disruption aligns it with Schumpeter’s concept of “creative destruction,” but with a peculiar, 

ahistorical bent. Where disruptive politics as we have previously identified them represent a 

nostalgic, creative connection with the past or with a constructed vision of the past, Silicon 

Valley’s disruption, coupled with its fetishizing of “innovation,” intends to break with and 

surpass the past. “Innovation” in the Silicon Valley usage is closely tied to the liberal concept of 

progress, but strips it of many of its moral and political implications, a usage Jill Lepore 

describes as “ 

the idea of progress stripped of the aspirations of the 
Enlightenment, scrubbed clean of the horrors of the twentieth 
century, and relieved of its critics.” To this, disruption is added, 
acting as both a justificatory defense of the destructiveness of 
extractive capitalism and a protective charm against its effects: 
“Disruptive innovation goes further, holding out the hope of 
salvation against the very damnation it describes: disrupt, and you 
will be saved. 
 (Lepore, “The Disruption Machine”) 

 

 Disruption in Silicon Valley is an extreme deployment of liberalism’s cult of the self-

sufficient individual.  This is apparent in expectations of how individuals within the high tech 

economy are expected in interact with the companies that employ them; how companies are 

expected to interact with history, without a particular sense of obligation or coherence; and how 

the Valley itself interacts with society at large: from a fundamentally extractive stance, wherein 

society is primarily a handy assemblage of readily exploited and monetized resources. Fred 

Turner describes how the writings of Kevin Kelly influenced the ideology of the modern tech 

economy, pushing it towards an understanding of atomized individuals manipulating data beyond 
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the confines and obligations of the physical world and society at large: 

“The renegade competitor,” wrote the Harvard Business Review 
[regarding Kevin Kelly’s 1994 book, Out of Control], “the lone 
knowledge worker equipped with a laptop, a modem, and an 
inspired idea—these are our heroes, the change agents who are 
reinventing industries, reshaping the economy, creating vast 
wealth.” Almost thirty years earlier, thousands of young, highly 
educated Americans had tromped off into the wilderness seeking to 
build an egalitarian, fun-loving world. Today, suggested Kelly, 
they should look to technology and the economy for satisfaction. 
They should do so, he argued, because the world itself was an 
information system. In his view, to manipulate computers and to 
work with information was not simply to hold down a job; it was to 
gain access to a hidden world, to live by its laws, and to become in 
a sense a Comprehensive Designer of one’s own fate. In that sense, 
Kelly’s vision echoed the New Communalists’ celebration of 
consciousness. It also resuscitated the commune-dwellers’ 
disregard for the demands of the material world. In the 1960s, 
many had set out for rural America with little sense of the 
embodied labor that building their new society might take and little 
feel for the work already done by those among whom they settled. 
In the 1990s, as a number of critics have noted, Kelly’s doctrine of 
cyber-revolutionism gave a potent ideological boost to executives 
seeking to outsource labor, automate industrial processes, and 
decrease the stability of their worker’s employment. Throughout 
his book, Kelly underplayed the work of embodied labor, 
celebrated intellect and the collaborative styles associated with 
intellectual institutions, and so offered a model of a world 
inhabited exclusively by freelancing elites. In the early 1990s, as in 
the late 1960s, that turn away from the material world helped 
legitimate the authority of those who controlled information and 
information systems by rendering invisible those who did not. 
(Turner 204) 

 

 The Silicon Valley deployment of disruption partakes of its interruptive potential, cutting 

out the aspects of radical nostalgia that are central to disruptive politics. In this way, I describe 

Silicon Valley’s use of disruption as only accessing its “kinetic” qualities, while remaining 

apolitical and ahistorical. While disruptive politics specifically construct a space for the 

countering of the ideology of liberal progress, apolitical disruption interrupts without broader 
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motivation, beyond atomized self-advancement and self preservation. It interrupts, but disregards 

the foundational or reactive potential of what it has interrupted. 

 

disruption and the network society 

 If the above is accurate, and the deployments of disruption and innovation that undergird 

the current manifestation of the Silicon Valley economy and NCT development are at their base 

apolitical and ahistorical, what does that mean for the political potential of these spaces? 

 To deploy the products of Silicon Valley in the hopes of disruptive or even meaningful 

political impact is to swim against the tide of their design. As Jodi Dean notes in her theory of 

communicative capitalism, the products and tools of the network society are, in the main, 

oriented towards the circulation and multiplication of content. Dean states that, “Ideally, the 

communicative interactions of the public sphere, the circulation of content and media chatter, not 

only impact but also constitute official politics.” But in the network society, this coincidence has 

failed, a fact particularly troubling as NCT mediated communications models become grow to 

become the privileged mode of communication in the names of efficiency and modernization: 

…there is a significant disconnect between politics circulating as 
content and official politics….[M]ultiple opinions and divergent 
points of view express themselves in myriad intense exchanges, 
but this circulation of content in dense, intensive global 
communications networks actually relieves top-level actors 
(corporate, institutional, and governmental) from the obligation to 
answer embedded in the notion of a message. 
(Dean (1) 21) 
 

 The product channels of the network society bleed off disruptive potential like a relief 

valve, hampering the pressure build-up that is necessary to launch a disruptive event. Note that it 

does not work to wholly prevent such acts, but multiplicity of available channels has the 
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potential to distribute individuals and diffuse political momentum to the point where it is difficult 

to act collectively. Dean articulates the challenge thus: 

Expanded and intensified communicativity neither enhances 
opportunities for linking together political struggles nor enlivens 
radical democratic practices—although it has exacerbated left 
fragmentation, amplified the voices of right-wing extremists, and 
delivered ever more eyeballs to corporate advertisers. Instead of 
leading to more equitable distributions of wealth and influence, 
instead of enabling the emergence of a richer variety in modes of 
living and practices of freedom, the deluge of screens and 
spectacles coincides with extreme corporatization, financialization, 
and privatization across the globe. Rhetorics of access, 
participation, and democracy work ideologically to secure the 
technological infrastructure of neoliberalism, an invidious and 
predatory politico-economic project that concentrates assets and 
power in the hands of the very, very rich, devastating the planet 
and destroying the lives of billions of people. 
(Dean (1) 23) 

 

 If one believes in the necessity and capacity of radical political change, how must one 

react to the dark challenge thrown out by Dean’s communicative capitalism? If it is improbable 

if not impossible to arrive at Rancière’s state of politics through the product channels of the 

network society, is exit the only reasonable option? It is certainly an option, but one that is 

suffuse with a resignation and contempt for the world left behind. The exit that abandons 

modernity damns modernity and itself in the same breath: at this stage of history, we have run 

out of new worlds to meaningfully retreat to. For those who believe that radical change is both 

desirable and possible, exit in the style of the Puritans or the Amish can only be seen as a 

necrotic politics. 

 The network society and NCT spaces require disruptive politics. To effect a 

confrontation, the deployment of disruptive politics must confront the network society on 

multiple levels (though not necessarily simultaneously or in the same action): infrastructure, 
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content and user flows and linkages, as well as financial and capital flows. The constructive 

capacities of disruptive politics as radical nostalgia operate here to interrupt both the circulating 

flows of content, users, and capital identified by Dean, but also to interrupt the deployments of 

apolitical innovation and disruption that powers and directs the design and construction of the 

network society itself.
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